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Regret is a negative experience concerning the cause and a
desire to reverse the current situation (Gilovich and Medvec,
1995; Roese, 1997). It is an emotion oriented toward the
past, signaling an unfavorable evaluation of a past choice (e.g.,
Zeelenberg et al., 1998b). Essentially, regret experiences involve
thoughts about counterfactuals, that is, “what might have been”
instead of “what is” (e.g., Kahneman and Miller, 1986; Connolly
and Zeelenberg, 2002); these are thoughts of one’s previous action
or inaction and how things would have been different, had one
behaved differently (e.g., Roese, 1994, 1997; Gilovich et al., 1998;
Roese and Summerville, 2005; Epstude and Roese, 2008; Epstude
and Jonas, 2015; Roese and Epstude, 2017; for an overview see
Mandel et al., 2007).

Regret is an experience that is crucial in the lives of humans
(e.g., Stewart and Vandewater, 1999; Wrosch and Heckhausen,
2002; Timmer et al., 2005), which is reflected in the various
areas where regret has been documented (for an overview see
Roese and Summerville, 2005) such as health and well-being
(e.g., Lecci et al., 1994; Stewart and Vandewater, 1999; Jokisaari,
2003; Connolly and Reb, 2005b; Epstude and Jonas, 2015),
personality (e.g., Schwartz et al., 2002), and romance (e.g., Roese
and Summerville, 2005; Timmer et al., 2005). Regrets can be
very intense (e.g., Beike et al., 2009), with some people being
more vulnerable to experiencing this emotion than others (e.g.,
Schwartz et al., 2002). Regrets can have a variety of consequences,
such as self-blame (e.g., Connolly and Zeelenberg, 2002), change
of expectations (e.g., Connolly and Reb, 2005a), rumination
about lost opportunities (e.g., Stewart and Vandewater, 1999;
Beike et al., 2009), as well as adjustments and behavior changes
(e.g., Lecci et al., 1994; Roese, 1994; Roese and Summerville,
2005; Saffrey et al., 2008). When people regret something, they
are likely to consider the opportunities that they did not take
and the choices with better outcomes that they could have made.
However, the consequences following regret need not always be
negative.

Research shows there are some improvement benefits of regret
that are rooted in the counterfactual thoughts associated with this
experience (e.g., Markman et al., 2008; Coricelli and Rustichini,
2010), at least when people perceive some level of personal
responsibility for their actions or inactions (e.g., Zeelenberg et al.,
1998a). Regret involves an inconsistency between subjectively
relevant goals regarding a particular situation or life in general
and one’s action or inaction. Through this inconsistency, regret
helps people to learn from the past. Consistent with this notion,
a study by Roese and Summerville (2005) highlights that humans
recognize regret as a positive influence on future behavior. Regret
signals that something has gone wrong and that something
needs to change. Regret can trigger a behavioral response to
improve circumstances and one’s life. Indeed, regret can lead to
instrumental corrective actions (e.g., Connolly and Reb, 2005a)
and promote psychological adjustment (e.g., Lecci et al., 1994;
Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2007; Saffrey et al., 2008), and changes
in life (e.g., Lecci et al., 1994; Stewart and Vandewater, 1999;
Zeelenberg, 1999; Beike et al., 2009).

The literature thus indicates that regret can lead to change. It
plays a role in shaping learning processes from past experiences
to the present and the future. The emotion itself is the negative

sting that seems to motivate learning and change via inferences
and expectations (e.g., Saffrey et al., 2008). The sting is an
affective expression of the perceived inconsistency between one’s
actions or inactions and one’s subjectively relevant goals, thus
an inconsistency in people’s sense of meaning (e.g., Heine et al.,
2006). Understanding and resolving such inconsistencies shapes
these meaning frameworks and contributes to a general sense of
meaning. The motivated process to learn from and resolve the
inconsistencies associated with regret is essentially a search for
meaning (e.g., Steger et al., 2006).

Search for Meaning
Recently, research on meaning making processes and their
motivational components (e.g., Baumeister and Vohs, 2002;
Heine et al., 2006; Van Tilburg and Igou, 2018) found that
people search for meaning in the face of threats to their meaning
systems (Heine et al., 2006; Steger et al., 2006). These threats
can be of an affective nature, such as boredom (e.g., Van Tilburg
and Igou, 2012, 2017a) or disillusionment (e.g., Maher et al.,
2018). The cognitive process of meaning search follows the
general need to arrive at greater insights into one’s goal and the
functioning of the world (e.g., Steger et al., 2006; Van Tilburg
et al., 2013). The search process is thus a motivated cognitive
process directed at sources of meaning with the goal to gain
more meaning. Consistently, search for meaning increases social
identification with others (e.g., Van Tilburg and Igou, 2012),
nostalgia (Van Tilburg et al., 2013), reliance on political ideologies
(e.g., Van Tilburg and Igou, 2016; Maher et al., 2018), and
inspiration by heroes (e.g., Coughlan et al., 2017); each process
auguring a greater sense of meaning. In short, we pose that
regret is an affective experience that is associated with particular
challenges to one’s general sense of meaning, triggering a search
for meaning.

Prospects of Meaning: Heroes and
Heroism
Heroes and heroism have been essential parts of human
civilization as, for example, reflected in the heroic figures in
ancient mythologies (for an overview see Campbell, 2004). In
recent years, research has given considerable attention to the
natures of heroes and heroism, highlighting the impact of heroes
at the levels of groups and individuals (e.g., Sullivan and Venter,
2005, 2010; Allison and Goethals, 2011, 2013; Kinsella et al.,
2015b, 2017c; Allison et al., 2017). For example, different types
of heroes have been distinguished (e.g., Allison and Goethals,
2013), prototypical characteristics of heroes have been identified
(e.g., Kinsella et al., 2015b, 2017a), and important social and
psychological functions served by heroes – such as enhancement,
protection, and moral guidance (e.g., Kinsella et al., 2015a) – have
been reported.

Heroes and heroism are positively laden concepts infused with
superordinate values and admirable behaviors. Representations
of heroes differ from those of role models and leaders (Kinsella
et al., 2015b, 2017b). Heroes and heroism stand out with regard
to the moral goals that are pursued and how they are pursued,
namely with personal sacrifices and risks. Heroes and heroic acts
are generally appreciated, inspiring, and comforting for groups
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and individuals, especially in unsatisfactory and threatening
times (e.g., Allison and Goethals, 2011). Beliefs about heroes
and heroism are widely shared and central in cultures and
individuals’ lives (e.g., Kinsella et al., 2015b; Bronk and Brian,
2016).

In line with this notion, heroes and heroism are sources of
meaning and inspiration (e.g., Früchtl, 2009; Bronk and Brian,
2016; Green et al., 2017; Kinsella et al., 2017a), and search for
meaning can thus be linked to perceptions of heroes and heroism
and associated inspiration. We pose that this process is especially
relevant when the “need” for heroes or heroism is relatively
pronounced. For example, Coughlan et al. (2017) illustrate this
for boredom. Specifically, boredom reflects meaninglessness of
one’s activities or even life in general (e.g., Van Tilburg and
Igou, 2011a, 2012, 2016, 2017a,b). Coughlan et al. argued and
found that people who are prone to boredom hold more positive
perceptions of cultural heroes (e.g., Dr. Marin Luther King Jr.),
namely how special and inspiring the person was, how much
they admired the person, and much the person was of personal
significance and purpose. Importantly, the association between
boredom proneness and these hero perceptions was mediated by
search for meaning in life. That is, boredom – an experience that
motivates a search for meaning (Van Tilburg and Igou, 2011a,
2012) – predicted greater appreciation of heroes to the extent
that boredom involved a meaning search. The proposition that
the perception of heroes and heroism can serve as a response to
threatening experiences is not limited to boredom; we propose
that regret is associated with a challenge to people’s meaning
system: people feel regret because their past actions or inactions
are inconsistent with their goals. Regret motivates a cognitive
process that helps making sense of the situation and oneself.
Given that heroes and heroism are sources of meaning, we
thus reasoned that experiences of regret would transfer into
inspiration and show the readiness to act heroically via a search
for meaning in life.

Study Overview
Study 1 examined the proposed link between regret and search for
meaning. Specifically, Study 1a examined the association between
individual differences in regret and search for meaning in life;
Study 1b examined individual differences in the general form of
regret, action regret, and inaction regret, and search for meaning
in life. Study 2 adopted a correlational design to test at an
individual difference level the effects of regret on the motivation
to be heroic via search for meaning in life. Study 3 adopted
an experimental design to test the effects of regret on heroism
motivation via meaning search. In addition, we examined the
effects of individual differences in self-enhancement needs on the
relationship between regret and heroism motivation.

STUDY 1 (A-B): REGRET AND MEANING
SEARCH

We pose that regret is at least partly associated with existential
processes, in that it leads people to search for meaning in life.
Study 1 was designed to test if regret predicted search for meaning

in life. We examined whether this process occurred for two forms
of regret often discussed in the literature, namely action and
inaction regret (e.g., Gilovich et al., 1998). We predicted that
regret would be associated with an increase in search for meaning
in life. Given that our approach makes no assumptions about
the differences between actions and inactions, we expected the
proposed effect of regret on meaning search for both forms of
regret.

Materials and Methods
Participants and Design
Study 1a investigated the association between individual
differences in regret and search for meaning using a correlational
design. We recruited 53 participants via the online portal
Mechanical Turk (MTurk1; in the United States and in India).
One participant was excluded because of missing data, resulting
in a total of 52 participants (32 male, 20 female; Mage = 35.9
years; 43 US American, 9 Indian). Study 1b had a correlational
design measuring general regret, action regret, inaction regret
and meaning search. We recruited 156 participants residing in
the United States on MTurk. Two participants were excluded
because they were extreme outliers in time spent on the
questionnaire, leaving a total of 154 participants (90 female, 64
male; Mage = 34.9).

Materials and Procedure
We programmed the studies using the online computer survey
program Questback; data were collected using the MTurk
recruitment platform. After signing consent forms, participants
reported demographic information.

In Study 1a, we next administered the five-item regret scale
(e.g., When I think about how I’m doing in life, I often assess
opportunities I have passed up; α = 0.77; Schwartz et al., 2002),
ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree), and
the meaning in life questionnaire (MLQ; Steger et al., 2006), with
the two five-item subscales measuring search for meaning in life
(e.g., I am seeking a purpose or mission in my life; α = 0.96)
and presence of meaning in life (α = 0.96), using scales from
1 (absolutely untrue) to 7 (absolutely true). To control for a
general form of affect, we included the four-item subjective
happiness scale (Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999; α = 0.75; using
seven-point scales, see Supplementary Materials details), and
for exploratory reasons we included the 20-item desirability of
control scale (Burger and Cooper, 1979; α = 0.75) ranging from 1
(statement does not apply to me) to 7 (statement always applied
to me)2. The scales were presented in this order: desirability
of control scale, regret scale, MLQ, global subjective happiness
scale.

1www.mturk.com
2Search for and presence of presence of meaning in life usually have a small
negative correlations, reflecting that these variables represent largely different
psychological processes of people’s meaning system (e.g., Steger et al., 2006).
Given that it was conceptually unclear whether presence of meaning impacts on
heroism motivation and how it related to regret (see section Limitations and
Future Research), we had no clear predictions for meaning presence and heroism
motivation, and thus treated meaning presence as an exploratory variable. Two of
the authors discussed the potential role of the desirability of control and decided to
include the measure for exploratory reasons.
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In Study 1b, we administered four-item measures of action
and inaction regret (α = 0.93 for each scale): How prone are you
to feeling regret about an action (inaction)?; How often do you
experience regret about an action (inaction)?; Generally speaking,
how often do you feel regret about an action (inaction)? (1 = not
at all/never, 7 = very much/all the time); Specifically, how often
do you feel regret? (1 = once or twice a year, 7 = at least once a
day). We then administered the regret scale (α = 0.82; Schwartz
et al., 2002) and subsequently the search for and presence of
meaning in life scales (both α = 0.94) of the MLQ (Steger et al.,
2006)3.

Afterward, participants in both studies were debriefed and
rewarded with €0.50 for their participation.

Results and Discussion
In Study 1a, regret correlated with search for meaning in life
(r = 0.50, p < 0.001). Regret did not correlate significantly with
presence of meaning in life (r = −0.14, p = 0.31). Search for and
presence of meaning in life did not correlate significantly with
each other (r = −0.20, p = 0.15). Happiness correlated with regret
negatively (r = −0.46, p < 0.001) and with presence of meaning
in life positively (r = 0.67, p < 0.001). When we conducted a
partial correlation with regret and search for meaning in life
while controlling for happiness, we still observed the predicted
correlation (r = 0.48, p < 0.001). This result confirmed our
prediction that higher (vs. lower) levels of regret were associated
with higher (vs. lower) levels of search for meaning in life. No
other correlations were significant4,5.

Replicating results of Study 1a, in Study 1b we found that
regret scale scores correlated with search for meaning in life
scores (r = 0.40, p < 0.001). We also found positive associations
between search for meaning in life and action regret (r = 0.23,
p = 0.004) and inaction regret (r = 0.20, p = 0.014), in particular.
In addition, presence of meaning in life correlated negatively
with search for meaning in life (r = −0.26, p = 0.001). Meaning
presence also correlated negatively with all regret measures, the
regret scale (r = −0.31, p < 0.001), action regret (r = −0.23,
p = 0.005), and inaction regret (r = −0.17, p = 0.03), indicating
a weak negative association between meaning presence and
different forms of regret6.

In sum, the results of Study 1 (a and b) demonstrate that
regret is associated with search for meaning in life. Specifically,
higher levels of regret were associated with higher levels of
meaning search. Addressing the distinction in the literature
between action and inaction regret, our results show that both

3For exploratory reasons, we added a three-item measure of nostalgia (e.g., I am
feeling quite nostalgic; scale from 1 [not at all] to 6 [very much]; α = 0.98) at the end
of the questionnaire.
4To address potential concerns about the relatively low participant number in
Study 1a, we conducted another study on MTurk with 100 participants (living in
the United States; 55 female, 24 male; Mage = 38.3). It consisted of a battery of
scales, including the regret scale (Schwartz et al., 2002) and search for meaning in
life scale (Steger et al., 2006). The positive association of regret and meaning search
was replicated (r = 0.40, p < 0.001).
5Desirability of control had no significant association with any variable (all
p’s > 0.23).
6Nostalgia correlated with presence of meaning in life (r = 0.18, p < 0.05),
consistent with the literature (e.g., Van Tilburg et al., 2013).

of these forms of regret are associated with search for meaning
in life. These results support the hypothesis that regret has
existential qualities by being associated with search for meaning
in life. Although not central to our examination, we note rather
inconsistent effects across Studies 1a and 1b for the association
between regret and presence of meaning in life. Presumably, this
speaks to the nature of regret as a complex human experience
that indicates reduced purpose in one’s behavior but at the
same time communicates causalities and responsibilities for
actions or inaction thus providing some level of epistemic
meaning.

The following studies examined the relationship between
regret and heroism motivation, and the predicted mediating role
of search for meaning in life.

STUDY 2: INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN
REGRET AND HEROISM MOTIVATION

Study 2 tested whether individual differences in regret are
associated with the motivation to act heroically, and whether
this association would be mediated by search for meaning
in life. Essentially, we propose that people prone to regret
experiences search for meaning in life, and that this search in
turn predicts the motivation to engage in heroic activities, a
source of meaning (e.g., Kinsella et al., 2017b; Coughlan et al.,
2017). We included a measurement for people’s mood to control
for people’s affective state as a variable that could theoretically
account for the proposed regret effects on meaning search and
heroism motivation.

Materials and Methods
Participants and Design
We recruited 122 participants residing in the United States
on MTurk. Due to non-completion and missing data of some
participants, 11 participants were excluded from the data set,
resulting in a total of 111 participants (62 female, 49 male,
3 unspecified; Mage = 38.14; 106 US Americans, 1 Canadian,
1 British, 1 Irish, 1 Montenegrin, 1 unspecified). For this
correlational study, we rewarded participants with $0.40.

Procedure and Materials
After providing informed consent, participants reported
demographic information (ethnicity, gender, age). Next, they
worked on two items measuring participants’ mood (r = 0.94,
p < 0.001), How is your mood? measured on a scale from 1 (very
bad) to 7 (very good), and How do you feel? measured on a scale
from 1 (very sad) to 7 (very happy). Participants then filled out
the regret scale (α = 0.82; Schwartz et al., 2002; Study 1) and
then the search for meaning in life scale (Steger et al., 2006;
Study 1) as well as two items with using the identical scale that
relate to search for meaningful activities, I am always looking
to do things that are meaningful and I am seeking to do things
that have meaning for me and others. We reasoned that adding
items on activities would be adequate in the context of heroic
activities. The resultant seven-item scale was highly reliable
(α = 0.95).
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Next, participants completed a four-item measure of heroism
motivation (α = 0.90). Specifically, they were instructed to think
about their life, who they want to be, what they want to be known
for. They then indicated their agreement to the statements, I
want to behave heroically towards others if it is necessary and
I have the opportunity to do so; It is important to me to be
seen as someone who can act heroically; I strive to be a hero
for other people, if the situation requires someone to step up;
It is significant to my life to be seen as someone who has the
qualities of a hero, on scales from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very
much). Afterward, participants were thanked, debriefed, and
rewarded.

Results and Discussion
Regret correlated with search for meaning in life (r = 0.35,
p < 0.001) and with heroism motivation (r = 0.21, p = 0.025).
Meaning search correlated with heroism motivation (r = 0.31,
p = 0.001). Mood correlated negatively with regret (r = −0.28,
p = 0.003) and was not significantly correlated with search for
meaning (r = −0.06, p = 0.520).

We proceeded to examine the indirect association between
regret and heroism motivation via search for meaning. To
estimate this, we used PROCESS (Version 3; Hayes, 2018), Model
4 (10,000 bootstraps), where regret was entered as the predictor,
meaning search as the mediator, and heroism motivation as
the criterion. Regret had a total effect on heroism motivation,
B = 0.18, SE = 0.08, t(109) = 2.27, p = 0.025, 95% Cl [0.022,
0.328], but there was no significant direct effect, B = 0.10,
SE = 0.08, t(109) = 1.20, p = 0.23, 95% Cl [−0.063, 0.254].
Most importantly, we observed the predicted indirect effect of
regret on heroism motivation though meaning search even when
controlling for mood by adding the measure as a covariate,
B = 0.08, SE = 0.04, 95% Cl [0.009, 0.163] (Figure 1). When we
added mood as a covariate to the analysis, regret had a total effect
on heroism motivation of B = 0.27, SE = 0.07, t(108) = 3.59,
p < 0.001, 95% Cl [0.119, 0.413] and a direct effect on heroism
motivation of B = 0.19, SE = 0.08, t(108) = 2.47, p = 0.01,
95% Cl [0.038, 0.342]. The covariate, mood, had a direct effect
on heroism motivation, B = 0.33, SE = 0.07, t(107) = 4.46,
p < 0.001, 95% Cl [0.182, 0.472]. Most importantly, we observed
the predicted indirect effect of regret on heroism motivation
though meaning search even when controlling for mood by
adding the measure as a covariate, B = 0.8, SE = 0.04, 95% Cl
[0.009, 0.164].

