







More Praise for The Compassionate Life

“The more who read him, the better the world will be.
Inspiring and encouraging.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Cultivating the virtue of compassion is a requirement for optimum health, as well as for improving the state of the world. This book will help you do both—it is good medicine for our time.”

—Andrew Weil, MD, author of Healthy Aging

“This book is a marvelous act of generosity: a wise, beautiful, triumphant reminder of our human goodness.”

—Jack Kornfield, PhD, author of A Path with Heart

“Writing in a friendly, upbeat voice, Barasch is never pious as he ponders the meaning of compassion, its healing properties, and the wisdom of the compassionate...Melding accessible reportage with spiritual quest, Barasch’s stirring account is thought-provoking and inspiring.

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Refreshingly real, beyond right or left, just straight to the center of the human heart. If you want to help save the world today, then give someone—anyone—this startling, truthful, and passionate book.”

—Arianna Huffington, cofounder and editor in chief, The Huffington Post

“Describing how compassion unfolds in ordinary lives and transforms them is Barasch’s great gift. Elegant, erudite, and profoundly gentle: his book is a shimmering jewel.”

—Larry Dossey, MD, author of Healing Words

“Makes a powerful case for a world of kindness, generosity, and love. Barasch develops sophisticated social theory that challenges the paralyzing cynicism that is the ‘common sense’ of our age”

—Rabbi Michael Lerner, editor, Tikkun magazine, and author of The Left Hand of God

“If I had to pick one skill that was most important for a negotiator— meaning everyone, every day—it would be the ability to put yourself in the other side’s shoes. In this extraordinary book, Marc Barasch helps us understand why and how.”

—William Ury, PhD, coauthor of Getting to Yes

“I have read the book twice—once from an intellectual perspective and the second time from my heart—and I was doubly rewarded by its wisdom. I heartily recommend it to anyone who wants to understand why the compassionate life is the answer—and who wants to learn how to live it.”

—Bernie Siegel, MD, author of Love, Medicine, and Miracles

Praise for The Healing Path

“For its honesty, style, and wise wariness about cures, it’s a book that could help all of us deal with both bodily illness and the soul sickness of our lives.”

—Thomas Moore, author of Care of the Soul and Soul Mates

‘This book is a masterful, awesome feat—an unnervingly accurate reframing of the nature of wounding and task of becoming whole.”

—Rachel Naomi Remen, MD, author of Kitchen Table Wisdom

“An epic, provocative study...sharp, witty prose, filled with metaphor and fresh language...[A]rgues for important redefinitions of not just disease and cure, but also for the validity of the human imagination.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“Scholarly and wise, poignant and funny...it rings of the authenticity that is the very hallmark of healing. A classic in the burgeoning field of body-mind medicine.”

—Joan Borysenko, PhD, author of Minding the Body, Mending the Mind

“The Healing Path is the most engrossing, challenging, and empowering book on this topic I have ever read. Barasch’s honest, literate portrayal of his personal journey and the healing journeys of others, combined with his thorough citation of biomedical references, make this a unique contribution to the medical literature on healing.”

—Alternative Therapies in Health and Medicine

Praise for Remarkable Recovery

“Thrilling!”

—Newsweek

“Even skeptics will enjoy the documented stories of unbelievable recoveries...With each astounding discovery, you can’t put this book down.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Here is a book I have made it a point to read and reread. In the darkness and uncertainty that accompanies cancer, this book gave me hope. It was a guiding light on a sometimes starless night and will forever maintain a cherished place on my bookshelf.”

—Banda Seri Begawan (cancer patient)

Praise for Healing Dreams

“Provocative and thoughtful...one of the most compelling and convincing accounts of the significance of dreams. Healing Dreams is distinguished by the author’s reluctance to claim to have the answers—his ego takes a backseat to the evidence—and by the quality of his prose...Barasch has the gift of making readers want to journey with him.”

—Publishers Weekly

“In his fascinating, well-organized and lucid book, Marc Ian Barasch carries us along with him on a brave night journey through the dream world...It never fails to capture the reader’s interest thanks to Barasch’s own enthusiasm, his profound research, and his poet’s eye for the heart of the matter... In these days of journalistic sensationalism and excess, Barasch remains an honest reporter with a respectful tone of gentle inquiry into the mystery of his subject. This book is as wise and healing as a dream.”

