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When the Right Hand Washes the Left Hand 
 

 

 found great joy and satisfaction in looking back on my life and compiling these memoirs. I had a lot of fun and met a 

lot of wonderful people. 

 

But rather than some great narcissistic exercise, I hope that the purpose for writing my memoirs was what should have 

been the goal for my life: to leave the world a better place than I found it. 

 

As I’m sure with every person, I have lived up to this goal at times, and at other times I’ve fallen far short. But I can talk 

a good game, and in 1986, I shared a message about loving, helping, and giving— a message I feel is relevant for all 

times, and particularly in this current age. 

 

I was invited to deliver the commencement address at Ottawa University, a college about an hour from my hometown of 

Topeka. There is nothing like looking out at the fresh faces and hopeful eyes of a bunch of graduates to fill your heart 

with optimism. And in the case of these students, there was true cause for optimism. As part of their curriculum, they had 

gained extensive experience in the area of service. The university’s Statement of Purpose is “to provide an education 

developing appropriate sensitivity to service to humankind and involvement in social concerns.” It states that the 

university “seeks to prepare students for lives of service, and the servant ministry of Jesus Christ is upheld as the example 

most worthy of emulation.” 

 

This group of students was already dedicated to making the world a better place. So, I shared the following words 

(excerpted from a speech entitled “When the Right Hand Washes the Left Hand”) to encourage them to that end. 

Giving and Taking 

 

Giving and taking are basic activities in which we engage throughout life. When we first enter this world, 

we do not have the capacity to give to others in any meaningful way. Our earliest months are spent entirely 

in taking. Of course, in our infancy, we could not survive if someone did not look out for us and provide 

our basic needs for food, shelter, and love. The infant tends to take this for granted, expecting to be taken 

care of; thus, it is a rude awakening when we discover that others will not always automatically meet our 

needs.  

 

As we become aware of that fact, we must find ways to get those things we need for survival. Most of us 

learn early in childhood that some way to get what we want is by what actor John Houseman calls the 

“old-fashioned way—by earning it!” We may earn it by good behavior or by giving something to others, 

especially our parents. We search for some balance between just taking what we want from others and 

behaving in a way to prompt others to reward us.  

 

Initially, we may feel coerced into giving. The natural, self-centered impulse does not view giving as the 

way to receive. Rather, it may view giving simply as a means to reduce discomfort, to avoid a personal 

rebuke or criticism or punishment, as opposed to giving as a means to gain a smile or compliment or 

tangible reward. However, in the normal course of growth, there comes a recognition of pleasure to be 

derived from giving. Not only is there the satisfaction in the positive feedback from those on the receiving 

end, but ultimately there is an altruistic pleasure in making the world a better place because of your 

efforts.  

 

Clearly not everyone learns the lesson to give in order to get. The reason why is not always clear, although 

it certainly has to do with one’s early life experience and role models. For a person to be able to give of 

himself, he must have a secure sense of self and a sense of trust in others. 

 

Altruism – An Adaptive Mechanism of Maturity 

 

Between 1939 and 1942, some 268 Harvard undergraduates were recruited as participants in a 

longitudinal study of healthy and promising individuals. These students underwent intensive medical and 
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psychological study. At the time of the initial selection, all of the men in this study had achieved good 

academic standing. Most subsequently rose to the rank of officer and made distinguished records for 

themselves in the less academic atmosphere of World War II. Thirty-five years later, psychiatrist George 

E. Vaillant was able to follow up 95 men of the original 268 and assess their adaptation to life, chronicling 

his findings in a book with that same title: Adaptation to Life (Boston: Little Brown, 1977). 

 

Vaillant notes that most of the original group were still alive after thirty years, without disabling illness, 

and over 90 percent had founded stable families. Virtually all achieved occupational distinction, but not 

one of those men had a completely pain-free life. Thus, Vaillant sought to identify the differences in 

approaches to adaptation to life. In the process, he looked at the mental health of these individuals and 

defined their adaptation in terms of various coping styles or mechanism. In his introduction, Vaillant 

writes:  

 

In writing of mechanism of adaptation, I am not writing about conscious avoidance of 

problems, or about willpower, nor do I mean perseverance or turning to others. These all serve 

as a means out of handling problems; rather I am discussing a far more subtle and almost 

entirely unconscious process. 

 

In his survey of the mechanisms of adaptation, Vaillant identified five which he considered to be the most 

mature. He found these common among “healthy” persons from adolescence to old age; and he felt they 

integrate four sometimes conflicting aspects of human behavior––conscience, reality, interpersonal 

relations, and instincts. To the outside observer, however, these mature mechanisms appear to be 

“convenient virtues.” What are these five? Humor, suppression, anticipation, sublimation, and altruism. 

 

In the context of our gathering this afternoon, I would call particular attention to the last—altruism. 