FIGURE 1 | Mediation model of regret, meaning search, and heroism
motivation (Study 2). ∗p ≤ 0.05, ∗∗p ≤ 0.01, ∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001; indirect effect of
regret on heroism motivation through meaning search: B = 0.08, SE = 0.04,
95% CI [0.007, 0.174].

Individual differences in the motivation to act heroically were
associated with individual differences in regret. In part, this
relationship was plausibly due to people’s search for meaning
in life, as predicted. People’s mood was related to regret and to
heroism motivation, however, these associations were unrelated
to the focal test in question. In the following study, we examined
the relationship between the temporary experience of regret on
heroism motivation and the predicted mediating role of search
for meaning in life.

STUDY 3: TEMPORARY REGRET
EXPERIENCES AND HEROISM
MOTIVATION

The goal of Study 3 was to examine the causal relationship
between regret and people’s motivation to act heroically. Given
that regret promotes a search for meaning in life and that
heroism is a source of meaning, we argue that regret increases the
motivation to engage in heroic acts. We examined this hypothesis
experimentally by manipulating regret and measuring heroism
motivation.

In addition, we examined whether the effect could
be explained by self-enhancement needs. Needs for self-
enhancement and motivated actions serving them are central
in humans (for an overview see Alicke and Sedikides, 2010).
More specifically, our hypothesis rests on the finding that heroes
serve particular social and psychological functions listed by
Kinsella et al. (2015a), who argue that heroes have a protective
function, give moral guidance, and serve an enhancement
function. We interpret enhancement in the context of heroism
motivation as the strategy to enhance the self via heroic actions.
This argument is consistent with the literature on pro-social
behavior, which reports that at least some pro-social acts serve
self-enhancement needs (e.g., Batson, 1987). Self-enhancement
has several components (e.g., Hepper et al., 2010), and we
focused in particular on people’s strategies to construe situations
favorably and to affirm the self, especially when encountering
challenges to the self. These strategies match the challenge of
regret experiences and are functional for the engagement with the
social environment via rather extreme pro-social activities such
as heroism (e.g., Franco et al., 2011). We thus added an individual
difference measure of self-enhancement to examine whether
heroism motivation increased when experiencing regret in
particular for participants with a high need for self-enhancement
compared to those with a low need for self-enhancement.

Materials and Methods
Participants and Design
We recruited 255 participants through MTurk. Due to non-
completion and missing data, 25 participants were excluded from
the data set, resulting in a total of 230 (female = 127, male = 100,
other = 3; Mage = 39.7). We experimentally manipulated
regret and then measured heroism motivation, meaning search,
and self-enhancement; accordingly, participants were randomly
assigned to either the regret condition or the control condition.
They were rewarded $0.41 for their participation.
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Procedure and Materials
After providing informed consent, participants reported their
demographics. Then they worked on the regret induction task
and the manipulation check items. We induced regret using
an autobiographical recall procedure (e.g., Lerner and Keltner,
2001; Martinez and Zeelenberg, 2015). This procedure is based
on the notion that remembering particular episodes activates the
affective experiences that are associated with these memories.
Specifically, in the experimental condition, in a box appearing
on the screen, participants described a situation when they
experienced ‘the biggest regret in their life’ in at least three
sentences so that others would be able to understand the
experience. We then asked them to report the physical reaction
to the situation and how it felt in a second box that appeared
on the screen. In the control condition, participants described
an “everyday life experience when nothing special happened,
a day with mundane activities and events” in the first box
and the physical reactions and how they felt in the second
box. All participants then completed manipulation check items
(r = 0.93, p < 0.001), By thinking of the situation that I just
described, feelings of regret arise in me and How much regret
do you feel right now? Responding on scales from 1 (not at
all) to 7 (very much). Then, we presented two filler items
unrelated to the research questions in order to reduce the
likelihood of demand characteristics in response to the focal
questions. We asked for the liking of the color and shape of a
car (Citroën C4 Cactus) using scales from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very
much).

Afterward, participants responded to the seven items
measuring acute search for meaning in life based on the
measure used in Study 2 (e.g., Right now, I feel like looking
for something that would make my life meaningful; At this
moment, I feel like seeking a purpose or mission in my life). The
resultant scale was highly reliable (α = 0.94). Following these
items, participants worked on a self-enhancement measure
suitable for this study. We used the brief self-enhancement
and self-protection scale (Hepper et al., 2010), adapting items
from the two subscales that measure favorable construal and
self-affirming reflections (α = 0.93). Participants indicated
their agreement on a scale from 1 (low) to 6 (high) to items
such as, “Looking back, I believe that I have been changing,
growing, and improving as a person,” “I am aware of my
values and what matters to me.” We did not include items
of the other two subscales, positivity embracement and
defensiveness, as we deemed them rather secondary in the
context of heroism (see Supplementary Materials for the
measure).

Next, participants completed the heroism motivation measure
(α = 0.93; see Study 2). Afterward, they were thanked, debriefed,
and rewarded.

Results and Discussion
Participants in the regret condition felt more regret than
participants in the control condition (M = 5.67, SD = 1.37
vs. M = 1.89, SD = 1.44), t(228) = 20.40, p < 0.001,
d = 1.80, indicating that the manipulation was successful.

Participants with higher levels of regret indicated a stronger
motivation to search for meaning in life than participants in
the control condition (M = 4.61, SD = 1.65 vs. M = 4.13,
SD = 1.69), t(228) = 2.16, p = 0.03, d = 0.29. Participants
in the regret condition indicated a higher level of heroism
motivation than participants in the control condition, however,
this difference was only marginally significant (M = 3.50,
SD = 1.07 vs. M = 3.23, SD = 1.09), t(228) = 1.88, p = 0.06,
d = 0.25. Search for meaning in life was positively correlated
with heroism motivation (r = 0.35, p < 0.001). Individual
difference in self-enhancement were unaffected by regret (t > 1),
uncorrelated with search for meaning (r = −0.03, p = 0.69)
but correlated positively with heroism motivation (r = 0.25,
p < 0.001).

In the next step, we examined the indirect effect of regret on
heroism via search for meaning and the moderating role of self-
enhancement. For this, we used PROCESS (Version 3; Hayes,
2018), Model 5 (10,000 bootstraps), which tested the mediational
effect of regret on heroism motivation via search for meaning in
life and the moderating effect of self-enhancement on heroism
motivation in conjunction with regret (Figure 2). We found
that regret affected heroism motivation via search for meaning
in life, B = 0.10, SE = 0.05, 95% Cl [0.008, 0.212]. In addition,
independently of the mediation effect by meaning search, regret
affected heroism motivation more strongly for participants with
high self-enhancement needs, B = 0.49, SE = 0.20, t(225) = 2.44,
p = 0.02, 95% Cl [0.095, 0.885], than for participants with
medium and low self-enhancement needs, B = 0.22, SE = 0.13,
t(225) = 1.70, p = 0.09, 95% Cl [−0.036, 0.485] and B = −0.11,
SE = 0.19, t = −0.56, p = 0.58, 95% [−0.484, 0.270], indicated
by a significant interaction of regret and self-enhancement,
B = 0.33, SE = 0.16, t(225) = 2.04, p = 0.043, 95% CL [0.011,
0.652].

In sum, these results demonstrate that regret affects heroism
motivation, but that this effect has two important characteristics.
Crucial for the overarching hypothesis of the current work,
these heroism effects are partly explained by people’s search for
meaning in life. The second characteristic is that regret can also
affect heroism motivation directly, for people who have high

FIGURE 2 | Integrated mediation and moderation model of regret, meaning
search, self-enhancement, and heroism motivation (Study 3). ∗p ≤ 0.05,
∗∗p ≤ 0.01, ∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001; indirect effect of regret on heroism motivation
through meaning search: B = 0.10, SE = 0.05, 95% CI [0.008, 0.212];
condition effect of regret and self-enhancement on heroism motivation:
B = 0.33, SE = 0.16, 95% CI [0.011, 0.652].
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needs for self-enhancement, specifically favorable construals of
situations and self-affirming reflections.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

We tested if regret increases the motivation to engage in
heroic activities. We argue that, in part, regret is an existential
experience in that it motivates people to search for meaning
in life. We pose that it is, in part, this existential process that
is responsible for people’s heroism motivation in response to
regret.

In Study 1a and 1b, stronger regret was associated with
elevated search for meaning in life. This association held for
action regret as well as for inaction regret after controlling
for general happiness. Study 2 went beyond Study 1 by
examining the association between regret, search for meaning
in life, and heroism motivation. As predicted, individual
differences in regret predicted individual differences in heroism
motivation. Importantly, this effect was mediated by search
for meaning in life. This mediational effect remained reliable
after controlling for participants’ mood state. Study 3 went
beyond Study 2 by examining temporary experiences of
regret on search for meaning in life and heroism motivation,
and by also considering self-enhancement needs and their
effect on heroism motivation. As predicted, temporary regret
affected heroism motivation through search for meaning
in life. We also found that participants with high self-
enhancement needs were more motivated to act heroically
than those with low self-enhancement needs and that this
was particularly the case when participants experienced regret.
Importantly, the existential road from regret to heroism
motivation was independent of participants self-enhancement
needs.

Heroism
In recent years, researchers from different academic areas have
examined the characteristic of heroes, the functions of heroes,
and conditions of heroism (for an overview see Allison et al.,
2017). Our research examined the motivation to act heroically
as a function of an important experience in life: regret. The
results demonstrate that the negative experience of regret can
foster heroism motivation, thus increasing the likelihood for
people to display heroic actions. In that sense, a negative
experience increases the chances of pro-social outcomes. Our
research supports the hypothesis that regret experiences leave
people with a need to find meaning in their lives and that
behaving heroically provides an opportunity to re-establish
meaning. This is consistent with the notion that heroism is
a source of meaning, potentially playing a role when people
regulate their sense of meaning (e.g., Coughlan et al., 2017;
Green et al., 2017; Kinsella et al., 2017b). Our research also
shows that people who have high self-enhancement needs, in
our case those with a strong inclination to construe situations
favorably and to affirm the self, are relatively motivated to
act heroically when experiencing regret (Study 3). We also
found that individual differences in mood predicted heroism

motivation, such that people with higher positive mood were
more motivated in this regard (Study 2). Taken together, our
research makes an important contribution to the literature
on transformations of life in form of hero journeys that
people may undertake (e.g., Allison and Goethals, 2011) and
the ongoing pursuit of understanding how the person and
the situation contribute to heroism (e.g., Bronk and Brian,
2016).

Regret and Existentialism
Regret experiences are important and functional for actions
(e.g., Roese and Epstude, 2017; Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2007)
and life in general (Stewart and Vandewater, 1999; Timmer
et al., 2005). Importantly, regret facilitates learning processes
where perceived mistakes or wrongdoings of the past can be
avoided and behavior can be improved (e.g., Zeelenberg, 1999;
Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2007; Coricelli and Rustichini, 2010).
Our studies add to this notion the existential component of
searching for meaning in life, a motivation that is directed
to establish a higher sense of meaning. We believe that is it
crucial to consider this psychological variable, as it has been
shown to be central in regulating meaning (e.g., Bruner, 1990;
Steger et al., 2006). The robust relationship we found for
individual differences in regret and meaning search as well as
for temporary experiences of regret and meaning search enables
a more precise process-oriented perspective on the potential
consequences of regret, when search for meaning in life is likely
to be involved.

Limitations and Future Research
We acknowledge that our studies have a number of limitations.
The link to heroism that we examined is constrained by an
explicit, self-reported motivation to engage in heroic activities
and to be seen as heroic by others. Although it would have been
ideal to test the effects with a range of heroism measures, we
found the effects of regret on heroism motivation via search
for meaning in life seem to be robust across two studies (Study
2 and 3). Future research needs to include other measures of
motivations to act heroically and heroism, such as the inspiration
by heroes (e.g., Coughlan et al., 2017) and actual heroic behavior.
The heroism motivation that we measured could serve as a crucial
process variable when examining heroic action or the effects of
inspiration by heroes.

With regard to actual behavior, we are cautious as to whether
search for meaning in life would have a strong effect in a
complex social environment. It might be that other variables
such as self-enhancement may need to be present in order to
evoke the effect of regret on actual heroism. Study 3 might
give an idea on how multiple variables could be involved and
related. We note that the experimental induction in Study
3 is limited by potentially raising particular issues of past
experiences in the experimental and/or the control conditions.
Relatedly, in this study, we did not control for additional affective
experiences that might have been activated by the induction
procedure.

Our studies focused on search for meaning in life as
the crucial mediating variable that explains at least in part
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the relationship between regret and heroism motivation. In
this respect, regret qualifies as an affective experience that
initiates an existential process. The regret experience itself
is based on perceived inconsistencies within one’s meaning
frameworks, second-guessing one’s action or inaction by
considering alternative courses of action that may have been
more adequate. It would thus be conceivable that dwelling
on regrets is associated with a reduced sense of meaning
in life. Although not central to our examination, our results
do not suggest that regret experiences profoundly reduce a
sense of meaning in life. It might be more complicated.
Possibly, lack of meaning is more strongly associated with
the cognitive foundation of regret than with the experience
itself. Or, two different qualities of meaning may need to
be considered. Teleological meaning refers to the purpose of
meaning in life, while epistemic meaning refers to the general
understanding of situations, the self, others, and the world in
general (e.g., Heine et al., 2006; Van Tilburg and Igou, 2011b,
2013). It is possible that regret experiences materialize because
of an increased understanding that one’s actions or inactions
diverted from one’s goals and objectives and that alternative
actions or inactions were available. In that sense, epistemic
meaning might be provided, at least to some degree. However,
regret experiences raise the issue of falling short compared
to one’s important goals in life. This discrepancy might well
reduce a perceived purpose in life. Future research should
examine how regret affects epistemic vs. teleological meaning
and whether the meaning search processes that we highlight
are responses to threats of one or both of these meaning
frameworks.

Although our research focuses on search for meaning in
life as a mediating variable between regret experiences and
heroism motivation, we do not rule out consequences of regret
experiences that might be largely unrelated to meaning search
(e.g., feeling depressed or anxious). Our research is embedded
in the literature and builds in part on our previous research on
existential experiences and heroes (e.g., Coughlan et al., 2017;
Kinsella et al., 2017a). Additionally, accompanying psychological
processes are quite possible and worthy of investigation. We
propose that future research examines the causes of regret,
the temporal distance of regret to heroism motivation and
action, a range of mediators aside from meaning search
(e.g., self-presentation, social desirability), various indicators
of heroism (motivation and action), and consequences of
regret-based heroism (e.g., self-esteem, perceptions of personal
growth, well-being). Individual differences in a range of
qualities (e.g., morality, self-enhancement, self-improvement,
social desirability) seem also important, potentially functioning
as moderators between regret and heroism, as the results of
Study 3 suggest. In this regard, it should be noted that regret
intensity seems to be associated with self-esteem contingency
(i.e., instability, fragility), especially if the events involved seem
controllable (Wilkinson et al., 2015). It might thus be worth
examining whether, and under which conditions, self-esteem
contingency can motivate people to engage in heroic acts when
they experience regrets. Finally, contexts may or may not give
rise to heroism. More importantly, some contexts may give rise to

heroism based on particular psychological processes (e.g., search
for meaning, self-enhancement, social desirability) while other
contexts give rise to heroism based on different psychological
processes. Future research needs to address these links in general
and also with regard to the specific link between regret and
heroism.

All of our studies were conducted on MTurk. Certainly,
the validity of online studies is often limited due to the
lack of experimental control and other technical constraints
(e.g., Zhou and Fishbach, 2016). Despite these limitations,
the results were consistent across a series of studies using
different designs, thus supporting the notion that our
studies were adequate for testing our hypotheses. However,
future research should examine the link between regret
and heroism using a range of procedures, such as different
investigative methods (e.g., computer lab study, paper and pencil
questionnaire), different recruitment procedures of participants
(e.g., participant pool, volunteers), accompanied by samples from
different populations of participants (cultures, socioeconomic
status).

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This research provides important insights into both the
existential nature of regret and its impact on heroism. To
our knowledge, these studies provide first evidence that regret
predicts search for meaning in life and that it encourages
heroic behavior. Importantly, this research shows how the
negative experience of regret increases motivations to engage
in extreme forms of pro-social behavior, namely heroism.
These results further support the notion that human beings
are driven by existential motives and that heroism – a source
of meaning – can result from existential motivations. This
research provides the basis for further examination of different
forms of heroism and heroic behavior as a function of regret
experiences.
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Jesus told his disciples, “Truly I tell you, it is hard for someone who is rich to enter the
kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a
needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” (Matthew 19:23–
24). Ditto for heroes. The current study suggests that “humble beginnings” is also a
prerequisite for one to become an adulated entity. Participants from China, Israel, and
Japan read of two sports teams with disparate expectations and/or financial resources
about to face each other. Support was extended to the lesser one. When the two
domains of comparison were contrasted, participants wished the lower resources/high
expectations team to win the game. This finding was interpreted as an impetus to
maintain basic fairness based on competency assessments, both fundamental and
universal psychological needs, at the root of the choice to support underdogs. In
conclusion, we explore how support underdog relates generally to the concept of
heroism.

Keywords: underdog support, fairness, competence, attributions, sport

INTRODUCTION

Edward Sagarin, the famed (and controversial) American sociologist opens his 1970 treatise “Who
roots for the underdog?” with this sweeping statement “Everyone in America is for the underdog.
How do we know? It is simple enough: Americans tell us that they root for the underdog.” (p. 425).
In analyzing the writing of others, Sagarin determines “It is not a human trait but a specifically
American trait, this sympathy for the underdog. In fact, sympathy goes with underdog like ham
goes with eggs. . ..” (p. 428). He associates underdog support with fighting the oppressor and arrives
at the conclusion that underdog support is a uniquely American trait because of its democratic
governing system. If this is indeed the case, one wonders if Sagarin is being somewhat US-centric
by overlooking the fact that this same governing system is practiced in many other countries.