—Washington Post Book World

“Marc Barasch is a daring thinker, a mesmerizing writer, and a fully conscious human being who never fails to take us on an eye-opening romp through our own minds. As with all his work, Healing Dreams has transformative power; the reader emerges not only illumined but more intensely alive.”

—Hara Marano, editor at large, Psychology Today

“Marc Barasch is the Nabokov of contemporary dream writers. He gives his dreams and those of others voices that speak intimately, powerfully, and unforgettably. The power to profoundly enhance our appreciation of reality is the gift of dreams and the gift of this fine book. Read it if you want to live a bigger, more vivid life”

—Gayle Delaney, PhD, founding president, International Association for the Study of Dreams, and author of All About Dreams

“In all my years o°f working in the field of human potential there are perhaps only a dozen books that I would accord the status of ‘critically innovative.’ This is one! Healing Dreams could mark a revolution in the study of consciousness and its capacities”

—Jean Houston, PhD, author of A Mythic Life and The Possible Human
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To the givers


The heart sees, the heart hears, the heart speaks,
the heart walks, the heart falls, the heart rejoices,
the heart cries out, the heart comforts, the heart suffers,
the heart surrenders, the heart errs, the heart trembles,
the heart awakens...

—The Midrash
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PREFACE

I am thankful that thorns have roses.

—Alphonse Karr

EVERY NOW AND THEN, I’LL MEET AN ESCAPEE, SOMEONE WHO has broken free of self-centeredness and lit out for the territory of compassion. You’ve met them, too, those people who seem to emit a steady stream of, for want of a better word, love-vibes. As soon as you come within range, you feel embraced, accepted for who you are. For those of us who suspect that you rarely get something for nothing, such geniality can be discomfiting. Yet it feels so good to be around them. They stand there, radiating photons of goodwill, and despite yourself you beam back, and the world, in a twinkling, changes.

I appreciate these compassion-mongers, even marvel at them. But I’ve rarely thought that I could be one of them. Sure, I’ve tried to live a benign life, putting my shoulder to the wheel for peace, justice, and Mother Earth. Like most people, I adore my offspring, even when they drive me crazy; love my parents, despite the corkscrew of childhood; dote on my siblings (though there is that scrapbook of old slights); and treasure my friends (even if they sometimes let me down). Conventional wisdom wouldn’t fault me for saving the best stuff for my nearest and dearest and giving the rest of humanity the leftovers.

Thus it is, say the sages, that the harvest of kindness—of kindredness—is winnowed down to a precious few grains. For at the center of all spiritual traditions is the beacon of a truly radical proposal: Open your heart to everybody. Everybody.

Is this even possible?

Nelson Mandela once remarked that he befriended his jailers, those grim, khaki-clad overseers of his decades of hard labor in a limestone quarry, by “exploiting their good qualities.” Asked if he believed all people were kind at their core, he responded, “There is no doubt whatsoever, provided you are able to arouse their inherent goodness.” If that sounds like wishful thinking, well, he actually did it.

NOT THAT MANDELA, OR ANYONE IN HIS OR HER RIGHT mind, would claim it was easy. Compassion isn’t simply opening a spigot and coating everything in a treacly, all-purpose goo. It requires a gut hunch that whatever I do unto others, I do unto myself. It calls for appreciating not only what comforts us but what pierces us. (Compassion comes from the Latin cum patior, “to suffer with,” while apathy—literally, “not to suffer”—connotes a heart benumbed).

Even among those in what are known as the caring professions, I’ve seen a credo posted on office doors and bulletin boards:

People are unreasonable, illogical, and self-centered.

Love them anyway.

If you do good, people will accuse you of selfish, ulterior motives.

Do good anyway.

The kindness you show today will be forgotten tomorrow

Be kind anyway.

Why bother? Sure, it’s better to offer a hand than turn a blind eye. And if you’re trying to get to heaven, it’s probably the route with the fewest traffic delays. But there’s another reason: A compassionate life is more fulfilling. It’s only when the ego bows out that the curtain rises on real life. That it’s more blessed to give than to receive is not some moral nostrum, they say, but a prescription for authentic joy.

Did I really believe that? I’m ever on guard against disillusion; I don’t want to be shocked if my better angels turn out to have size 12 clay feet. Today the world stirs with hope for some new upward arc, for a kinder epoch. The need to turn away from cynicism and toward each other has never been clearer. But we still live on a planet where thirty thousand kids die in poverty each day while we obsess over our calories. We go to work in the morning with every good intention even as our diligence stokes an iron giant that is grinding up the earth. The crises exceed the grasp of our polity, challenging the reach of our human potential.