Webster’s Third New International Dictionary defines altruism as “uncalculated consideration of, regard 

for, or devotion to others’ interests, sometimes in accordance with an ethical principle,” in contrast to 

selfishness and egotism. Vaillant defines altruism as “getting pleasure from giving to others what you 

yourself would like to receive.” The special psychological significance stems from the personal gain from 

being allied or identified with a cause or activity which is greater than oneself. 

 

In the same way that George Vaillant considered altruism to be a mature adaptive mechanism, my father, 

Dr. Will Menninger considered the capacity to find more satisfaction in giving than receiving to be one 

of the criteria for emotional maturity. 

 

 

Some Clinical Observations 

 

In the course of my professional life, I have had the unusual opportunity to work both with people who 

have been primarily “takers”—criminal offenders sentenced to prison—and people who have dedicated 

themselves to giving to others—Peace Corps and VISTA volunteers.  

 

In prison, one repeatedly encounters persons who are simply unable to trust anyone else or believe that 

anyone else would truly be concerned about them. It is as if they never have had a consistent experience 

with a caring person; in contrast, they have repeatedly experienced others as “using” or taking advantage 

of them. As a result, they conclude that the only one in life who is truly concerned about “number one” 

is “me;” and “if I am to survive, I just have to take from others before they take from me.” Many of these 

persons feel they have been unfairly deprived in life and are therefore entitled to take what they want 

without giving anything in return. They often fail to appreciate how they turn that expectation into a self-

fulfilling prophecy. By their attitude and behavior, they set up situations where they will inevitably be 

rejected and further deprived, such as being sent to prison.  

 

In my work with psychiatric patients, I have likewise seen many people who were so restricted and self-

limited that they could find no satisfaction in giving. Most remarkable is the transformation of these 

people as they begin to be able to give and to grow. It is exciting to observe a person who has never felt 



secure enough to invest outside himself begin to try it. As he does so, you can see him envision new 

horizons and find satisfactions never before appreciated. 

 

At the opposite extreme from the selfish offender or the preoccupied and constricted emotionally ill 

patient is the person who reflects the security and contentment achieved by giving of himself or herself 

to others. Few experiences in my life have been as moving and impressive as meeting with a group of 

Peace Corps Volunteers overseas in a conference at the completion of their tour of duty, and hearing these 

persons share the new perspective of life which resulted from their service. 

 

Which Are You? 

 

A number of years ago, I came across a poem by Ella Wheeler Wilcox which contrasts the takers and 

givers of the world in an engaging way. Her poem is entitled, “Which Are You?” 

 

There are two kinds of people on earth today; 

Just two kinds of people, no more I say. 

 

Not the sinner and saint, for it’s well understood 

The good are half-bad, and the bad are half-good. 

 

Not the rich and the poor, for to rate a man’s wealth, 

You must first know the state of his conscience and health. 

 

Not the humble and proud, for in life’s little span, 

Who puts on vain airs is not counted a man. 

 

Not the happy and sad, for the swift flying years 

Bring each man his laughter, and each man his tears. 

 

No; the two kinds of people on earth I mean 

Are the people who lift, and the people who lean. 

 

Wherever you go, you will find the earth’s masses 

Are always divided in just these two classes. 

 

And oddly enough, you will find too, I wean 

There’s only one lifter to twenty who lean. 

 

In which class are you? Are you easing the load 

Of overtaxed lifters, who toil down the road? 

 

Or are you a leaner, who lets others share 

Your portion of labor and worry and care? 

 

It has always fascinated me how some people who have little are ready to give so much of themselves; 

and others who have much to give, give so little. And there are others who seem to give only when there 

is much recognition of the giving, in contrast to those who prefer to give of themselves anonymously. 

 

‘Tis Better to Give 

 

In economics, it is generally understood that careful investment and reinvestment of capital is a key 

stimulus to the growth of an economy and at the same time, the best way to make money. This is in 

contrast to the stagnation which occurs when you just put your money in a sock. This principle of careful 

investment is no less true for one’s emotional investment in life. 

 



The Golden Rule says you should do unto others as you would have them do unto you. One may dwell 

on this rule as the “right” and “good” way to be, or as an obligation in life to be obeyed like other laws. 

However, when you “obey” that rule, you find that others are more likely to treat you in the same way. 

And you come to realize that behaving in that way is the most effective way to be assured that you will, 

in return, be treated comparably by others. Service to others is like making an investment. When it is 

done carefully, it does return dividends.  

 

Altruism and service are indeed great and powerful forces, which I have seen played out in myriad 

ways… If you have that sensitivity and follow it through, you will inevitably serve yourself as you serve 

others. You will demonstrate a powerful truth, a truth which I learned at a completion of service 

conference of Peace Corps Volunteers in Nigeria, a truth conveyed in the simple yet eloquent Nigerian 

proverb: ‘When the right hand washes the left hand, the right hand becomes clean also.’ 

 

I placed this message at the conclusion of my memoirs in hopes that you too would be motivated to leave the world a 

better place than you found it. Helpful in that mission are the following words of advice, given to me years ago: 

 

“To whom much is given, much is required.” 

 

And “It’s more important in life to like what you do than to do what you like.” 