But even more fundamental questions arise from Sagarin’s writings. Are underdogs indeed
supported by all, or at least the majority, of Americans? Sagarin only reviews the writings of other
thinkers and does not trouble himself to test empirically the opinions of other Americans who are
not members of the intellectual elite. If such an underdog effect does exist in the United States,
is it exclusive to this country, as he proclaimed? Furthermore, is it based on the political system
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Allison and Goethals (2011) asked participants to generate
traits describing heroes. Based on factor and cluster-analytic
statistical procedures, they identified eight general categories
of hero traits. These traits are in-line with the heroes’ themes
described above and consist of “selfless” and “caring” (i.e.,
benevolent), “smart,” “strong,” “charismatic,” “reliable” (i.e.,
competent), “resilient” (i.e., facing strong opposition), and
“inspiring,” which was identified by a different group of
participants as the most important dimension of being a hero
(Allison and Goethals, 2011).

Underdogs are a subset class of heroes. They possess most of
the positive characteristics associated with being a hero, but not
necessarily all. They are certainly inspiring as we strongly root for
them (Allison and Goethals, 2008; Kim et al., 2008). They are also
perceived as competent based on the findings of the current study
as well as Vandello et al. (2007). However, they are not necessarily
more virtuous than their adversary is (or at least it does not seem
that virtue is required for them to gain support from others).

The defining feature of underdogs likewise, as we noted earlier,
is the opposition they are facing. They struggle against entities,
which are fundamentally akin to themselves but significantly
mightier and thus a numerical quantification of the disadvantage
can be roughly generated if not outright computed. While heroes
may face their kind under daunting circumstances, they also often
struggle with powerful systems attempting to suppress them (e.g.,
authoritarian rule, racial bias, gender perceptions) or forces of
nature (e.g., terminal disease, major disability, a perfect storm).

This emphasis on great disadvantage is in full manifestation
when partisans attempt to marshal world public opinion in
support of their cause. For example, Dr. Alan Dershowitz, the
noted legal scholar and a great supporter of the state of Israel
fights hard against the notion that the Palestinians are the
underdog in this protracted and bloody conflict. In his book “The
case for Israel” (Dershowitz, 2003), he writes, “Viewed from a
global perspective, Israel is clearly the underdog. The Palestinians
have the widespread support of a billion Muslims. Add to that the
United Nations, the European community, the third world, the
Vatican, many influential academics, the international left, the
far right and many Protestant churches. The Palestinians have
far more support than the Tibetans, the Kurds, the Armenians,
the Chechens and many real underdogs. Moreover the nations
that are oppressing these other underdog groups-China, Turkey

and Russia, are far more powerful than tiny Israel, with the
population of approximately 5.37 million Jews and 1.26 million
Arabs. Yet these other “underdogs” receive little support from
those who champion the Palestinians” (pp. 213–4). Naturally,
Dr. Dershowitz picks and chooses selectively his domains of
comparisons in order to garner support for the Jewish state as one
can easily point to its vast superiority in terms of military might,
financial resources and its geographical size (Vandello et al., 2007)
and population.

In sum, we find that in a direct, two-sided, zero-sum
competition when the disparity between the contestants is
noticeably large, participants gravitate cross-culturally toward
the lesser entity, hoping for it to prevail. At the root of this
tendency, as Jesus identified early on, is the big gap in resource
allocation, which is not intuitively attributed to recklessness by
the underdog, but possibly to a fundamentally unjust world
and thus the rejection of the privileged. In-line, fairness and
competence are seen as important inferences propelling support
for those who take on the mighty.

ETHICS STATEMENT

This study was carried out in accordance with the
recommendations of “name of guidelines, name of committee”
with written informed consent from all subjects. All subjects gave
written informed consent in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki. The protocol was approved by the “name of
committee.”

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

NG and YG conceived the study and drafted the manuscript. NG
designed the study, supervised the data collection, and carried out
the statistical analyses. KK edited the manuscript.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We thank Yisu He, Liron Tal, and Makoto Yamamoto for their
help with data collection in China, Israel, and Japan respectively.

REFERENCES
Allison, S. T. (2017). Heroes of Richmond: Four Centuries of Courage, Dignity, and

Virtue. Richmond: Palsgrove.
Allison, S. T., and Goethals, G. R. (2008). “Deifying the dead and downtrodden:

Sympathetic figures as inspirational leaders,” in Leadership at the Crossroads:
Leadership and Psychology, Vol. 1, eds J. B. Ciulla, D. R. Forsyth, M. A.
Genovese, G. R. Goethals, L. C. Han, and C. L. Hoyt (Westport, CT: Praege),
181–195.

Allison, S. T., and Goethals, G. R. (2011). Heroes: What they do and Why we Need
Them. New York: Oxford University Press.

Allison, S. T., and Goethals, G. R. (2016). Hero worship: the elevation of the human
spirit. J. Theory Soc. Behav. 46, 187–210. doi: 10.1111/jtsb.12094

Associated Press [AP] (2004). Glorious Spring’ Has Lost 106 Straight. ESPN.
Available at: http://espn.go.com/horse/news/2004/0323/1766649.html

Berman, J. J., Murphy-Berman, V., and Singh, P. (1985). Cross-cultural similarities
and differences in perceptions of fairness. J. Cross Cult. Psychol. 16, 55–67.
doi: 10.1177/0022002185016001005

Betancourt, H., and Weiner, B. (1982). Attributions for achievement-related events,
expectancy, and sentiments. J. Cross Cult. Psychol. 13, 362–374. doi: 10.1177/
0022002182013003007

Bradley, A., Lawrence, C., and Ferguson, E. (2018). “When the relatively poor
prosper: the underdog effect on charitable donations,” in Nonprofit and
Voluntary Sector Quarterly, eds A. Bies, C. Guo, and S. Phillips (Thousand Oaks,
CA: SAGE Publishing).

Caplan, J. (2017). The nebbish in popular culture or, how the underdog can win.
J. Mod. Jew. Stud. 16, 138–152. doi: 10.1080/14725886.2016.1204772

Ceci, S. J., and Kain, E. L. (1982). Jumping on the bandwagon with the underdog:
the impact of attitude polls on polling behavior. Public Opin. Q. 46, 228–242.
doi: 10.1086/268715

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org November 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 2246103

https://doi.org/10.1111/jtsb.12094
http://espn.go.com/horse/news/2004/0323/1766649.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002185016001005
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002182013003007
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002182013003007
https://doi.org/10.1080/14725886.2016.1204772
https://doi.org/10.1086/268715
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-09-02246 November 15, 2018 Time: 15:50 # 7

Goldschmied et al. The Underdog as a Hero

Davidai, S., and Gilovich, T. (2015). What goes up apparently needn’t come down:
asymmetric predictions of ascent and descent in rankings. J. Behav. Decis. Mak.
28, 491–503. doi: 10.1002/bdm.1865

Dershowitz, A. M. (2003). The Case for Israel. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.
Dijksterhuis, A., Bos, M. W., Nordgren, L. F., and Van Baaren, R. B. (2006). On

making the right choice: the deliberation-without-attention effect. Science 311,
1005–1007. doi: 10.1126/science.1121629

Dijksterhuis, A., and Nordgren, L. F. (2006). A theory of unconscious thought.
Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 1, 95–109. doi: 10.1111/j.1745-6916.2006.00007.x

Eden, A., Oliver, M. B., Tamborini, R., Limperos, A., and Woolley, J. (2015).
Perceptions of moral violations and personality traits among heroes and
villains. Mass Commun. Soc. 18, 186–208. doi: 10.1080/15205436.2014.923462

Edwards, J. R. (1995). Alternatives to difference scores as dependent variables in
the study of congruence in organizational research. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis.
Process. 64, 307–324. doi: 10.1006/obhd.1995.1108

Feather, N. T. (1998). Attitudes towards high achievers, self-esteem, and value
priorities for Australian, American, and Canadian students. J. Cross Cult.
Psychol. 29, 749–759. doi: 10.1177/0022022198296005

Feather, N. T., and Sherman, R. (2002). Envy, resentment, schadenfreude, and
sympathy: reactions to deserved and undeserved achievement and subsequent
failure. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 28, 953–961. doi: 10.1177/0146167202028
00708

Fleitas, D. W. (1971). Bandwagon and underdog effects in minimal-information
elections. Am. Polit. Sci. Rev. 65, 434–438. doi: 10.2307/1954459

Goldschmied, N. (2007). The Appeal of the Underdog: Definition of the Construct
and Implications for the Self. Ph.D. thesis, University of South Florida, Florida.
Available at: https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/etd/2188

Goldschmied, N., McDaniel, C., and Ramirez, V. (2017). Preference for the
underdog when sampling commercial products: assessment of the effect and
limiting conditions. J. Mark. Behav. 3, 51–61. doi: 10.1561/107.00000041

Goldschmied, N. P., and Vandello, J. A. (2009). The advantage of disadvantage:
underdogs in the political arena. Basic Appl. Soc. Psychol. 31, 24–31. doi: 10.
1080/01973530802659810

Goldschmied, N. P., and Vandello, J. A. (2012). The future is bright: the underdog
label, availability, and optimism. Basic Appl. Soc. Psychol. 34, 34–43. doi: 10.
1080/01973533.2011.637726

Goot, M. (2010). Underdogs, bandwagons or incumbency? Party support at the
beginning and the end of Australian election campaigns, 1983–2007. Aust. Cult.
Hist. 28, 69–80. doi: 10.1080/07288430903484126

Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in Work-
Related Values. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Hofstede, G. (1991). Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind. London:
McGraw-Hill.

Hofstede, G. (2001). Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors,
Institutions, and Organizations Across Nations. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Jehn, K. A., and Chatman, J. A. (2000). The influence of proportional and
perceptual conflict composition on team performance. Int. J. Confl. Manag. 11,
56–73. doi: 10.1108/eb022835

Kim, J., Allison, S. T., Eylon, D., Goethals, G., Markus, M., McGuire, H., et al.
(2008). Rooting for (and then abandoning) the underdog. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol.
38, 2550–2573. doi: 10.1111/j.1559-1816.2008.00403.x

Klapp, O. E., and Heroes, V. (1962). Heroes, Villains, and Fools: The Changing
American Character. Englewood cliffs NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Markus, H. R., and Kitayama, S. (1991). Culture and the self: implications for
cognition, emotion, and motivation. Psychol. Rev. 98, 224–253. doi: 10.1037/
0033-295X.98.2.224

Marsh, C. (1984). “Do polls affect what people think?” in Surveying Subjective
Phenomena, Vol. 2, ed. C. F. Turner and E. Martin (New York, NY: Russell Sage
Foundation), 565–591.

McGinnis, L. P., and Gentry, J. W. (2009). Underdog consumption: an exploration
into meanings and motives. J. Bus. Res. 62, 191–199. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2008.
01.026

McSweeney, B. (2002). Hofstede’s model of national cultural differences and their
consequences: a triumph of faith – a failure of analysis. Hum. Relat. 55, 89–118.
doi: 10.1177/0018726702551004

Paharia, N., Keinan, A., Avery, J., and Schor, J. B. (2010). The underdog effect:
the marketing of disadvantage and determination through brand biography.
J. Consum. Res. 37, 775–790. doi: 10.1086/656219

Sagarin, E. (1970). Who roots for the underdog? J. Pop. Cult. 4, 425–431.
doi: 10.1111/j.0022-3840.1970.0402_425.x

Songer, D. R., and Sheehan, R. S. (1992). Who wins on appeal? Upperdogs and
underdogs in the United States courts of appeals. Am. J. Polit. Sci. 36, 235–258.
doi: 10.2307/2111431

Teer, F., and Spence, J. D. (1974). Political Opinion Polls. London: Hutchinson
University Library.

Triandis, H. C. (1989). The self and social behavior in differing cultural contexts.
Psychol. Rev. 96, 506–520. doi: 10.1037/0033-295X.96.3.506

Tsabari, D., and Tzor, R. (1996). Underdogs: A War Movie [Motion Picture].
Yokne’am Illit: New Foundation for Cinema & TV.

Vandello, J. A., Goldschmied, N. P., and Richards, D. A. R. (2007). The
appeal of theunderdog. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 33, 1603–1617. doi: 10.1177/
0146167207307488

Vohs, K. D., Mead, N. L., and Goode, M. R. (2006). The psychological consequences
of money. Science 314, 1154–1156. doi: 10.1126/science.1132491

Wong, J., and Ding, S. (2008). The. (Underdog )Knight [Motion Picture]. Bejing:
Greater China Media & Entertainment.

Yu-Gi-Oh! Heart of the Underdog [Anime] (2004). Available at:
http://yugioh.wikia.com/wiki/Heart_of_the_Underdog

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was
conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

The reviewer AG and handling Editor declared their shared affiliation.

Copyright © 2018 Goldschmied, Galily and Keith. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).
The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original
publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice.
No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these
terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org November 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 2246104

https://doi.org/10.1002/bdm.1865
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1121629
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6916.2006.00007.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2014.923462
https://doi.org/10.1006/obhd.1995.1108
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022198296005
https://doi.org/10.1177/014616720202800708
https://doi.org/10.1177/014616720202800708
https://doi.org/10.2307/1954459
https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/etd/2188
https://doi.org/10.1561/107.00000041
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973530802659810
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973530802659810
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973533.2011.637726
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973533.2011.637726
https://doi.org/10.1080/07288430903484126
https://doi.org/10.1108/eb022835
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2008.00403.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.98.2.224
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.98.2.224
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2008.01.026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2008.01.026
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726702551004
https://doi.org/10.1086/656219
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0022-3840.1970.0402_425.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/2111431
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.96.3.506
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167207307488
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167207307488
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1132491
http://yugioh.wikia.com/wiki/Heart_of_the_Underdog
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS
published: 20 November 2018

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02269

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org November 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 2269

Edited by:

Olivia Efthimiou,

Murdoch University, Australia

Reviewed by:

Ari Kohen,

University of Nebraska-Lincoln,

United States

John Russon,

University of Guelph, Canada

*Correspondence:

Bryan Smyth

basmyth@olemiss.edu

Specialty section:

This article was submitted to

Organizational Psychology,

a section of the journal

Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 01 July 2018

Accepted: 31 October 2018

Published: 20 November 2018

Citation:

Smyth B (2018) Ich kann nicht anders:

Social Heroism as Nonselfsacrificial

Practical Necessity.

Front. Psychol. 9:2269.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02269

Ich kann nicht anders: Social
Heroism as Nonselfsacrificial
Practical Necessity

Bryan Smyth*

Department of Philosophy and Religion, University of Mississippi, Oxford, MS, United States

Most self-reports of heroic action in both reactive and social (proactive) cases describe

the experience as involving a kind of necessity. This seems intuitively sound, but it makes

it unclear why heroism is accorded strong approbation. To resolve this, I show that the

necessity involved in heroism is a nonselfsacrificial practical necessity. (1) Approaching

the intentional structure of human action from the perspective of embodiment, focusing

especially on the predispositionality of pre-reflective skill, I develop a phenomenological

interpretation of Bernard Williams’ notion of “practical necessity” as an endogenous

existential necessity. (2) I then offer a view of reactive heroism as instantiating this kind

of necessity by literally embodying certain socially affirmed values in a way that is not

self-sacrificial. This evinces a deep social bond, and it is this bond, rather than the

action itself, that is the ground of approbation. (3) I then discuss how this construal

of reactive heroism can be extended to cases of social heroism by way of a necessity

that is internal to the agent’s individual character. Similarly to reactive cases, a social

hero literally embodies a certain ethical commitment such that her actions are likewise

instances of nonselfsacrificial practical necessity. (4) I then discuss how the commitment

perceived in cases of social heroism pertains to the actualization of “surplus validity,” such

that whereas the reactive hero is praised for embodying shared value, the social hero is

praised for embodying a commitment to actualizing the concrete potential of such value

more fully The approbation accorded to social heroism is therefore tied inextricably to a

normative judgment concerning such immanent progressive transformation.

Keywords: heroism, practical necessity, phenomenology of the body, embodied action, pre-reflective

intentionality, self-sacrifice, habitus

Hier stehe ich, ich kann nicht anders! Gott helfe mir, Amen!

Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise! May God help me, Amen!

These famous words are conventionally attributed to Martin Luther speaking in his own defense
on 18 April 1521 at the Diet of Worms against accusations of heresy. While as a matter of historical
fact it is unlikely that he uttered anything in this exact form1, it is widely held that this attribution
nonetheless reflects quite accurately the spirit of his oratory that day. Refusing steadfastly to recant
his published views that were highly critical of the papacy and other institutions and doctrines of
the Catholic Church, views that had already led to his excommunication by Pope Leo X, Luther
bravely stuck by his convictions and knowingly risked severe personal consequences. As the Edict

1These words themselves were not in the original verbatim transcript, but were added to the record later—see, for example,

(Bainton (1950), p. 185); (Atkinson (1981), p. 161f); (Brecht (1985), pp. 460, 537 note 24); (Wilson (2007), pp. 153, 170).
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Smyth Social Heroism as Practical Necessity

of Worms, issued shortly thereafter by Emperor Charles V,
expressed the expected official outcome, Luther was to be
apprehended, captured, and punished as “a notorious, obstinate
heretic,” all forms of sympathy or support for whom were also
harshly proscribed in no uncertain terms.

As it turned out, however, the Edict’s measures against Luther
went largely unenforced, and he managed to live and to develop
his reformational views for another quarter-century. Be that as
it may, the dramatic words attributed to him on that day in
Worms—“Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise!”—are often taken
as emblematic of the uncompromising fortitude characteristic
of what is nowadays termed “social heroism,” viz., cases of
proactive heroic action that typically unfold over a long period
of time and with a great deal of reflection, and which aim
at preserving or instituting social values (Franco et al., 2011,
p. 100f)2—as opposed to reactive or “split-second” cases that
involve actions occurring at a particular moment and seemingly
without any reflection at all3. Unlike typical reactive cases,
social heroism generally excludes immediate threats, physical
and otherwise, to the agent’s well-being, although it does usually
involve significant on-going hardships and long-term risks, up
to and possibly including the risk of death4. Such differences
notwithstanding, however, in the same way as reactive heroes
often report after the fact that they plunged into their actions
more or less spontaneously, without any of the sort of self-
conscious deliberation that would constitute their heroic actions
as truly optional—saying, for example, “I just did what had to
be done,” the self-descriptions offered by social heroes of their
conduct often likewise involve something effectively equivalent
to Luther’s dictum of necessity (as I shall call it), i.e., the “I cannot
do otherwise!”—saying, for example, “I could not stand by and do
nothing”5.