This book began as a personal investigation. I wanted to know what it takes to overcome that I-me-mine I’m convinced ruins everything, to sweeten my tongue, change my jealous mind, think of other people first, just to see what happens. Spiritual teachers throughout history have insisted we each possess the requisite piece of equipment: one standard-issue human heart. It is not a case of being born with the right disposition but of cultivating, like diligent, sweat-stained gardeners, the kernel of benevolence that is our birthright.

I intended on my journey to break bread with the saints (or some reasonable facsimile). But I also needed to sit down with a man of violence because once, in a bitter argument with my ex-wife, I’d pounded the wall and was appalled to see I’d put my fist through plaster. Compassion is easy enough in a vacuum, but what happens when what’s hardest to bear is right up in your face?

My inquiry grew into a years-long quest to develop that persuasion of mind that paves the way for authentic conviction. I found myself being persuaded—maybe more than I’d expected— by examples and exemplars, by theology and neurobiology, by my own forays into the deep backcountry of human kindness. Conviction crept up on me, almost without my noticing. It went from a fairy tale, a just-so story, to what-if, to a tentative but persistent yes. I felt, after a while, I’d been given a pair of magic glasses with lenses that see only the good in people—if I could just remember to put them on.


1

THE CIRCLE OF COMPASSION

If one completes the journey to one’s own heart,
one will find oneself in the heart of everyone else.

—Father Thomas Keating

WHEN I WAS IN MY TWENTIES, MY BUDDHIST TEACHER tricked me into taking a vow of universal compassion. Using some spiritual sleight of hand, he made it appear that I could aspire to a tender concern for everybody, even putting their welfare before my own.

Fat chance, I thought. But in his wily way, he framed this vow—the bodhisattva’s promise to live for others—as a case of enlightened self-interest. It was not, he told me, a matter of wearing a one-size-fits-all hair shirt. I was taking the vow for my own good. It would give me some leverage to pry loose, finger by finger, the claustrophobic monkey-grip of ego, would give the heart a little breathing room. By treating others generously, I might find them responding in kind. I felt I was being made privy to an ancient secret: To attain your own human potential, be mindful of everyone else’s.

At some point in my vow ceremony, a casual affair held in a rocky field, it did seem as if my vision suddenly cleared. I glimpsed, like a sky swept clean of clouds, everyone’s innate okayness. Years later I still marvel at the spiritual chutzpah of the liturgy: However innumerable are beings, I vow to save them all. Hardly knowing what I was doing, I’d planted myself in a millennia-old tradition that claims you can love all without preconditions, exclusionary clauses, or bottom lines, that says life isn’t quid pro quo but quid pro bono.

To my surprise the vow hadn’t made me feel obligated, but liberated from my own suffocating strictures, from the narrowness of my concerns. It was as if I’d been waiting for a signal, a green light to step onto the crosswalk to the opposite curb, some goad to be compassionate not out of blind craving for virtue but because it seemed the only genuinely interesting thing to do with my life.

I had so often assumed life was about magnifying myself (for the greater good, of course), but now that seemed like the wrong end of the telescope: It made everyone else look small. I soon took a job running a residential therapeutic community in exchange for room and board, surprised at my ability to care for the walking wounded. I stopped thinking so much about how others had let me down, broken my heart, failed to anticipate my needs or take my oh-so-unique sensitivities into account. I began striving to see—and even nourish—other people’s possibilities, receiving in return those surprise concoctions the human spirit dishes out when it feels accepted and at ease.

But there came a point on my journey when I stumbled badly and fell far: a dire illness, an interminable recovery, penury, loneliness, and despair. Friends clucked in sympathy but stepped gingerly over the body. Family didn’t do much better. I had a soul-curdling realization: The people you love (and who ostensibly love you) may not be there when you need them most. I got through it—the kindness of strangers and all—but I was soon back to squinting at people through my cool fisheye, seeing their preening vanity, their intellectual shortfalls, their ethical squishiness. It took time to realize that my shortsightedness was taking a toll, let alone that there was anything I could do about it.

Finding my way back to meditation helped. Nothing like getting a good, long look at myself (and funny how much I looked like everyone else). I noticed how often my social trade-offs were more about getting than giving, how many of my thoughts revolved in geosynchronous orbit around Planet Numero Uno. Still my teacher had insisted that one thing was certain: Despite seeing all the ego’s pitfalls and pratfalls, real bodhisattvas make friends with themselves. Everyone, he said, possessed some worth past quantifying or qualifying, some value beyond judgment or fine-tuning—and that included oneself.