2This in no way implies that Luther himself is necessarily to be regarded or

celebrated as a hero. While some Protestant Christians might so regard him

(presumably overlooking, among other things, his virulent anti-Semitism), most

devout Catholics probably do not (although they might regard Thomas More, say,

or Jeanne d’Arc in analogous ways), and many more people might not care at

all one way or the other about any of these religious figures. All of this can thus

be taken as illustrating the social relativity of attributions of heroism, and of the

specific sort of approbation that goes with such attributions. Nevertheless, it is

possible to study the phenomena of heroism scientifically, and the present analysis

is intended as a conceptual clarification that can help to undergird such study.
3Although I shall use the more conventional expression “social heroism,” the key

contrast with reactive cases is better captured with the term “proactive,” which

would imply as a corollary the difference in durational character. In any case, none

of this should be taken as implying that reactive or ‘split-second’ heroism is not also

social in some important sense (in a similar way that social heroism, like anything

proactive, is at the same time also reactive in a certain sense).
4Although Luther himself may have been prepared to die for his actions, there is

no essential connection between the sentiment he is taken to have expressed and

the idea or ideal of martyrdom (cf. Kendrick, 2010, pp. 24–49), where Luther’s

words are taken as emblematic of a martyrial conception of heroism). In general,

according to the view that I shall develop below, while heroism excludes any

overriding concern with biological self-preservation, it is inconsistent with any

genuine martyrial aspirations.
5Philip Zimbardo may have expressed himself hyperbolically in claiming that

“[e]very single person who’s identified as a hero always says, ‘How could I not

do it?”’ (Sommers, 2009, p. 59), but it is a seemingly constant feature of various

kinds of closely studied cases, many examples of which can be found in Berkowitz

(1987), Oliner and Oliner (1988), Colby and Damon (1994), Monroe (1996), and

Paldiel (2000), among others. However, even if, with regard to human action in

Characterizing both reactive and social heroism as involving
some kind of necessity may be entirely appropriate, at least at a
rhetorical level. Yet upon scrutiny it is somewhat puzzling. For
while wemay be intuitively inclined to accord considerable praise
and esteem to a hero so described, it is not altogether clear why
we would do so, if we take it as being indeed literally the case that
she was unable to do otherwise and thus arguably not morally
responsible for the specific action or course of actions in question.
To be sure, we might still hold a positive view—as we would,
for example, in a reactive case of someone whose uncontrollable
flatulence happened to incapacitate an active shooter. But our
response would surely differ, in both nature and degree, from
a case in which someone—like James Shaw, to take a recent
example—who achieved the same result through direct physical
intervention that evinced “selfless disregard for his own safety”6.
Or similarly, while we might hold a positive view of someone
who felt internally compelled to engage wholeheartedly in a
selfless course of risky prosocial action, even if we believed
that her felt compulsion to do so stemmed ultimately from an
exogenous process of political indoctrination, this would again
surely differ in both nature and degree from a case in which
someone conducted herself in the same way, yet of whom we
believed the felt compulsion to do so was in fact a genuinely
internal or endogenous factor. At the same time, however, it
also seems intuitively compelling that the strong approbation
accorded in cases of either reactive or social heroism is directly
tied to the real possibility that the agent in question could have
acted otherwise—more specifically, to the real possibility that
the individual could simply have not engaged in the action or
actions in question and instead remained, like most others, a
bystander. Assuming arguendo the absence of this possibility in
cases of heroic action, it becomes unexpectedly unclear just why
we would hold these individuals in any higher regard than those
who perform equivalent actions but from a physical or otherwise
exogenous kind of necessity.

As with our intuitions concerning most everything that
concerns us, those with regard to heroism are generally fairly
reliable (e.g., when and where to accord heroic approbation),
but they are also potentially subject to serious confusions (e.g.,
concerning the nature and grounds of such approbation). In
particular, most intuitions concerning heroism are informed by
a widely (if implicitly) held but, I think, ultimately incorrect
set of assumptions to the effect that heroic action is a moral
phenomenon—specifically, that it is morally supererogatory (i.e.,
goes above and beyond the call of moral duty)—and that as
such it is to be praised on account of the self-sacrifice it implies
on the part of the individual agent. For moral praise—the kind
of praise one is owed when one does one’s duty, or, more
relevantly here, when one engages in supererogatory action—is

general, first-personal reports have some degree of epistemic privilege, they are not

authoritative and cannot on their own play any explanatory role with regard to

the intentional structure of an agent’s actions. In this paper, I will take putative

heroes’ self-reports of a sort of necessity simply as an invitation to explore whether

something like that could possibly be true, not as evidence that it is true.
6See Nashville municipal resolution RS2018-1182 https://www.nashville.

gov/Metro-Clerk/Legislative/Resolutions/Details/abe66859-36d1-4908-80fa-

aae1d66950a2/2015-2019/RS2018-1182.aspx
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premised implicitly on the notion that such action involves the
self-conscious subordination of personal inclination in favor of
an impartial or altruistic moral imperative. It implies, in other
words, that moral action is freely chosen over equally possible but
more self-regarding options, that in this sense moral action—and
supererogatory action especially—is essentially self-sacrificial,
and that it is considered praiseworthy precisely for this reason.
Here, I submit, is the source of the puzzle regarding heroism that
is self-reported by the individual agents themselves as involving
a kind of internal compulsion. For taking them at their word,
if they really could not do otherwise, then there is no sense in
speaking of them as having made a choice on that occasion, let
alone a self-sacrificial choice (cf. Archer, 2015, p. 119)7. If that is
so, then there would seem to be no grounds for moral praise—
and lacking any alternative conception of approbation, there
would thus seem to be no grounds for any praise at all (although
we certainly may hold a positive view). Their action would be
seen as a natural event that simply happened fortuitously, like a
bolt of lightning (or flatulence) that fells an active shooter.

Now, for the sake of the present argument I shall assume
that heroism in general—at least pending certain conceptual
clarifications—does in fact instantiate a certain form of necessity,
and in particular that Luther’s dictum of necessity does indeed
apply to social heroism. But I want to show that this is not
at all inconsistent with the relatively high degree of positive
approbation that is normally accorded to it. To show the
possibility of maintaining both of these intuitions in the face of
the puzzling situation sketched out above, I propose to rethink
the sense of necessity that heroism involves, especially cases of
social heroism, in order to clarify the underlying nature of heroic
action and on this basis to suggest a new understanding of the
normative grounds of heroic approbation in general.

The analysis will be developed across four main steps:

1. Approaching the intentional structure of human action from
the perspective of embodiment, focusing especially on the
predispositionality of pre-reflective skill, I first develop a
phenomenological interpretation of Bernard Williams’ notion
of “practical necessity” as an endogenous existential necessity
or incapacity to do otherwise, and consider this in connection
with ethical action in particular.

7I have discussed the nonselfsacrificial nature of heroism more fully in Smyth

(2018) in the context of drawing out the contrast within the category of (what I’ll

call) “extraordinary prosocial action” between heroic and supererogatory action,

in which the latter is, while the former is not, a matter of self-sacrifice. The key

point is that supererogatory (or “saintly”) action is strictly speaking moral action

in that it issues ultimately from processes of reflective moral deliberation, with the

implication that the agent could do otherwise, while “heroic” action is not moral

in this sense, in that it issues predominantly from embodied habituality, and as

such involves the sort of predispositional necessity discussed here. This is a crucial

distinction, but one that is typically glossed over. This distinction is central to my

overall approach, but in the present paper I do not discuss “saintly” action directly.

In what follows, then, it should be borne in mind that I am considering heroism

to be a sub-category of extraordinary prosocial action, and that as such I am not

claiming that all such actions are heroic in the sense that I shall ascribe to this term

(i.e., the other sub-category of supererogatory action remains). As I note below, this

may entail upsetting some existing intuitions, but the hope is that on the whole the

resulting view will be able to avoid many of the ambiguities and equivocations that

still affect contemporary thinking about heroism.

2. I then offer a view of reactive heroism as instantiating this kind
of necessity by literally embodying certain socially affirmed
universal values in a way that is not self-sacrificial and therefore
not, properly speaking, moral, nor a fortiori supererogatory.
In terms of approbation, then, it follows that when we praise
a reactive hero, we are not so much praising what she does
as what she is, to wit, her predispositional corporeal being as
it is summoned and activated, so to speak, by the particular
situation. In spontaneously crystallizing an important shared
social value in a situation in which most others fail to act, her
heroic action evinces a deep bond with her social world, and it
is this bond, I suggest, rather than the action itself that brings
it to light (although that is not unimportant), that awes us and
elicits approbation.We praise the reactive hero, in other words,
because in realizing herself, she gives powerful expression to
who we are8.

3. I then discuss how this corporeal construal of reactive heroism
as positively self-realizing rather than self-sacrificial can be
extended to cases of social heroism. Here I show that the
necessity to which Luther’s dictum alludes can be understood
as a constraint internal to the embodied, pre-reflective
intentional structure of the proactivity in question, such that
the idea of doing fundamentally otherwise would thus imply
self-abnegation on the part of the agent far more clearly than
in reactive cases. For while much tactical deliberation may
occur with regard to specific actions, the social hero’s reflection
on her overall goal is not a matter of considering alternative
possibilities, but of self-discovery with regard to the necessity
that is internal to and hence deeply expressive of her individual
identity or character. Similarly to reactive cases, then, a social
hero literally embodies a certain ethical commitment such
that her actions are likewise carried by normatively valenced
vectors of pre-reflective intentionality and are equally instances
of nonselfsacrificial practical necessity9.

4. Turning to the question of approbation, I discuss how, unlike
reactive cases, which evince the spontaneous affirmation of
an established social value, the commitment perceived in
cases of social heroism has more to do with the actualization
of what I shall call, borrowing a term from Axel Honneth,
“surplus validity,” that is, the fact that the meaning and
scope of a given society’s existing ethical norms can be
altered and expanded. Thus, whereas the reactive hero is
praised for embodying shared value, (rather than for her
action per se or the manner of its performance), the social

8Critical attention must always be paid to the casual way in which first-person

plural pronouns are used in philosophy and the human sciences. Here, “we”merely

denotes some particular community as a reflection of the fact that attributions of

heroism are not universal—it is well known that what is lauded as heroism by one

community may be vilified by another—and that they hinge upon a multitude of

cultural, historical, and political variables. But as noted above, the phenomena of

heroism can still be the object of scientific study.
9The expression “pre-reflective intentionality” denotes those aspects of one’s

intentional relatedness to the world that fall below the level of explicit self-

conscious awareness. It includes the kind of intentionality that is involved in, for

example, basic activities like movement or grasping, forms of habitual skill, the

ways in which one responds to and orients oneself in a situation, one’s lived sense

of space and time, and the ways in which one tacitly carries elements of the past

while projecting horizons of anticipation.
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hero is analogously praised for embodying a commitment
to actualizing or instituting the concrete potential of such
value more fully. The approbation accorded to her is therefore
tied inextricably to one’s normative judgment concerning this
immanent progressive transformation. If we praise a social
hero, then, it is because in and through realizing herself, she
gives concrete expression, not so much to who we are, as with
reactive heroism, but to who we are aspiring to be10.

EMBODIED ACTION AND PRACTICAL

NECESSITY

As I have discussed in more detail elsewhere (Smyth, 2010, 2014),
the reasoning here draws its initial inspiration from Maurice
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of embodiment (Merleau-
Ponty, 1945). In particular, it draws on the claim that
while mind–body dualism (Cartesian or otherwise) is certainly
false, concretely understood our embodied existence does
involve a certain temporal duality that we may express using
the spatial metaphor of levels: there is a “habitual” level
(linked to the past), and an “actual” level (tied to the
present). Each of these levels is orthogonal to the distinction
that can be drawn analytically between mind and body.
Generally speaking, the actual level pertains to personal
existence or “ipseity” in the sense of occurrent bodily and
reflective intentional states, in relation to which the habitual
level forms the impersonal or pre-personal background. The
latter is the anonymous accretion of internalized—or, to
use a suggestive phenomenological metaphor, sedimented—
experiences that develops dynamically across time and which,
in establishing certain pre-reflectively intentional habitualities,
transforms the psychosomatically integral organism in enduring
and intrinsic ways, and provides the enabling and constraining
conditions for personal existence at the actual level.

We might initially think of this in terms of the sedimentation
of perceptual and motor experiences, and take the development
through repeated practice of specific skills that emphasize such
experiences and their coordination—for example, learning to
ride a bicycle or to swim, to play racquetball or the clarinet—
as paradigmatic of the sort of habitualities involved. But
setting habitual compulsive disorders aside, we must bear in
mind that even with the most routine of habits, the contexts
in which they are repeatedly enacted are never exactly the
same—indeed, it is characteristic of highly developed skills,
or skillful “expertise,” to be sensitive to situational differences
and thus correspondingly flexible or improvisational (Dreyfus
and Dreyfus, 1980; Dreyfus, 2004). Even the actualization
of perceptual and motor habitualities, then, is never a

10It is worth noting here that although the reconceptualization of heroism that I

develop below may upset some of our existing intuitions, its goal is to uphold the

most important ones by gaining a firmer handle on the relevant phenomena, so

as to be able to solve the puzzle concerning the strong approbation that heroism

typically elicits. It is also worth emphasizing that this rethinking of heroism unfolds

in a conceptual space that temporarily places in abeyance any empirical research

concerning heroism that has been conducted on different conceptual bases. Such

research can speak neither for nor against what I’m doing, because at least for the

time being the meaning of heroism is precisely in question.

matter of sheer automaticity, but rather of increasingly strong
predispositions that are always subject to and coordinated with
other situational factors.

These predispositions are thus not as simple or
straightforward as they may at first seem. To begin, they
are situationally transposable—a racquetball player is not an
absolute beginner in her first squash match, a clarinetist shifts to
the oboe more easily than a cellist. And this transposability could
be much less plain to see—running a daycare for special needs
children might equip one with skills well-suited to chairing an
academic department. One can thus do something for the very
first time yet still be habitually predisposed to it. In other words,
what I am calling habitual predispositions can, in terms of their
underlying intentionality, be quite general with regard to the
situations in which they operate—they need not manifest as an
overtly regular pattern of behavior, nor arise from such a pattern.
And they can also operate negatively and unselfconsciously,
as when, for example, someone phobicly avoids crowded or
constrained spaces due to a repressed traumatic experience. In
all these cases, what we are pointing to in the habitual level of
embodied existence are pre-reflective intentionalities that are
situationally-responsive, and which operate predispositionally
as the anonymous background conditions that give personal
existence its idiosyncratic profile.

But the operation of these habitualities is not to be
observed solely in terms of idiosyncrasies. For it can be
seen no less clearly in terms of the mannerisms, postural
schemata, modes of comportment, and speech patterns, for
example—what Marcel Mauss (1936) called “body techniques”—
that more broadly form culturally common corporeal “styles”
or “idioms” (Goffman, 1971; Elias, 2000[1939]). Even when
considered (as I am doing here) in prediscursive embodied terms,
perceptual and motor idiosyncrasies develop in specific social,
cultural, and historical contexts. The habitual level of embodied
existence thus internalizes—or incorporates—and hence comes
quite literally to incarnate certain aspects of the individual’s
intersubjective and social milieux. This does not mean that
everyone is alike—within a given socio-cultural context there are
typically differences, for example, pertaining—sometimes quite
problematically—to perceived phenotypical characteristics. In a
dynamically aggregated or intercorporeal sense, then, habitual
embodiment is thus the primary and central locus of what
Pierre Bourdieu (in particular) termed “habitus,” pithily glossing
this as the “durably installed generative principle of regulated
improvisation” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 78), under the dispositional
auspices of which individual perception and behavior unfold.

This model of embodied existence as involving an actual
level that in general does not coincide with a socially embedded
habitual level suggests conceiving selfhood as a function of
the ongoing tension between the two levels—a tension which
can but certainly need not be experienced negatively, and it
suggests conceiving self-realization as the process of negotiating
this tension and striving to bring about an optimal or at least
minimally disharmonious integration of the two dimensions.
Logically, this can be pursued in two broad ways, either of which
could represent a path to authenticity (if we wish to speak that
way): one can reflectively cast one’s intentions forward with the
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aim of modifying the habitus—that is, of pushing the envelope
of “regulated improvisation”—by engaging in actions directly
toward which one does not currently have strong predispositions;
or else one can refrain from any such reflective projection and
fall back on the pre-reflective intentionalities residing already
in the habitus. One can, so to speak, resolve to break out of
a perceived rut, or else go with the flow. In either case, the
options are wide. But looked at in this “existential” way that
excludes any purely biological reality, it is worth noting that
optimal self-realization need not place any overriding priority
on biological self-preservation—one can try to break out of a
rut by trekking solo across the Sahara, for example, or taking up
alligator wrestling, while one could go with the flow by jumping
on the fentanyl bandwagon, or by heeding a patriotic recruitment
campaign and enlisting for armed conflict. Needless to say,
existential ruts and flows are highly situationally contingent.

Actions pertaining to the ethical life of society exemplify self-
realization along these lines with particular clarity. For in general,
at any given moment, there is usually a discrepancy between
our actual personal inclinations and the morally praiseworthy
actions that are normatively expected of us—indeed, as noted
earlier, such actions are morally praiseworthy primarily because
of the altruism that they demand. But it is situationally contingent
as to which dimension (if either) of our embodied being is the
more other-regarding. For example, one might live in a social
context in which it is considered normal and acceptable to walk
past a hungry homeless person with indifference—in such a case,
falling back on the habitus, going with the flow, would seem to be
the ethically deficient path, and that a morally superior response
would require an overridingly deliberate, reflective effort to offer
alms, food, or other assistance. Conversely, one might live in
a society in which such a manner of response was itself a
predispositional feature of the habitus, that is, of one’s habitual
embodiment, such that even if on some particular occasion
one happened to be very hungry oneself or otherwise self-
concerned, the habitual disposition might still hold sway11. In
short, inasmuch as we do actually fulfill our ethical expectations,
in some cases the intentional structure of our action stems from
a process of reflective moral deliberation, while in other cases
any such reflection is eschewed and we act simply on the basis
of habitual pre-reflective intentionalities. Sometimes we choose
to do good, sometimes we just do it.

The former scenario may be more familiar when thinking
about ethical issues, and it may garner more scholarly attention.
Yet it is arguably more exceptional than typical. To be sure,
situations that prompt reflective moral deliberation do arise, but
on the whole it seems that more of what goes on in human
coexistence corresponds to the latter scenario, in which one
falls back upon what we might call one’s “pre-reflective ethical
know-how” (DeSouza, 2013), the specific kind of “skillful coping”

11For the purposes of this conceptual analysis, these sort of homespun thought

experiments can be sufficient. To carry the discussion further, however, would of

course require corroboration from credible empirical research. But it is crucial to

bear in mind that all empirical research is conducted within certain conceptual

and theoretical frameworks, and that if one wishes, as I do, to offer an alternative

framework, then special care must be taken when trying to assimilate the results of

existing research.

or “ethical expertise” that guides us through our “everyday
ongoing ethical coping” (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1991, 2004) in
ways that are strongly analogous to how other forms of acquired
skillful expertise, like bicycle riding or clarinet playing, likewise
guide us through everyday coping in their relevant contexts.
Comprising “the interrelated, and possibly conflicting, values,
virtues, goods, rights, behaviors, attitudes, etc. which make up
the ethical fabric” of one’s social context (DeSouza, 2013, p. 284),
such pre-reflective familiarity with the contours of that context’s
normative landscape or ethical habitus involves a tacit perceptual
sensitivity to the axiological import (e.g., the recognition of
the intrinsic value of humanity) that gives rise to situations of
ethical significance in the first place. As a kind of “ethical second
nature” that we come to embody (literally) through socialization
and interpersonal experience, it guides most of our quotidian
interactions with others, while also providing the motivational
and evaluative background for any more explicitly formulated
moral intentions.

What is especially important to note here is that as with
the skills involved in bicycle riding or clarinet playing, “expert
ethical comportment” is profoundly spontaneous in that as a kind
of pre-reflective know-how, it involves no explicit deliberation.
Consider the following phenomenological observations made
several decades ago by Maurice Mandelbaum concerning actions
that are spontaneous yet have a situationally-sensitive ethical
import:

I sense the embarrassment of a person, and turn the conversation

aside; I see a child in danger and catch hold of its hand; I hear a

crash and become alert to help. Actions such as these (of which

our daily lives are in no small measure composed) do not, at the

time, seem to spring from the self: in such cases I am reacting

directly and spontaneously to what confronts me. [. . . ] In such

cases it is appropriate to speak of ‘reactions’ and ‘responses’, for in

them no sense of initiative or feeling of responsibility is present

(1955, p. 48).

As Mandelbaum went on to observe in a striking fashion, from
the perspective of such actions themselves, “we can only say that
we acted as we did because the situation extorted that action
from us” (Mandelbaum, 1955, p. 49, italics added). From the
first-person perspective of the agent, in other words, there is no
experience of choice but rather of a situational necessity that
elicits a certain response from oneself12.

This view of necessity offers a compelling phenomenological
interpretation of what Bernard Williams had in mind with the
notion of “moral incapacity”—“the kind of incapacity that is in
question when we say of someone, usually in commendation
of him, that he could not act or was not capable of acting in
certain ways” (Williams, 1993, p. 59)—and how this leads to

12Cf. Merleau-Ponty: “The body is but one element in the system of the subject and

his world, and the task elicits from him the necessary movements through a sort

of attraction at a distance, just as the phenomenal forces at work in my visual field

elicit from me, without any calculation, the motor reactions that will establish the

optimum equilibrium between them, or as the customs of our social setting or the

arrangement of our listeners immediately elicits from us the appropriate words,

attitudes, and tone” (1945, p. 123f). Various echoes of this general perspective can

also be found in Varela (1999), Wright (2007), Rietveld (2013), among others.
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a “practical necessity” (Williams, 1981), in cases where one is
thusly incapable of performing any action but one, typically in
the form of being incapable of not performing that one, however
the modal situation may appear to third-person observers. For
his part, Williams viewed this situation in terms of character,
noting, for example, that such incapacities and necessities can
be constitutive of one’s character, and that “to be an expression
of character is perhaps the most substantial way in which an
action can be one’s own” (1981, p. 130). As Kyle Fruh expressed
it more recently, “[t]he issuances of practical necessity are to be
seen not as constraints imposed on an agent, but as expressions
of the core characteristics of the agent” (2017, p. 32). My
own aim here is to show that character in this regard is best
understood phenomenologically in the pre-reflective terms of
habitual embodied action. Agentive incapacities, no less than
capacities, are grounded here, and it is in this way, specifically in
terms of corporeal sedimentation of the ethical habitus, that we
canmake best sense of how ethical principles can be “internalized
and appropriated as part of one’s identity” (Schlenker et al.,
2009, p. 319), such that the individual is spontaneously able
to enact them appropriately, and to do so in an endogenously
necessary way that is fully self-realizing—as Colby and Damon
said of the moral exemplars they studied, “[n]one saw their
moral choices as an exercise in self-sacrifice” (Colby and Damon,
1994, p. 300, italics removed)13. It is in terms of the two-level
phenomenological model of embodiment, in other words, that we
can best make sense of how an ethical imperative could manifest
as a nonselfsacrificial practical necessity.

The key point here is that the strength of this necessity
correlates—somewhat counterintuitively—with the degree of
“ethical expertise,” that is, with the degree to which one’s ethical
actions are unreflectively spontaneous—as with bicycles and
clarinets, higher degrees of ethical virtuosity go hand in hand
with lower degrees of reflective deliberation. In such situations,
“[o]ne feels that one’s comportment was caused by the perceived
conditions [. . . ] We do not experience our intentions as causing
our bodily movements; rather, in skillful coping we experience
the situation as drawing the movements out of us” (Dreyfus,
2002, p. 379f). Now, to describe ethical action as being in any
way caused from without is potentially misleading. For the
idea is just that the actions in question are matters of pre-
reflective intentionality which, rooted deeply in our corporeality,
is something (not unlike muscular tonus, say) that we do not
normally experience in subjective terms. So while we may say
that the situation elicits or draws the action out of an agent,
it is nonetheless her response to it. The point is that there is
such a close and intimate attunement to the situation, such a
profoundly immersive oneness between it and the agent’s habitual
embodiment, that like a steeply banked turn at the velodrome or
a complex musical phrase in the orchestra pit, there is really only
one possible action to take—and there is no sense at all that the
necessity of this action is external to the agent or that it in any way
threatens or compromises her agency. In a very concrete sense,

13To reiterate an earlier point, there is nothing authoritative about such self-

reports, mediated or otherwise. But they can play an instructively illuminating role,

and it is in that sense alone that they are being invoked here.

then, in such situations agents make a virtue out of necessity—
and in ethical situations, this sense is doubly literal, with virtue
and necessity going hand in hand.

REACTIVE HEROISM AS EMBODIED

PHENOMENON

Having laid all that out, I will now turn to reactive heroism
and relate it to this framework. In doing so, I shall take as a
possible example the case of Tom Lee (1885–1952), an unskilled
African-American laborer who, although unable to swim, used
his small boat to pull 32 people from the Mississippi river
when the sternwheeler M.E. Norman overturned near Memphis
on May 8, 1925. Although his actions received extraordinary
commendation from the public and from government officials,
Lee himself expressed the sentiment of personal disavowal that is
characteristic of heroic action in analogous cases: “I guess I didn’t
do any more than anyone else would have done in my place”
(Finger, 2014)14.

I submit that cases of reactive heroism like this are matters
of embodied habitual action. On the face of it, it may seem
highly implausible to claim that an action like that of Tom
Lee on that day in 1925 is “habitual,” since he had never
done anything quite like it prior to that occasion, and never
did anything quite like it again. There is absolutely nothing
routine about the actions in question. But a key point from the
phenomenological discussion above (section Embodied Action
and Practical Necessity) is that the nature of habitual action
does not lie essentially in manifest patterns, but rather in
the prior corporeal internalization of certain perceptual and
motor skills as pre-reflective intentionalities which then, in the
form of predispositional schemata, enable individuals to act
in a spontaneously “expert” way in an indefinite number of
different situations15. So it is immaterial that most heroic actions,
including Lee’s, appear to be unique one-off occurrences. With
regard to Lee, the idea would be that he had internalized certain
universal features of the ethical habitus of his society, such as
the impartial recognition of the intrinsic value of humanity;
that these features had “sedimented” in the habitual dimension
of his embodied existence such as to equip him with the pre-
reflective ethical know-how that predisposed him to do what
he did on that day, and to do so under the kind of practical
necessity that accompanies spontaneous “expert” behavior in
general16. Indeed, in cases like this, where someone acts in an

14In taking Lee as a possible example of my view of reactive heroism, what I wish to

do is simply take the manifest bio-historical facts of the case—people were caught

in the river, Lee was in the vicinity, and he responded in a seemingly spontaneous

and selfless way—and see if an interpretation of it in terms of embodied habitual

action can plausibly fit those facts. The example itself is not being called upon to

do any theoretical work, and I am not taking his statement—which at any rate is

vague and uninformative with regard to the intentional structure of his actions—as

in any way authoritative.
15This may be seen as a phenomenological specification of the idea of “special

training” as discussed by Kohen et al. (2017, p. 10f).
16To reiterate, this is a possible interpretation of the Lee case, any account of which

would be equally interpretive, inasmuch as the relevant details concerning Lee’s

intentional state at the time are empirically inaccessible, as they typically are even

in contemporary cases. Competing interpretations would have to be adjudicated
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ethically extraordinary yet clearly spontaneous way, how else
could we make sense of it? If we do not interpret the action as
the practically necessary actualization of habitual predispositions,
then we would have no choice but to dismiss it as a fortuitous
fluke to which no particularly strong approbation would be due.

To be sure, talk of “ethical expertise” can seem odd, and it
is potentially misleading if it suggests a high level of cognitive
engagement. As discussed above, though, the point is exactly the
opposite—in the sense in which it is being used here, “expertise”
describes a degree of skill development at which, even while
remaining situationally responsive, the need for explicit reflective
deliberation is precisely obviated. As Colby and Damon said
of the moral exemplars they studied, “we saw no ‘eking out’
of moral acts through intricate, tortuous cognitive processing.
Instead, we saw an unhesitating will to act, a disavowal of fear and
doubt, and a simplicity of moral response” (Colby and Damon,
1994, p. 70)17. And this may apply well to cases like that of
Tom Lee. More generally, reactive heroism is characterized by
the eschewal of moral reflection in favor, so to speak, of “going
with the flow”—understood here as falling back into a state
of unselfconscious immersion in one’s habitual predispositions,
something that may well be a necessary condition of the “optimal
psychological functioning” often referred to precisely as “flow”
(cf. Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 218; Annas, 2008). In this context
of expert ethical spontaneity, the reactive hero does not choose
to do the right thing, but just does it as a matter of the practical
necessity established by her own characteristic predispositions
in the particular circumstances of the situation18. So while it
may appear that reactive heroism involves prosocial self-sacrifice
on the part of the agent, I submit that a more coherent and
compelling understanding would view the action in question as
subjectively incarnating and identifying with universal features
of the ethical habitus, and as being a nonselfsacrificial matter of
authentic self-realization for this reason19.

It is therefore the fact that the reactive hero is someone who
does not need to deliberate—that in her very being ipseity and
habituality momentarily coincide—that grounds the approbation
that we accord. It is not the action per se, since after all this is done
on the basis of a practical necessity—it is rather the fact of its
being endogenously necessary that truly awes us. Likewise, there

on the basis of their relative plausibility, for example, and their coherence with

other commitments.
17See note 13 above.
18While some connections may be drawn with discussions of automaticity

(cf. Snow, 2010; Lapsley and Narvaez, 2014; Rees and Webber, 2014), I

would caution against applying that notion to cases of heroism, lest we

confound existing intuitions concerning approbation. The main salience of

disclosing phenomenologically the habitual level is to locate a meaningful ground

intermediate to reflective deliberation and automaticity on which to base an

understanding that captures both the ethical content of heroic action and its

spontaneity, and that can therefore do justice to our intuitions concerning both

of these features of heroism, even if it upsets others.
19There are some clear similarities between this view and the main tenets of

virtue ethics, which is similarly concerned with dispositional character rather than

reflectively intentional actions as such. But I would caution that such affinities

could easily be overstated, at least inasmuch as virtue ethics typically retains

a morally other-regarding focus that still valorizes self-sacrifice in a vestigial

way, whereas heroism implies a more expressly positive account of agential

self-realization (cf. Franco et al., 2016).

is nothing intrinsically estimable about going with the flow and
acting on the basis of habitual predispositions—no doubt some
of the white Americans that Lee saved were especially prone to
engage in objectionably racist behavior (by our lights) whenever
they fell back on their habitual predispositions. What is so highly
commendable about reactive heroism is the fact that the hero is
someone who is ontologically predisposed to do good, a fact that
is brought to light by the unusual nature of the heroic action, but
which is not identical with it nor reducible to it. What awes us
about the reactive hero, then, is the recognition that on account
of having internalized features of the shared habitus, she gives
extraordinary expression to an ordinariness we share, and which
is partly constitutive of our sociality—our approbation celebrates
an existential or even intercorporeal continuity with the hero that
is structurally absent from cases of moral supererogation20.

SOCIAL HEROISM AND PRACTICAL

NECESSITY

I shall now turn to consider whether the above account of
reactive heroism as a phenomenon of embodied action that
instantiates nonselfsacrificial practical necessity can be extended
to cases of social heroism21. A key difference here is that reactive
heroism, owing to how its spontaneity precludes reflection, does
not admit of a contrasting scenario in which the intentional
structure of an outwardly equivalent action would involve
reflective deliberation rather than habitual predisposition. With
social heroism, however, there is such a contrast with scenarios
of moral supererogation in which outwardly equivalent actions
are performed electively in preference to at least one less altruistic
alternative—i.e., cases in which there is no necessity (practical or
otherwise) involved, hence “I could do otherwise!”—and which
as such are self-sacrificial22. There is nothing wrong with this, of
course, and it generally merits high moral praise. But it differs
fundamentally from social heroism, even if on the face of it the
actions in question are indistinguishable, inasmuch as the social
hero, like her reactive counterpart, literally embodies the relevant
social value, whereas the supererogatory action is reflectively
mediated.

Here I shall take as a possible example the case of Virginia
Foster Durr (1903–1999), who, despite being born into a life of
Southern white privilege, devoted most of her adult life to the
struggle for equal civil rights in the United States, in particular
with regard to effecting desegregation and outlawing the poll tax
in the South (see Colby and Damon, 1994, pp. 92–133; Durr,
2003). Concerning her activism, Durr expressed views that are
fairly typical of social heroism. With regard to abolishing the

20Strictly speaking, if supererogation implies reflection, then there cannot be cases

of spontaneous supererogation. In part this reflects confused intuitions concerning

reactive heroism, but there may be cases falling between reactive and social

heroism—see next note.
21Clearly this distinction is somewhat simplistic in that there may be cases falling

between the spontaneity of reactive heroism and the protractedness of social

heroism, and which might not exhibit practical necessity. But for present purposes

I shall leave this possibility aside.
22This is what in a previous work (Smyth, 2018) I refer to as “saints”—see note 7

above.
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poll tax, for example, “I thought the right to vote was something
that everybody ought to have,” and she considered this to be an
established norm that was just not yet fully instituted. “Although
I seemed radical to other people, and was considered radical, I
never thought of myself as being radical because I was simply
doing what was common everywhere else.” With regard to racial
desegregation, she claimed that “there were no choices to make.”
There were, of course, choices to make, but these did not bear
upon the basic project, which was shot through with a kind of
necessity: “as far as the decisions I made concerning my part
[. . . ] in the racial struggle in the South, it wasn’t a decision, it
was something that grew over a period of years and one thing
led to another.” In short: “I did what I felt I had to do” (Colby
and Damon, 1994: 133, pp. 121, 71, 120, 124). My aim here is to
sketch out how Luther’s dictum of necessity could apply to cases
like this23.

As discussed above (section Embodied Action and Practical
Necessity), the idea of practical necessity drawn from Williams
helps to make initial sense of the necessity that people like
Durr report in their experience, by articulating how it may
be conceived in terms of ethical constraints and incapacities
rooted internally within the agent’s character. For this is how the
experience of necessity can be rendered consistent with their no
less robust experience of free agency. But what we also saw is that
character in this sense is best and most concretely understood in
phenomenological terms, that is, in terms of the pre-reflective
intentionalities that make up the habitual predispositionality of
our embodied existence. For this affords the most compelling
model of how values, principles, and any other elements of
the ethical habitus can be internalized so as to become stable
and irreducible features of an individual’s character—how, in
other words, the “integration of agency and communion” that
is characteristic of moral exemplars is actually achieved (cf.
Frimer et al., 2011). In cases of reactive heroism this allows us to
understand how dramatic instances of seemingly self-sacrificial
ethical behavior can occur in a completely spontaneous way. In
cases of social heroism, conversely, it will allow us to understand
the perseverance, the recurrently reaffirmed motivation, and the
longitudinal continuity that characterize the agent’s endeavors
over time. In both sorts of cases, though, the basic point is that
it is literally true and not merely a suggestive piece of rhetoric to
say that heroism is the embodiment of ethical commitment.

This is perhaps best approached by way of the well-known
problem of the “judgment–action gap” (Straughan, 1986), viz.,
the fact that at a cognitive level the vast majority of people
tend to affirm various ethical judgments that they consistently
fail to act on. This is something that is shown with particular
(if simplified) clarity whenever a bystander applauds a social
hero—she approves, so why did she remain a bystander? This
problem has motivated much recent work that tries to steer
away from an exclusive focus on cognitive factors toward more

23As with Tom Lee above, I am not claiming that the case of Durr, and her self-

reports in particular, provides any direct evidence for my claims. Rather, I just

want to hang my interpretation on the bio-historical facts of the case as a way to

illustrate its plausibility—neither example is being called upon to do any theoretical

or conceptual work.

“personological” views that emphasize the role of character in
bridging this gap. My own point is that we just need to push this
line of reasoning farther: if the spirit is willing, so to speak, but the
flesh is weak, then it stands to reason that we should direct our
attention to our flesh, to our corporeality, and to how it serves as
the site of mediation between judgment and action.

In the same way as a reactive hero, in perceiving a situation
in a certain way, manifests an embodied incapacity to be a
disengaged bystander, that is, acts under an endogenous form
of nonselfsacrificial practical necessity, so too the social hero, in
perceiving a state of affairs in a certain way, can be understood
as manifesting a similar incapacity with an analogous necessity.
It differs, though, in that in this case the necessity is not that
of a spontaneous and unreflective “expert” response, but of an
increasingly recognized visceral refusal to do otherwise. It is in
this sense that social heroism may be said to involve personal
growth and a process of reflective self-discovery. While after
the fact the reactive hero may certainly learn something about
herself and grow personally as a result, this dynamic is internal
to the protracted experience of the social hero, where it can
even involve developmental change at the habitual level—this
is certainly true in the case of someone like Durr. It is thus
central to the reaffirmation of the social hero’s motivation that
she must make as events unfold. To be clear, though, within the
intentional structure of her proactive project, this reflection is
not a matter of deliberating among logically possible alternatives,
but rather of discovering that, for her, there really is no
acceptable alternative. Much more clearly than in reactive cases,
then, doing fundamentally otherwise here would be existentially
self-abnegating on the part of the agent. Although the social
hero still goes with the flow in the sense that her actions
are ultimately carried by normatively valenced vectors of pre-
reflective intentionality in essentially the same way as in reactive
cases, this typically occurs with a much higher level of self-
awareness and personal investment.