To love your neighbor as yourself, after all, is the great injunction of every religion. But what does loving yourself mean? It’s one thing to say it; it’s another to know it in your bones. The spiritual consensus seems to be that it’s like learning to love anyone: You start by getting to know them. The side benefit is that to know yourself is also to know the person sitting next to you and the one halfway around the world. “Read thyself,” wrote philosopher Thomas Hobbes. “Whosoever looketh into himself. . .shall know what are the thoughts and passions of all other men.”

Still, having looketh’d into myself, I can’t say I loveth all I see. I have read myself, and there in oversized type it says: petty, suspicious, greedy, vain, jealous, lazy, stingy, dull (and that’s just on the page; there’s more between the lines). That I also reckon myself magnanimous, conscientious, loyal, thrifty, brave, and intermittently humble is beside the point. It’s not enough to offset scourging self-judgment with some roll call of compensatory pluses. We have to take ourselves (and one another) whole. The Dalai Lama points out that the Tibetan term for compassion, tsewa, generally means “love of others,” but “one can have that feeling toward oneself as well. It is a state of mind where you extend how you relate to yourself toward others.” If it’s true that what goes around comes around, compassion is about nothing if not love’s tendency to circulate.

And radiate. Alexander Pope (poet of the “eternal sunshine of the spotless mind”) envisioned compassion as a series of concentric circles rippling outward:

Self-love but serves the virtuous mind to wake,
As the small pebble stirs the peaceful lake;
. . .Friend, parent, neighbor, first it will embrace;
His country next; and next all human race.

It sounds great. (It is great.) But for many of us there’s a nagging doubt that this whole compassion routine could edge into self-effacement—into loving others instead of ourselves, giving away the store until the shelves are bare. The usual formula is first to stockpile some extra self-esteem—then you can afford to be generous. That isn’t quite how nineteenth-century religious philosopher Søren Kierkegaard saw it. The commandment to love thy neighbor was to him a divine burglary that “as with a pick, wrenches open the lock of self-love and wrests it away from the person.” Oh, great. What about looking out for number one? Isn’t it prudent to follow that flight attendant’s advisory: “First place the mask over your own nose and mouth, tightening the straps to begin the flow of oxygen"? We’re of no use to anyone if we’re passed out in our seat from hypoxia.

It’s a hard balance to strike. If I am not for myself, who will be? But if I am only for myself, what am I? There is a growing sense in our society, left, right, and center, that the balance has woozily tipped, that our obsession with seamless self-contentment has occluded our caring. Our cultural default setting has become get your own needs met. Our psychosocial mean temperature, I’ve heard clinicians say, is “people-friendly narcissism.” Our therapeutic model focuses so much on strengthening the ego-self that it omits what psychologists call the “self-in-relation.” (One group of mostly female psychologists has proposed “openness to mutual influence” as a more reliable barometer of mental health than self-esteem.)

Self-esteem remains our all-purpose buzzword, a stock phrase in therapists’ offices, corporate training modules, even elementary school curricula. Psychologist Abraham Maslow coined the term in 1940 after observing a monkey colony in a Madison, Wisconsin, zoo. He was fascinated by the cockiness of the troupe’s dominant alphas and the social benefits they accrued, reminiscent of socially successful people. His concept of self-esteem had its origins in the alpha’s great cry of triumphal self-love: I am somebody—and you’re not. Far from simple self-affirmation, this self-esteem was more akin to that sense of self that made Frank Sinatra sing how swell it was to be king of the hill.

What Maslow failed to stress was the social dimension. Even in a primate colony—especially so—no ape is an island: Modern primatologists point out that an alpha animal, contrary to its reputation as solitary lord of all it surveys, is thickly enmeshed in a social web, dependent on the reciprocities of group life. Maslow’s paragon of the “self-actualized” person (“authentic, individuated, productive” with “a surprising amount of detachment from people in general”) begins to sound less like a social creature than a self-pollinating flower.

Taking potshots at Maslow may be a little unfair. At a time when psychology was obsessed with what goes wrong in the psyche, Maslow championed the things that go right. He was an exuberant advocate of human potential when most shrinks spent their fifty-minute hours chronicling pathology. And he did posit that self-actualization would inevitably produce a sense of responsibility for others. But his emphasis on personal growth as the be-all helped spawn a national cottage industry devoted to building a better me, an enhanced self-to-the-tenth-power with a full entitlement of psychospiritual fabulousness. Not such an awful idea, I suppose, but, as the song goes, Is that all there is?