The reason why the judgment–action gap applies to most of
us is that while we may approve and endorse the actions of a
social hero through our considered ethical judgments, it typically
appears to us that in order to act on those judgments, what
would be required of us would be an act of supererogation—
hence a self-sacrificial act—and we consequently experience a
debilitating hesitation and unwillingness. This is why most of
us fail to act (and why we misperceive heroes as engaging in
supererogatory action), at least on those judgments that exceed
the moral baseline (i.e., the minimum threshold that is expected
of us in a given social context, which most of us have internalized
more or less successfully). Now, some domanage to rise above the
tension and bridge the gap by engaging in supererogatory action.
But in the conceptual scheme that I am trying to work out here, I
want to identify such cases as categorically distinct from heroism
(see Smyth, 2018). For it makes a world of difference whether
the intentional roots of an ethical action are reflective or pre-
reflective—whether it is enacted negatively through a reflective
decision to engage in personal self-sacrifice for moral reasons,
or positively as a matter of self-realization that coincides with
an internalized universality. The reason why most of us might
approve of a social hero’s actions yet be unable to follow suit is
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simply because they have something we lack—which, for the sake
of that simplicity, I will just call a “heroic body.” It is important
to bear in mind that this refers to the way in which bodily
existence incorporates psychosocial aspects of moral culture so as
to thereby become the locus of a hybrid kind of “biopsychosocial
resilience,” rather than just a natural matter of biology24. There
is much that might be said about this (see especially Efthimiou,
2017). But for present purposes the point I wish to make
is just that as with reactive cases, what is impressive and
commendable about social heroism is that it makes a virtue out
of an endogenous necessity, and that the locus of this necessity is
habitual corporeality. Social heroism emerges from an existential
“must” at the habitual level of embodiment, rather than a moral
“ought” at the actual level, and so it is precisely on account of
having a heroic body—a body that “stands” a certain way (as in
“Here I stand”)—that Luther’s dictum applies to cases of social
heroism.

But this does not yet fully clarify the question concerning
approbation, to which I now turn.

SOCIAL HEROISM AND SOCIAL

PROGRESS

Heroism in general is a matter of actualizing “sedimented”
ethical universality under an endogenous practical necessity,
hence in a nonselfsacrificial way. But there is a further distinction
between reactive and social cases that should be noted here.
Whereas reactive cases enact norms that are already recognized
and affirmed in an effectively universal way within a given
social context (e.g., innocent lives should be saved), but do so
spontaneously in situations (e.g., dangerous ones) in which the
judgment–action gap is especially acute, cases of social heroism
typically have to do with establishing or instituting new ethical
norms (e.g., civil rights should be equal for all). I have argued that,
in both sorts of cases, the relevant heroic actions are ultimately
carried by vectors of embodied pre-reflective intentionality, i.e.,
going with the flow, rather than reflective decisions. Yet social
heroism can, and often does, cut against the grain of society—it
can (and often does) encounter disapproval or opposition in ways
that reactive heroism seldom does. This may seem puzzling—
how can such disapproval or opposition occur when one is
going with the flow of the sedimented ethical habitus? Assuming
arguendo a unified habitus25, if one is just reflecting social norms
back after having internalized them, then how could there be any
such tension?

To answer this question we must clarify that social heroism
does not involve instituting ethical norms that are utterly novel.
As with Virginia Durr, it is rather a matter of recognizing and
trying to redress the fact that certain socially existing norms –
e.g., individual civil rights, or the right to vote—while valid and
valuable in themselves, are not instituted correctly or completely

24It is not just a matter of moral culture, but other acquired skills and habitualities

too. Cf. (Kohen et al. (2017), p. 2): “The real reason that most people are bystanders

rather than heroes is that most people are out of practice.”
25This assumption may be false, but if so, then the problem can be solved much

more easily.

according to their intrinsic sense. To give a name to this, I
shall borrow the term “surplus validity” from Axel Honneth’s
theory of social recognition (Honneth, 2003, p. 186). This refers
to the fact that, within a given social context, the meaning and
scope of existing ethical norms can, through social and cultural
struggle, be altered and expanded. This is the normative space
that makes an “immanent critique” of society possible, that is, a
critique of society that bases itself normatively not upon some
arbitrary or ideal criteria pulled out of thin air, but upon the
very norms of the society itself. The point of such a critique is
precisely to show that these norms are not fully actualized, that
this entails some form of injustice, and to point toward the kind
of social progress that might make good on the shortcoming.
So even though there is common ground—evinced by the
shared value that reactive heroism embodies—different views of
the meaning and scope of these norms are often contested—
hence the possibility of disapproval or opposition to social
heroism.

As I have described it here, social heroism as an embodied
phenomenon is located entirely within the normative space
of surplus validity. It has nothing to do with idealism in the
loose pie-in-the-sky sense of ungrounded moral aspirations.
There may be a place for that—in social contexts in which the
ethical habitus is very rudimentary or thoroughly compromised
with evil, for example, there may be no possibility of a viable
immanent critique. And hence no heroism. For just as surplus
validity is what makes immanent critique possible, by the same
token it is the basis uponwhich there could possibly be an embodied
commitment to a socially transformative goal26. Reactive heroism
is not socially transformative. More generally, a society maintains
itself when individuals act morally, i.e., when they do their
ethical duty. But it does not progress. There’s nothing wrong
with acting morally, of course, and in wanting others to do
likewise—the inherent self-sacrifice is minimal, and the benefits
usually outweigh it. But if we are concerned with progressive
social transformation, morality comes up disappointingly short.
For all it can offer is a view of supererogation in which
self-sacrifice is ratcheted up considerably, with the result that
the judgment–action gap opens up much more widely. That
supererogatory actions are often generally praised is evidence of
broad commitment to values that transcend the minimummoral
baseline of society, but the judgment–action gap is a formidable
obstacle to progress pursued in this way.

If we are concerned with social progress, and if we reject as
unrealistic any extraneous normativity, then our focus should
be on realizing surplus validity. And in terms of action there
would seem to be two broad ways to approach that—moral
supererogation and social heroism—which reflect the two-level
model of embodied existence with which we began. The point
I wish to make here is simply that the approach of social
heroism affords grounds for greater optimism with regard
to the prospects of realizing surplus validity. For in contrast
to moral supererogation, it indicates a way of bridging the
judgment–action gap that it is much more plausible to believe

26This is why heroism as I have conceived it is of interest to critical social theory.

This is a connection I shall develop more fully in subsequent work.
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could be cultivated on a broad scale. For if within a given ethical
habitus there are indeed latent but nonetheless real tendencies
that would exceed the moral baseline of the status quo, then it
seems entirely reasonable to suppose that they could be realized
or instituted concretely much more effectively to the extent
that individuals’ commitment to them was a positive matter
of their self-realization through existential identification, even
to the point of becoming a practical necessity, rather than
as a moral aspiration to be achieved through self-sacrificial
supererogation27.

In sum, regardless of how we may construe it intuitively, our
approbation of social heroism is an expression of our normative
judgment concerning this kind of immanent social progress, and

27Although this raises myriad questions concerning how it could actually be

brought about, it is along these lines alone, I submit, that heroism could possibly be

“banal” in the egalitarian sense described by Franco and Zimbardo (2006), and how

individuals in general are, as Zimbardo puts it, “heroes in waiting” (see Sommers,

2009).

of our recognition that the hero’s self-realization is bound to the
historical transformation it implies. Whereas the reactive hero is
praised relatively uncontroversially for embodying shared value,
the social hero is praised, more contentiously, for embodying a
commitment to actualizing the concrete potential of such value
more fully. If we do in fact praise a social hero, then, it is because
we sense that in and through realizing herself, she gives powerful
concrete expression, not so much to who we are, as with reactive
heroism, nor to who we might ideally aspire to be, as with moral
supererogation, but to who we are in fact aspiring to be28.
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Despite widespread assumptions that psychopathy is associated with serious and
repeated law-breaking, individuals with psychopathic personality traits do not invariably
become chronic criminal offenders. As a partial explanation for this finding, Lykken
(1995) ventured that a fearless temperament underlies both psychopathic traits and
heroic behavior, and that heroic individuals’ early exposure to effective socializing forces
such as warm parenting or healthy self-esteem often fosters a characteristic adaption
that tends to beget “successful” behaviors, thereby differentiating heroes from convicts.
In this study, we investigate relations between psychopathy, principally its fearless
dominance dimension, pride, and prosocial and antisocial behavior in a community
sample (N = 339). Fearless dominance and self-centered impulsivity components of
psychopathy yielded differential relations with authentic and hubristic pride (Tracy and
Robins, 2004), such that fearless dominance was significantly positively correlated with
both facets of pride while self-centered Impulsivity was significantly negatively correlated
with authentic pride and significantly positively correlated with hubristic pride. Further,
authentic pride moderated (potentiated) the relation between fearless dominance
and transformational leadership, one of the two outcome measures for prosocial
behavior employed in our investigation. Authentic pride did not moderate the relations
between fearless dominance and either our other measure of prosocial behavior
(heroism) or antisocial behavior, nor did positive parenting moderate the relations
between psychopathy components and social behavior. Unexpectedly, hubristic pride
significantly moderated the relation between impulsive-antisocial features and antisocial
behavior in a protective manner.

Keywords: psychopathy, pride, prosocial behavior, antisocial behavior, heroism, leadership, boldness

INTRODUCTION

Cleckley’s (1941, 1976) Mask of Sanity famously described the heart of psychopathic personality
as an enigmatic constellation of traits which entail both the outward appearance of healthy
functioning, even charm—including social influence and stress immunity—and, paradoxically,
brazen maladaptive or antisocial behavior. Individuals marked by psychopathic features are
thought to occupy positions on every rung of the socioeconomic ladder—from business leaders
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and wartime heroes to smooth-talking con artists and chronic
criminal offenders. Clinical lore, along with the writings of
Cleckley and other prominent authors (e.g., Lykken, 1995;
Patrick, 2006; Fowles and Dindo, 2009), is consistent with the
possibility that psychopathy often comprises features that are
largely adaptive, at least in the short term, such as fearlessness,
venturesomeness, social dominance, and immunity to anxiety.
Such traits may be tied to successful interpersonal behaviors and
therefore bear important implications for prosocial functioning
(e.g., heroism or organizational leadership) (Lilienfeld et al.,
2015). In contrast, other scholars assert that adaptive traits are not
relevant to psychopathy and should at best be viewed as ancillary
features (Lynam and Miller, 2012). Yet for reasons that remain
poorly understood, certain highly psychopathic individuals
commit few overt antisocial or criminal behaviors, and a few may
even lead heroic, accomplished and/or professionally rewarding
lives (Smith et al., 2013; Lilienfeld et al., 2015).

Heroism, particularly, may seem a puzzling bedfellow for
psychopathic personality. Regardless of how one defines heroism,
it reflects—at least superficially—a form of prosocial behavior
marked by risk to self. Heroic individuals are among the
most revered, fabled, and enduring figures across cultures
and throughout history (Campbell, 1949/2008); psychopaths,
on the other hand, are commonly perceived as monstrous
(e.g., Dr. Hannibal Lecter) or deceptively dangerous (e.g., Ted
Bundy) criminals, even killers (but see Lilienfeld and Arkowitz,
2007/2008 and Skeem et al., 2011, for more nuanced and
empirically grounded perspectives). Nevertheless, some authors
(e.g., Lykken, 1995) posit that the boundary between courageous
hero and callous psychopath may be more indistinct than
it immediately appears. We investigate this possibility in the
current work.

Psychopathy
Researchers have conceptualized and operationalized
psychopathy using several competing theoretical models, most
of which can claim a modest degree of empirical support. One
such conceptualization, Lykken’s (1957, 1995) seminal low fear
model, views fearlessness as both the source trait (Cattell, 1973)
underpinning psychopathy and its core mechanism. Moreover,
Lykken theorized that fearlessness gives rise to such behaviors as
interpersonal dominance, risk-taking, and persuasiveness, which,
in turn, can be manifested in either socially praiseworthy (e.g.,
daring acts of heroism) or socially proscribed (e.g., criminality)
behaviors (or both) as a function of moderator variables like
warm parenting or effective socialization.

In a corporate setting, for example, fearlessness may facilitate
an individual’s capacity to curry favor with or manipulate
colleagues, which may foster his or her achievement of
influential leadership positions (Hall and Benning, 2006). Some
research bears out this conjecture, suggesting that psychopathic
individuals tend to exhibit an adaptive style of leadership, termed
transformational leadership (Board and Fritzon, 2005; Neo et al.,
2016), wherein charismatic leaders provide vision, motivation,
and guidance to followers.

Similarly, the impulsivity and grandiose narcissism associated
with psychopathic personality, when paired with fearlessness,

may make psychopathic individuals more likely to charge an
enemy on the battlefield, fight off a mugger, make a daring escape
from wartime imprisonment, and/or any number of comparable
acts of heroism. Fearlessness-related traits, including a facility
for steadfastly meeting intimidating challenges; comfort in a
leadership role; and risk-taking proclivities, are conceptually
related to heroism, and a handful of studies offer preliminary
evidence that, in certain contexts, fearlessness is associated with
heroic behavior (e.g., Smith et al., 2013; see also Murphy et al.,
2017). In United States Presidents, for example, fearlessness
appears to be tied to previous acts of wartime heroism,
presidential performance, crisis management, persuasiveness,
and positive relationships with congress (Lilienfeld et al., 2012).
Although the arc of psychopathy does not necessarily bend
toward heroism—certainly, not all psychopathic individuals are
heroic—Lykken’s (1995, p. 118) famous hypothesis that heroes
and psychopaths are “twigs in the same genetic branch,” itself
an outcropping of the low fear model, remains an intriguing
speculation, albeit one in need of corroboration.

Still, some research does present challenges to the
comprehensiveness of Lykken’s low fear model, as the effect
sizes linking low fear to laboratory deficits appear to be
small (Hoppenbrouwers et al., 2016). Modern extensions of
the theory submit that low fear is most closely tied to the
development of a construct termed boldness, which reflects one
of three core constructs that comprise psychopathy (Patrick
et al., 2009). In their prominent triarchic model, Patrick and
colleagues proposed that psychopathic traits map onto three
dimensions: Boldness, Disinhibition, and Meanness. Boldness
comprises social potency, insensitivity to threat, and emotional
resilience. Disinhibition comprises impulsivity, interpersonal
aggression, hostile attribution bias, and emotional dysregulation,
and Meanness is marked by callousness, vindictiveness, and
antagonism.

An allied three-factor conceptualization, typically assessed
using the self-report Psychopathic Personality Inventory-Revised
(PPI-R; Lilienfeld et al., 2015), describes similar separable,
higher-order dimensions, Fearless Dominance; Self-centered
Impulsivity; and Coldheartedness. Fearless Dominance is
conceptually related to Boldness, and describes superficial charm,
attenuated anxiety, and fearlessness; Self-centered Impulsivity is
conceptually related to Disinhibition, and describes poor impulse
control, irresponsibility, and egotism; finally, Coldheartedness is
conceptually related to Meanness (although it is less saturated
with antagonism than is Meanness) and consists of one subscale
that captures callousness, attenuated empathy and interpersonal
intimacy, and lack of guilt.

Risk and Protective Factors for Antisocial Behavior
The search for risk and protective factors for antisocial
and criminal behavior among psychopathic individuals may
help researchers to better pinpoint subgroups of psychopathic
individuals who are at greater versus lesser risk for antisocial and
criminal behavior, and, perhaps, ultimately target intervention
efforts toward high-risk subgroups. Even among children with
markedly elevated levels of callous and unemotional traits, which
are believed by numerous scholars to be precursors of the core
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affective deficits of psychopathy (e.g., lack of empathy, lack of
guilt), many do not go on to develop later conduct disorder (Frick
et al., 2014), suggesting that a better understanding of protective
factors is critical. Consequently, Lykken’s (1982, 1995) low fear
model, which entails moderating variables (e.g., warm parenting)
that foster largely adaptive (Lilienfeld et al., 2015)—or at least less
maladaptive—behavioral tendencies in psychopathic individuals
who do not respond well to more typical, punishment-based
social reinforcers, may have far-reaching implications. With
the exception of parenting, the nature and/or efficacy of such
moderating variables and any attendant mechanisms of change
remain(s) largely unexplored.

Positive Parenting
Many scholars have argued that successful socialization stems
from a conjunction of temperamental characteristics and parental
practices relating to the inculcation of internalized values and
rules in children (Kochanska, 1993; Lahey et al., 2008; Grusec and
Hastings, 2014). However, given their temperamental disposition,
children with marked levels of the affective traits of psychopathy
appear to be less influenced than other children by parenting
practices that rely on guilt, shame, or punishment (Kochanska,
1995, 1997; Frick et al., 2003; Edens et al., 2008; but see O’Connor
et al., 2016). In two longitudinal studies, Kochanska et al. (2007)
found that fearless children do not tend to respond constructively
to parental discipline or other forms of coercive negative feedback
but, instead, may be more efficiently socialized via pathways
that capitalize on positive parent-child relationships, such as
consistent reinforcement for prosocial behavior. Further, CU
traits tend to moderate the relation between (a) low parental
warmth and ODD/CD in girls aged 7–8, such that among
children with high levels of these traits, increased warmth is
associated with fewer features of ODD/CD (Kroneman et al.,
2011) and (b) parenting warmth and antisocial behavior in boys
aged 4–12, such that increased warmth is associated with lessened
anti-sociality (Pasalich et al., 2011).

Pride
One individual difference variable that has received no explicit
research attention as a potential protective factor among
individuals predisposed to psychopathy is pride. Indeed, from
at least as early as Freud (1923/2001), who argued that the
conscience consists of both the superego, which punishes us with
guilt for inappropriate behavior, and the ego-ideal, which reward
us with pride for appropriate behavior, scholars have noted that
pride may serve as an alternative avenue to guilt in engendering
socialization. Observing the paucity of moral emotions such
as guilt and shame in psychopathic individuals, Lykken (1995)
reasoned that a healthy sense of pride might function similarly
in psychopaths. Specifically, psychopathic individuals imbued
with healthy pride may consequently wish to maintain a
conception of themselves as good and competent people, thereby
predisposing them to channel their propensities into largely
adaptive, or at least less maladaptive, behavioral avenues. Pride,
then, may be an important and unappreciated alternative,
inhibitory pathway to socialization among individuals who are
largely devoid of guilt. Particularly, Lykken (1995) posited that

such a prideful self-concept—and attendant view of oneself
as a good, worthy, and competent person—largely stems
from warm, rewarding parenting. In other words, healthy
pride, in conjunction with fearlessness, is the engine driving
prosocial behavior in psychopathic individuals, while positive
parenting is both the ignition key and roadmap—fostering a
positive self-concept, kindling pridefulness, and familiarizing
pre-psychopathic children with social norms pertaining to
virtuous, praiseworthy, behavior (ultimately providing those who
are incentivized to maintain their healthy self-esteem with a
schematic to strive toward).

The Prideful Psychopath: Hero or Villain?
Thus, a subset of individuals with pre-psychopathic or
psychopathic traits (fearlessness, in particular) who were
raised in positive and well-structured environments may—by
way of healthy pride—be insulated from their dispositional
vulnerability to antisocial behavior, and even shepherded toward
transformational leadership, acts of heroism, and/or other
prosocial behavior.

Authentic and Hubristic Pride
Notably, philosophers and theologians have long discussed a
potential fine line distinguishing adaptive from maladaptive
pride, the latter often conceptualized as hubris or vanity (e.g.,
Hume, 1888, 2003; Damian and Robins, 2013). Tracy and
Robins (2007)’s prominent account adopts just such a dichotomy,
positing that pride comprises two ostensibly separable facets—
authentic and hubristic—that are associated with differential
behavioral and cognitive correlates (Tracy and Robins, 2007;
Carver et al., 2010). Authentic pride is achievement-oriented
(e.g., “I made the team because I practiced”) and largely adaptive;
further, it is contingent on continuing success and effort (Tracy
et al., 2009). Hubristic pride, in contrast, is rooted in grandiose
narcissism, and is related to enduring beliefs about oneself (e.g.,
“I made the team because I am talented”; Tracy and Robins,
2007). Pride, per this dual conceptualization, is related to both
adaptive (through authentic pride) and maladaptive (through
hubristic pride) social and behavioral outcomes (Carver et al.,
2010; Liu et al., 2016).

In this investigation, we integrate Lykken’s low fear model
with the authentic/hubristic model of pride, positing that it is
not merely the presence of pride per se that protects against
antisociality and fosters prosociality in psychopathic individuals.
Rather, the kind of pride that one experiences may, too, play a
pivotal role in guiding social behavior. Our expectation is that
fearlessness and authentic pride may be a “recipe” for everyday
heroism, whereas that very same fearlessness, when instead
paired with hubristic pride, often makes for villainous behavior.

Current Study
Lykken (1995) contended that the relation between certain
psychopathic features and either prosocial or antisocial behaviors
may be moderated by other variables, such as healthy pride
or warm parenting, which may facilitate alternative avenues to
socialization in psychopathic individuals—who are often high in
narcissism and deficient in fear and guilt, and thereby less averse
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to violating social norms than are others. Researchers have yet to
test the crucial element of Lykken’s theory. As such, the current
investigation assesses relations among pride, psychopathic traits,
parenting style, guilt, personality, and prosocial (i.e., heroism and
organizational leadership) and antisocial behaviors. Particularly,
we examine whether the two “flavors” of pride outlined by (Tracy
and Robins, 2007; Tracy et al., 2009) statistically influence the
behavioral manifestations of psychopathic traits, and contend
that pride may offer a partial explanation for the sharp divergence
in outcomes among psychopathic individuals.

Specifically, we predicted that psychopathy, especially its
Fearless Dominance component, will be tied to (a) decreased
antisocial and criminal behaviors in the presence of authentic
pride; (b) increased heroic and adaptive leadership behaviors
in the presence of authentic pride; (c) increased antisocial and
criminal behaviors in the presence of hubristic pride; and (d)
decreased heroic and leadership behaviors in the presence of
hubristic pride. Consistent with Lykken’s (1995) model, our
primary interactional analyses focused on Fearless Dominance,
with secondary analyses focusing on the other psychopathy
dimensions of Self-centered Impulsivity and Coldheartedness.
We also conducted subsidiary exploratory analyses on the PPI-R
Fearlessness subscale given that it is a relatively “pure” measure
of low fear.

We further hypothesized that a history of positive parenting
would, like authentic pride, attenuate the association
between psychopathy, especially Fearless Dominance, and
antisocial behaviors, and potentiate the association between
psychopathy, especially Fearless Dominance, and heroic and/or
transformational leadership behaviors. We also conducted
exploratory analyses examining statistical interactions with the
other PPI-R dimensions.

Lastly, although our primary hypotheses focused on
moderation, we were also interested secondarily in the zero-order
correlations between psychopathy subdimensions, on the one
hand, and heroism, leadership, criminal and antisocial behavior,
parenting, pride, guilt, and narcissism, on the other. We also
present correlations with narcissism to examine the specificity
of our findings to psychopathy. Our correlational analyses
were exploratory, with one notable exception; we predicted
that positive parenting would be related to authentic, but not
hubristic, pride.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
Participants (N = 339) were United States community
members who responded to an advertisement posted on
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), an online marketplace for
crowdsourced labor. The battery took approximately 60 min
on average to complete, and participants were compensated
$3.50. Previous investigations have suggested that MTurk is an
adequate source of self-report data for psychological research,
providing data that are largely of equal or better quality than
those provided by undergraduate samples (Buhrmester et al.,
2011; Miller et al., 2017). Participants were predominantly

women (56% female) and of Caucasian descent (77.7%), with a
mean age of 38.6 years (SD = 11.4).

Measures
Normal and Abnormal Personality
Participants completed several widely used measures of
psychopathic and narcissistic traits, as well as general personality
traits. Participants first completed the Psychopathic Personality
Inventory-Revised (PPI-R; Lilienfeld et al., 2005) and the
Levenson Self-report Psychopathy Scale (LSRP; Levenson et al.,
1995). The PPI-R is a 154-item self-report questionnaire that
yields a total score and eight lower-order subscale scores;
these subscales, with the exception of PPI-R Coldheartedness
(PPI-R C; α = 0.88), coalesce into two higher-order factors,
PPI-R Fearless Dominance (PPI-R FD; α = 0.94) and PPI-R
Self-centered Impulsivity (PPI-R SCI; α = 0.93). PPI-R Fearless
Dominance comprises the subscales of PPI-R Social Influence,
PPI-R Stress Immunity, and PPI-R Fearlessness; PPI-R Self-
centered Impulsivity comprises the subscales of PPI-R Carefree
Non-planfulness, PPI-R Rebellious Non-conformity, PPI-R
Blame Externalization, and PPI-R Machiavellian Egocentricity.
The LSRP is a 26-item self-report measure designed for non-
institutionalized samples, yielding a total psychopathy score
and two higher-order factor scores that describe primary (F1;
α = 0.92) and secondary (F2; α = 0.78) psychopathy. Diverging
from the PPI-R in factor structure, LSRP F1 measures self-
centeredness, coldheartedness, and callousness (e.g., “Success is
based on survival of the fittest; I am not concerned about the
losers”), whereas F2 measures disinhibition and antagonism,
along with other maladaptive traits (e.g., “When I get frustrated,
I often ‘let off steam’ by blowing my top”) (Patrick et al.,
2009).

We assessed narcissism with the Narcissistic Personality
Inventory (NPI; Raskin and Terry, 1988), a 40-item self-
report measure of trait narcissism from which three broad
dimensions can be derived (Corry et al., 2008; Ackerman et al.,
2011): Leadership/Authority (L/A; 10 items; α = 0.85), which
is characterized by self-assuredness, appetite for power, and
dominance (e.g., “I have a natural talent for influencing people”);
Grandiose Exhibitionism (GE; 10 items; α = 0.82), which is
characterized by social potency, extraversion, and drive (e.g.,
“I know that I am good because everybody keeps telling me
so”); and Entitlement/Exploitativeness (E/E; 4 items; α = 0.44),
which is characterized by self-interest, manipulativeness, and
neuroticism (e.g., “I find it easy to manipulate people”). Although
NPI E/E manifested a low internal consistency, this finding is
consistent with Ackerman et al. (2011), who noted that the small
alpha is likely due to the low number of items. Average inter-item
correlation coefficient for the subscale was.17.

Participants also completed the HEXACO Personality
Inventory (HEXACO; Lee and Ashton, 2004), a 100-item
measure of dimensional personality; the HEXACO consists of 6
factors (the latter five of which correspond broadly to those in
the familiar five-factor model of personality): Honesty-Humility
(e.g., “I would never accept a bribe, even if it were very large”),
Emotionality (e.g., “I sometimes can’t help worrying about little
things”), Extraversion (e.g., “In social situations, I’m usually the

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org February 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 185119

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-09-00185 February 21, 2018 Time: 19:6 # 5

Costello et al. Pride, Psychopathy, and Social Behavior

one who makes the first move”), Agreeableness (e.g., “I rarely
hold a grudge, even against people who have badly wronged
me”), Conscientiousness (e.g., “I plan ahead and organize things,
to avoid scrambling at the last minute”), and Openness to
Experience (e.g., “I like people who have unconventional views”)
(αs ranged from 0.83 to 0.92).

Potential Moderators
Pride and guilt
We assessed pride by means of two well-validated self-report
measures: the 7-Item Authentic and Hubristic Pride Scales (AHPS;
Tracy and Robins, 2007), and the Dispositional Positive Emotions
Scale (DPES; Shiota et al., 2006). We also examined self-esteem as
a subsidiary indicator of authentic pride using the Rosenberg Self-
Esteem Scale (RSES; Rosenberg, 1965). Self-esteem is conceptually
related to authentic pride, just as grandiose narcissism is
conceptually related to hubristic pride; notably, previous research
and theory have suggested that, though authentic pride may be
the affective “core” of genuine self-esteem (Tracy et al., 2009),
the two constructs are not wholly equivalent. Further, the Guilt
and Shame Proneness Scale (GASP; Cohen et al., 2011), a 40-
item self-report measure, was administered to assess participant’s
propensity for guilt and shame.

The AHPS contains two 7-item scales, each prompting
participants to rate the extent to which a series of words or
phrases describes them, assessing authentic (α = 0.94; e.g.,
“Accomplished”) and hubristic (α = 0.93; e.g., “Arrogant”) pride,
respectively. Previous findings indicate that the two pride scales
are generally unrelated to one another, and differentially predict
theoretically relevant variables, such as narcissism, healthy self-
esteem, and authenticity (Tracy and Robins, 2007; Tracy et al.,
2009). However, Holbrook et al. (2014a) raised several concerns
with the AHPS’ construct validity, positing that AHPS Authentic
Pride captures both effort-oriented (i.e., adaptive) and ability-
oriented (i.e., maladaptive) pride-related variance, whereas AHPS
Hubristic Pride measures the perception that the reporter’s pride
is excessive or unfounded. The DPES is a 5-item measure of
positive emotionality and self-compassion (e.g., “I am proud of
myself and my accomplishments”), and yields a composite score
(α = 0.92), and the RSES is a 10-item self-report measure of global
self-worth (e.g., “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself ”),
and assesses both positive and negative beliefs about the self
(α = 0.94).

The GASP comprises 4 subscales. Two describe guilt, (1)
Guilt-Negative Behavior Evaluation (Guilt-NBE; e.g., “After
realizing you have received too much change at a store, you
decide to keep it because the salesclerk doesn’t notice. What is
the likelihood that you would feel uncomfortable about keeping
the money?”), assessing one’s tendency to feel poorly about prior
malfeasant behavior; and (2) Guilt-Repair (e.g., “You reveal a
friend’s secret, but your friend never finds out. What is the
likelihood that your failure to keep the secret would lead you to
exert extra effort to keep secrets in the future?”), which refers
to a propensity for attempts to correct past transgressions, and
two describe shame, (1) Shame-Negative Self-Evaluation (Shame-
NSE; e.g., “You rip an article out of a journal in the library
and take it with you. Your teacher discovers what you did and

tells the librarian and your entire class. What is the likelihood
that this would make you feel like a bad person?”), composed of
items describing negative beliefs about the self; and (2) Shame-
Withdrawal (e.g., “You take office supplies home for personal
use and are caught by your boss. What is the likelihood that
this would lead you to quit your job?”), which measures one’s
tendency to withdraw or hide after making a mistake (αs ranged
from 0.67 to 0.81).

GASP subscales describing guilt proneness tend to correlate
positively with measures of prosocial behavior and correlate
negatively with measures of antisocial behavior, whereas shame
subscales tend to correlate negatively with self-esteem and
emotional stability (Cohen et al., 2011). GASP Shame-NSE and
GASP Shame-withdraw often manifest differential patterns of
correlations, such that individuals high in shame-NSE behave
more prosocially, whereas individuals high in shame-withdraw
tend to behave more antisocially.

Positive parenting
Parenting style was measured using a modified version of the
Alabama Parenting Questionnaire (APQ; Frick, 1991; Essau et al.,
2006), wherein participants are asked to reflect on their parents’
behavior during childhood and adolescence. Four items from the
original scale were omitted to improve model fit (Essau et al.,
2006); 38 items remained. In view of our hypotheses, only those
items comprising the Positive Parenting subscale (α = 0.80; e.g.,
“Your parents told you that they liked it when you helped out
around the house”) were analyzed. The APQ is often employed as
a measure of parenting styles that may be related to antisociality
(Essau et al., 2006), and exhibits good criterion-related validity
with a bevy of conduct problems, including in clinic-referred
children (Blader, 2004), non-referred children (Frick et al., 2003),
and adolescents (Frick et al., 1999).

Antisocial and prosocial behavior
Participants completed two self-report measures assessing
adaptive, successful, or socially sanctioned behaviors as proxies
for prosociality—the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire
(MLQ; Avolio and Bass, 1995) and the Activity Frequency
Inventory (AFI; Lilienfeld, 1998, Unpublished). Antisocial
behavior was measured with the Criminal and Analogous
Behavior Scale (CAB; Lynam et al., 1999).

The MLQ is a 26 item self-report measure of leadership
style that yields a total score and scores on 3 subscales: (1)
Transformational Leadership (α = 0.86; e.g., “I go beyond self-
interest for the good of the group”), referring to a leader’s
ability to inspire and motivate employees; (2) Transactional
Leadership (α = 0.66; e.g., “I discuss in specific terms who is
responsible for achieving performance targets”), also known as
managerial leadership, in which leaders motivate workers based
on contingent reward and punishments; and (3) Laissez-faire
Leadership (α = 0.61; e.g., “I wait for things to go wrong before
taking action”), wherein leaders offer little feedback or support
(Jones and Rudd, 2008). Subscales possess adequate reliability
and construct validity (Avolio et al., 2004).

The AFI (α = 0.86) consists of 30 items that assess
lifetime performance and frequency of reasonably common
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heroic acts, such as attempting to break up a physical fight
or helping a stranger who is in emotional distress (Patrick
et al., 2006). Because acts of extreme heroism are rare, the AFI
measures multiple acts of “everyday” heroism. In undergraduate
and community samples, the AFI has demonstrated moderate
positive correlations with both Rushton et al. (1981)’s Self-Report
Altruism Scale and psychopathic personality traits; of these, the
AFI appears most related to Fearless Dominance (Smith et al.,
2013).

The CAB consists of 69-items assessing for frequency of
engaging in various externalizing behaviors, including but not
limited to alcohol and drug use, otherwise criminal behavior
(e.g., driving under the influence, burglary), risky sexual behavior,
intimate partner violence, and gambling. All CAB items were
standardized and summed into a single composite of global
antisocial behavior (α = 0.87).

RESULTS

Psychopathy’s Relations with Pride,
Guilt, Positive Parenting, and Social
Behavior
Pride
AHPS Authentic Pride, RSES total scores, and DPES total scores
were positively correlated with PPI-R Fearless Dominance (rs
ranged from 0.56 to 0.69; see Table 1) and negatively correlated
with PPI-R Self-centered Impulsivity (rs ranged from −0.30 to
−0.44; see Table 1). Of PPI-R Fearless Dominance subscales,
relations were significantly more pronounced for PPI-R Social
Influence (r = 0.64) and PPI-R Stress Immunity (r = 0.60)
than for PPI-R Fearlessness (r = 0.13) (tested by means of tests
of dependent correlations; respectively, Steiger’s Zs were 9.39,
p < 0.001 and 7.71, p < 0.001 for AHPS Authentic Pride, 9.58,
p < 0.001 and 7.74, p < 0.001 for DPES total scores, and 8.53,
p < 0.001 and 9.40, p < 0.001 for RSES total scores).

In contrast, AHPS Hubristic Pride was positively correlated
with both PPI-R Fearless Dominance and Self-centered
Impulsivity (rs were 0.21 and 0.42, respectively; see Table 1). At
the subscale level, PPI-R Fearlessness and PPI-R Social Influence,
but not PPI-R Stress Immunity, were significantly correlated
with AHPS Hubristic Pride.

Guilt
Psychopathy measures manifested medium to strong negative
correlations with GASP subscales that describe guilt (rs ranged
from −0.16 to −0.56; see Table 1), although relations were
significantly more pronounced for PPI-R Self-centered
Impulsivity and PPI-R Coldheartedness than PPI-R Fearless
Dominance (respectively, Steiger’s Zs were 4.45, p < 0.001
and 5.30, p < 0.001 for GASP Guilt-NBE, and 5.98, p < 0.001
and 5.26, p < 0.001 for GASP Guilt-Repair). Of the GASP
subscales that describe shame, PPI-R Fearless Dominance
was negatively correlated with both GASP Shame-NSE
and GASP Shame-Withdraw; PPI-R Coldheartedness was
strongly negatively correlated with GASP Shame-NSE and
was not significantly correlated with GASP Shame-Withdraw

(Steiger’s Z = −8.00, p < 0.001); PPI-R Self-centered Impulsivity
was negatively correlated with GASP Shame-NSE and positively
correlated with GASP Shame-Withdraw (Steiger’s Z = −9.35,
p < 0.001).

Positive Parenting
Psychopathy higher-order dimensions were consistently
negatively related to APQ Positive Parenting (rs = −0.16 to
−0.29; see Table 1), except for PPI-R Fearless Dominance, which
was positively related. Consistent with Lykken’s hypothesis,
AHPS Authentic Pride, RSES, and DPES were positively
associated with APQ Positive Parenting (rs from 0.37 to 0.39;
see Table 1). There was no significant association between APQ
Positive Parenting and AHPS Hubristic Pride.

Antisocial Behavior
As shown in Table 1, the antisocial behavior composite assessed
by means of the CAB was significantly associated with PPI-R
Fearless Dominance and Self-centered Impulsivity but not PPI-R
Coldheartedness.

Prosocial Behavior: Heroism and Leadership
Consistent with previous findings, PPI-R Fearless Dominance
and PPI-R Fearlessness (r = 0.26) manifested significant relations
with the AFI, whereas PPI-R Self-centered Impulsivity and
PPI-R Coldheartedness were not significantly correlated with
the AFI (see Table 1). Further, the AFI was significantly related
to MLQ Transformational Leadership and MLQ Transactional
Leadership, but, also, to the CAB antisocial behavior composite
(rs ranged from 0.19 to 0.26; see Table 1). Similarly, MLQ
Transformational Leadership manifested significant positive
correlations with PPI-R Fearless Dominance and PPI-R
Coldheartedness, and significant negative correlations with
PPI-R Self-centered Impulsivity.

Specificity: The Role of Narcissism and
General Personality Traits
Narcissism
Psychopathy dimensions demonstrated divergent patterns of
correlations with the NPI’s three dimensions (see Table 2).
PPI-R Fearless Dominance was more robustly correlated with
NPI Leadership/Authority than were either PPI-R Self-centered
Impulsivity or PPI-R Coldheartedness (Steiger’s Zs were 8.71,
p < 0.001, and 8.88, p < 0.001, respectively). Similarly,
PPI-R Fearless Dominance was more robustly correlated
with NPI Grandiose Exhibitionism than were either PPI-R
Self-centered Impulsivity (Steiger’s Z = 4.28, p < 0.001)
or PPI-R Coldheartedness (Steiger’s Z = 4.56, p < 0.001).
Conversely, relations between PPI-R Self-centered Impulsivity
and PPI-R Coldheartedness, on the one hand, and NPI
Entitlement/Exploitativeness, on the other, were significantly
more pronounced than for PPI-R Fearless Dominance and NPI
Entitlement/Exploitativeness (Steiger’s Zs = 3.57, p < 0.001, and
3.35, p < 0.001). These findings are consistent with Ackerman
et al. (2011)’s conceptual and empirical description of their
three-factor solution, whereby Leadership/Authority assesses
largely adaptive aspects of personality, Grandiose Exhibitionism
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TABLE 2 | Correlations between pride, psychopathy, narcissism, and general personality.

NPI HEXACO

L/A GE E/E H E X A C O

AHPS AP 0.51 0.37 0.00 0.16 −0.20 0.77 0.31 0.37 0.17

AHPS HP 0.30 0.45 0.38 −0.30 −0.11 0.07 −0.20 −0.18 −0.01

RSES 0.39 0.23 −0.11 0.23 −0.21 0.74 0.32 0.37 0.20

DPES 0.55 0.36 −0.01 0.19 −0.22 0.79 0.29 0.36 0.25

PPI-R FD 0.72 0.55 0.24 −0.05 −0.50 0.76 0.14 0.12 0.23

PPI-R SCI 0.21 0.28 0.48 −0.49 −0.15 −0.24 −0.55 −0.54 −0.06

PPIR CH 0.24 0.279 0.45 −0.62 −0.61 −0.02 −0.27 −0.29 −0.30

N = 339. Bolded is p < 0.01, italicized is p < 0.05. NPI, Narcissistic Personality Inventory; L/A, Leadership/Authority; GE, Grandiose Exhibitionism; E/E,
Entitlement/Exploitativeness; HEXACO, HEXACO Personality Inventory; H, Honesty/Humility; E, Emotionality; X, Extraversion; A, Agreeableness; C, Conscientiousness; O,
Openness to experience; AHPS, Authentic and Hubristic Pride Scales; AP, Authentic Pride; HP, Hubristic Pride; RSES, Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale; DPES, Dispositional
Positive Emotionality Scale; PPI-R, Psychopathic Personality Inventory-Revised; FD, Fearless Dominance; SCI, Self-centered Impulsivity; CH, Coldhearteness.

assesses mixed outcomes, and Entitlement/Exploitativeness
assesses largely negative outcomes.

AHPS Authentic Pride, RSES, and DPES were uniformly
positively correlated with both NPI Leadership/Authority
(rs ranged from 0.39 to 0.55) and NPI Grandiose Exhibitionism
(rs ranged from 0.23 to 0.37) but none were significantly
correlated with NPI Entitlement/Exploitativeness. AHPS
Hubristic Pride manifested medium-to-strong positive
correlations with all three NPI dimensions (rs ranged from
0.30 to 0.45).

HEXACO Personality Traits
See Table 2 for interrelations between personality traits, as
assessed by the HEXACO, and pride measures. Most notably,
AHPS Authentic Pride, RSES, and DPES were all positively
correlated with HEXACO Extraversion (rs ranged from 0.74
to 0.79), HEXACO Honesty/Humility (rs from 0.16 to 0.23),
HEXACO Agreeableness (rs from 0.29 to 0.32), HEXACO
Conscientiousness (rs from 0.36 to 0.37), and HEXACO
Openness to experience (rs from 0.17 to 0.25), whereas AHPS
Hubristic Pride was either negatively correlated—as was the case
for HEXACO Honesty/Humility, HEXACO Agreeableness, and
HEXACO Conscientiousness—or not significantly correlated
with those same variables.

Testing Lykken’s Hypothesis: Moderators
of the Psychopathy-Social Behavior Link
Using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2017) in SPSS, we conducted
a series of moderated multiple regression analyses to examine
whether the relation between psychopathy (especially Fearless
Dominance) and social behavior differed as a function of positive
parenting and/or pride. We tested all possible combinations
of moderation, 30 of which were hypothesis-driven, with
all PPI-R higher-order dimensions, PPI-R Fearlessness, and
both LSRP factors serving as the predictors; authentic and
hubristic pride and positive parenting as the moderators; and
antisocial and prosocial behavior, the latter by way of heroism
and leadership style, as the external criteria. Given the large
number of moderation analyses, we adopted a conservative
p level of 0.005 to provide a reasonable balance between

Type I and Type II error. Notable findings are reported
below.

Antisocial Behavior
Contrary to expectations, APQ Positive Parenting, the DPES,
and the RSES did not significantly moderate the relation
between psychopathic traits and antisocial behavior. AHPS
Authentic Pride moderated the relations between PPI-R Fearless
Dominance and CAB antisocial behavior in a potentiating
manner, such that the addition of the interaction term accounted
for a small, non-significant, proportion of variance in the
outcome [1R2 = 0.011, F(1,315) = 3.94, p = 0.048]. Note,
however, that the direction of this effect, which was potentiating,
was opposite to that predicted. This finding held for PPI-R
Coldheartedness (1R2 = 0.027, p < 0.001), and LSRP F1
(1R2 = 0.020, p = 0.013), although the latter finding, as with
PPI-R Fearless Dominance, fell short of our more conservative
significance threshold.

Again inconsistent with our predictions, AHPS Hubristic
Pride moderated the relations between PPI-R Self-centered
Impulsivity and CAB antisocial behavior, this time in a
protective manner, such that the interaction term accounted
for a significant proportion of variance in the outcome
[1R2 = 0.040, F(1,315) = 9.90, p = 0.002]. This finding
suggests that AHPS Hubristic Pride may, in fact, protect against
criminal and antisocial behaviors in individuals with elevated
interpersonal-affective facets of psychopathy (e.g., lying, lack of
remorse or guilt, low empathy, and callousness).

Prosocial Behavior
Results for prosocial behavior were more promising, but mixed.
As predicted, both the DPES and the RSES significantly
moderated the relation between PPI-R Fearless Dominance and
MLQ Transformational Leadership in a potentiating manner,
such that the interaction terms accounted for a significant
increase in the variance of the outcome [DPES: 1R2 = 0.039,
F(1,296) = 18.44, p < 0.001; RSES: 1R2 = 0.023, F(1,294) = 9.55,
p = 0.002]. Further, DPES scores moderated the relation between
PPI-R Fearless Dominance and MLQ Transactional Leadership
in a potentiating manner [1R2 = 0.025, F(1,296) = 7.79,
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p = 0.006], although the latter finding again fell short of our
more conservative significance threshold. No other significant
interaction effects were found across all analyses for relations
between our predictor variables and prosocial behavior as
measured by the MLQ and AFI.

DISCUSSION

Our investigation sought to evaluate Lykken’s (1995) conjecture
that pride protects against antisocial behavior and perhaps
promotes prosocial behavior in individuals with marked
psychopathic traits, especially fearlessness. Further, Lykken
contended that parents and other socializing agents could
inculcate pride by imbuing pre-psychopathic children with a
healthy self-concept. Taken together, our findings yielded a
number of new and intriguing insights, but decidedly mixed
support for the contention that pride moderates the relation
between fearlessness and social behavior.

One of our central hypotheses—namely, that authentic
pride would attenuate the risk of antisocial behaviors among
individuals with high levels of fearless dominance—received
minimal support. We found mixed support for the additional
hypothesis that authentic pride would potentiate the association
between fearless dominance and prosocial behavior. Consistent
with our predictions, healthy pride moderated (potentiated) the
relation between fearless dominance and adaptive leadership
behaviors (i.e., transformational leadership). Contrary to
our predictions, however, this relation did not extend to
everyday heroism. Pending independent replication, these
data provisionally indicate that authentic pride may be a
partial shaping force in “successful” or adaptive psychopathy, a
construct that shares considerable conceptual overlap with the
archetypal “corporate” psychopath. Further, our findings raise
the possibility that individuals high in both fearless dominance
and authentic pride may be particularly successful leaders
relative to other individuals with psychopathic traits. Prideful
psychopaths who are successful leaders may strike an effective
balance of bold interpersonal impact and intermittent prosocial
behavior—appearing suave, self-assured, and daring to their
followers while, critically, corroborating their self-assuredness
with “good” behavior stemming from their contingent positive
self-regard (i.e., authentic pride). Still, while our positive
findings concerning leadership do bear some important
implications, they should be interpreted with a measure of
caution.

Unexpectedly, hubristic pride moderated the relation between
self-centered impulsivity and antisocial behavior in a protective
manner. We can envision two mutually exclusive explanations for
this puzzling finding. The first is that it reflects Type I error. The
second is substantive, although post hoc and conjectural. Perhaps
psychopathic individuals who are willing to endorse items on
the Hubristic Pride Scale with negative connotations such as
“conceited” or “arrogant” are especially cognizant of social norms
surrounding expressions of egotism. In turn, this awareness may
reflect a degree of internalized socialization that protects against
antisocial behaviors (Holbrook et al., 2014b).

Although not directly relevant to Lykken’s hypothesis,
our findings also yielded several previously unreported
associations that point to meaningful zero-order relations
between psychopathy and pride, and highlight the importance of
distinguishing both broad constructs at the subdimension level.
For instance, fearless dominance and self-centered impulsivity
yielded differential relations with authentic and hubristic
pride. Fearless dominance was significantly associated with
both subtypes of pride, although it manifested significantly
larger associations with authentic pride, consistent with
conceptualizations of the former as largely adaptive (Lilienfeld
et al., 2012).

The finding that fearless dominance was associated with
both forms of pride, suggesting that it is neither entirely
adaptive nor maladaptive, can be situated within a broader
debate surrounding the relevance of largely adaptive traits
within conceptualizations of psychopathy. Some authors (e.g.,
Lynam and Miller, 2012) contend that fearless dominance
is merely peripheral to psychopathy and that its near null
associations with externalizing behavior and other maladaptive
outcomes raise questions concerning its construct validity as a
psychopathy subdimension. In contrast, others (e.g., Lilienfeld
et al., 2012) contend that fearless dominance captures the
superficially normal “mask” of healthy functioning (Cleckley,
1941) that is part-and-parcel of psychopathy. Of course, our
findings regarding the correlations of fearless dominance with
facets of pride by no means resolve this debate. At the same
time, they suggest that fearless dominance, whatever its relevance
to psychopathy, appears to display at least some maladaptive
correlates, at least concerning arrogance and related elements of
malignant pride and narcissism.

Further, self-centered impulsivity was significantly positively
associated with hubristic pride, which is consistent with
conceptualizations of both constructs as maladaptive (e.g., Carver
et al., 2010; Edens and McDermott, 2010), and negatively
associated with authentic pride. Taken together, the differential
relations of fearless dominance and self-centered impulsivity, on
the one hand, with authentic and hubristic pride, on the other,
suggest that psychopathic individuals’ self-concept depends on
their level of component traits, with individuals with elevated
levels of fearless dominance reporting a healthy self-concept and
individuals with high levels of self-centered impulsivity being
disposed to hubris and malignant self-esteem.

Lastly, although Lykken’s model was the focus of our primary
analyses, in subsidiary analyses, we used path analysis to examine
an alternate model that did not incorporate moderation. This
model posited that fearless dominance and positive parenting
would contribute directly to authentic and/or hubristic pride,
which, in turn, would partially or fully mediate the relation
between fearless dominance and social behavior. Hence, nested
iterations of three overidentified structural models with predictor
(i.e., exogenous) variables PPI-R Fearless Dominance and APQ
Positive Parenting, the proposed mediators of AHPS Authentic
Pride and AHPS Hubristic Pride, and differing criteria (e.g., CAB
Antisocial Behavior, MLQ Transformational Leadership, and AFI
Heroism) were evaluated using �nyx 1.0-972 (von Oertzen et al.,
2015) with maximum-likelihood estimation. The Supplementary
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Materials contain path diagrams of each model, relative
magnitudes of path coefficients representing the direct and
indirect relations of fearless dominance and positive parenting
to the outcome variables when mediated by authentic and
hubristic pride, and fit indices for full and reduced (i.e., with
authentic and/or hubristic pride’s a and b paths fixed to zero)
models. Assuming the posited causal ordering of our variables
was sound, results suggested that (a) both fearless dominance
and positive parenting mediate antisocial behavior by way of
authentic pride (See Supplementary Figure 1); (b) authentic pride
and hubristic pride completely mediate the relation between
fearless dominance and transformational leadership (positively
for authentic pride and negatively for hubristic pride) (See
Supplementary Figure 4); and (c) pride appears to be relevant to
psychopathy and social behavior given that models adjusted to
elide either authentic or hubristic pride resulted in a significant
decrement in fit. Nevertheless, given that these models were
exploratory (not predicted) and based on cross-sectional data,
they should be interpreted with caution pending replication in
longitudinal studies.

Despite its strong basis in theoretically informed conjectures
(Lykken, 1995), our study was characterized by several
limitations. First, our exclusive reliance on self-report
instruments renders our findings potentially subject to mono-
method bias. Nevertheless, granting this limitation, self-reported
psychopathy subdimensions displayed dramatically different
relations with forms of pride, suggesting at least some substantive
variance rising above method-covariance. Future research should
incorporate informant reports of both psychopathy and pride
in addition to self-report to provide stronger corroboration of
the findings, especially because individuals with high levels of
psychopathy and hubristic pride may be marked by blind spots
reflecting a lack of insight (Lilienfeld and Fowler, 2006).

Second, our measure of parenting was retrospective and may
have been biased by respondents’ current personality traits. For
example, perhaps individuals who think highly of themselves
attribute their high-esteem in part to their upbringing and
thereby recall their parenting as especially positive. Alternatively,
it may be that self-reports of pride dimensions and positive
parenting are both influenced by a third variable, such as
individual differences in positive emotionality. Future tests of
Lykken’s (1995) hypothesis would benefit from longitudinal
follow-ups of the statistical interaction between parenting styles
and fearlessness among children.

Third, the construct validity of the Authentic and Hubristic
Pride Scales is questionable. Holbrook et al. (2014a) offered
theory- and data-driven challenges to certain facets of the
Authentic/Hubristic Pride model, as well as to the construct
validity of the Authentic and Hubristic Pride Scales. Specifically,
they argued that AHPS Authentic Pride indexes both adaptive
(i.e., achievement-oriented; authentic) and maladaptive
(i.e., effort-oriented; hubristic) pride, whereas AHPS Hubristic
Pride conflates hubristic pride with cognizance of social norms
and/or an individual’s belief that they have engaged in socially
proscribed pridefulness (c.f., Tracy and Robins, 2014). This
suboptimal operationalization of our target constructs may have
led us to commit what and Kimball (1957) and Kaiser (1960)

(among others) called a “Type III error,” wherein researchers
provide the right answer to the wrong question. Along with
informant reports, future research should consider examining
non-verbal pride behaviors (e.g., enlarged posture, arms on
hips or raised above the head, head tilted backward), which
appear across many or most cultures and may signal heightened
standing or proficiency (Tracy et al., 2005; Tracy and Robins,
2008), dominance (Williams and DeSteno, 2009) and social
attractiveness (Verbeke et al., 2004).

Fourth, we relied exclusively on an M-Turk sample to
investigate these relations. Although community samples appear
to be largely representative of the broader population (Miller
et al., 2017), future research should examine the generalizability
of our findings to other samples, particularly those marked by
potentially high rates of both prosocial and antisocial behaviors,
including corporate and political samples.

Fifth and finally, given that several of our findings were
unexpected, or borne of exploratory analyses, a confirmatory,
follow-up experiment may allow researchers to better understand
the role of pride in shaping the behavioral expressions of
psychopathic traits. For instance, future researchers could induce
participants to experience either authentic or hubristic pride
on a state basis (e.g. McFerran et al., 2014) and subsequently
examine their self-reported or behaviorally measured prosocial
and antisocial behaviors.

Another potential avenue for future research concerns recent
scholarship demonstrating that, although certain psychopathic
individuals may have relatively small, hypoactive amygdalae
(Jones et al., 2009; Pardini et al., 2014) and exhibit reduced
amygdala responses to fearful facial expressions (e.g., Dawel et al.,
2012), “extreme” altruists (e.g., individuals who have donated
organs to strangers) exhibit enhanced amygdala responsivity
and sensitivity to fearful facial expressions (Marsh, 2016).
Marsh et al. (2014) posited that these findings reflect a shared
cognitive and/or neural mechanism underlying social behavior,
such that antisocial and prosocial behavior occupy opposing
points on a spectrum of behavior. Still, the degree to which
Marsh and colleagues’ important work challenges Lykken’s
low-fear hypothesis remains unclear. Fearlessness is especially
relevant to imminent threat (Sylvers et al., 2011), whereas organ
donation and other variants of extreme altruism are typically
the products of lengthy deliberation. A paucity of fear may
allow a heroic individual to charge into a burning building,
but an organ donor’s fear of bodily harm may, with time, be
outweighed by their empathy for the organ recipient1. Moreover,
positive associations between antisocial behavior and heroic
behavior were demonstrated in the current study as well as in
several previous investigations in community and undergraduate
samples (Smith et al., 2013), suggesting that certain forms

1Notably, the HEXACO Personality Inventory includes an “Interstitial” scale
known as HEXACO Altruism (versus Antagonism). The subscale, however, is
largely a measure of sympathy, kindness, and soft-heartedness to others, and so is
not directly relevant to our hypotheses concerning prosocial behavior. Exploratory
analyses revealed that HEXACO Altruism was significantly negatively correlated
with PPI-R Fearlessness (r = −0.28) and was not significantly correlated with PPI-R
Fearless Dominance (r = −0.05). Further results concerning HEXACO Altruism
are available from the corresponding author upon request.
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of prosocial behavior (i.e., heroism) and criminality are not
necessarily antithetical. Hence, the implications of Marsh and
colleagues work on altruism and psychopathic individuals for
moderated expression models of psychopathy (see Hall and
Benning, 2006) is an important area of future research.

Our mixed results, along with these limitations and
qualifications, notwithstanding, our findings are heuristically
valuable in pointing to the largely neglected role of pride
in understanding the correlates and potential behavioral
manifestations of psychopathic traits. Given that pride may be an
alternative venue to adequate socialization in individuals who are
deficient in guilt, we strongly encourage psychopathy researchers
to pay greater heed to this construct and its subtypes.
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