I dropped in on a human potential workshop recently. There was plenty of talk about self-empowerment and self-realization, self-efficacy and peak performance, but compassion didn’t rate a second billing on the marquee. It made me wonder what sort of selfhood we’re seeking: the self that gets its needs met but is never fulfilled, or the self that gives abundantly yet is never empty? Instead of self-discovery, what about other-discovery, our real terra incognita?

“The American way is to first feel good about yourself,” says Benedictine monk Thomas Keating, “and then feel good about others. But spiritual traditions say it’s the other way around—that you develop a sense of goodness by giving of yourself.”

I’VE BEEN AN AUDREY HEPBURN FAN SINCE I WAS A BOY WITH my first major movie-star crush, all the more when I discovered that the adorable gamine of Breakfast at Tiffany’s was also a great humanitarian. I once came across a nugget of her philosophy while waiting in the dentist’s office. A fashion magazine had asked for her beauty tips, and she’d replied with her favorite poem (by the great wit Sam Levenson):

For attractive lips, speak words of kindness.
For lovely eyes, seek out the good in people.
For a slim figure, share your food with the hungry.
For poise, walk with the knowledge you never walk alone.
If you ever need a helping hand, you’ll find one
    at the end of each of your arms.

This homily, a sort of Saint Francis prayer for the Maybelline set, is a graceful rebuttal to the fetish of self-improvement. Instead of being all about me, it’s about us; instead of getting and having, it’s about giving and then giving some more. Saint Francis himself went beyond mere charity. The son of a rich clothier, he gave up wealth and privilege to dress in rags and hang out with lepers. This was taking kindness to an extreme few of us would find attainable, let alone remotely appealing. But compassion has a certain down-and-dirty quality and a more than casual familiarity with the soul’s darker, draftier labyrinths.

At its root meaning of “to suffer with,” compassion challenges our tendency to flinch away from life’s too-tender parts, whether those parts belong to us or to others. I know this much: When I acknowledge my own pain, I am much less squeamish about drawing nearer to yours. I seem to acquire my compassion piecemeal, hurt by hurt. After a bad sprain and time spent on crutches, I became more sympathetic to those who hobble with canes and walkers.

Perhaps Saint Thomas Aquinas was not so far off when he claimed that no one becomes compassionate unless he suffers. I take this less as a mandate for medieval masochism than a call to embrace our own actual experience. I’ve become suspicious of the unblemished life. Maybe the heart must be broken, like a child’s prize honeycomb, for the real sweetness to come out. Although something inside us yearns to walk on air, never touching the ground, compassion brings us down to earth. It has been likened to the lotus, whose exquisite, fragrant blossom grows out of the muck and the mire.

The Buddha, the jewel in the lotus himself, didn’t start out in the mud. He was raised like a hothouse flower, living the cosseted life of a pampered young prince. His royal parents, fearing a prophecy that he would grow up to become a spiritual teacher instead of a king, confined him within high castle walls, surrounded by every luxury. The lame, the sick, and the down-and-out were banished from sight. It wasn’t that his parents were afraid that their son would be shocked by the sight of suffering (after all, he was to be a battle-hardened feudal monarch) but that he would respond to it. They were afraid, in other words, that their son might become compassionate.

One day the prince secretly ventured outside. He stumbled first upon a diseased beggar, then a dead man. The walls that had separated him from the world-as-it-is crumbled. Indeed, the castle might be thought of as a metaphorical ego-structure: Don’t we often try to secure happiness by fortifying ourselves against imperfection? When the Buddha proclaimed his First Noble Truth, dukha (“dissatisfactoriness”), he was pointing to the dissatisfaction of ego-driven existence. In the end his enlightenment was to accept everything and everyone as they are, not in relation to some feel-good agenda; to sit down for the full meal of life; and to stop trying to eat around the broccoli.

When I first took my vows and embarked on the path, I assumed that after x years of diligent meditation I’d be a wise man with a small secret smile, wafting clear and calm through my own inner space. Lovingkindness would be a spin-off technology from my private moon shot. But after some time spent trying to attain escape velocity, I noticed that most spiritual teachings regard compassion as the main event —the path to enlightenment, the way to slice through self-deception and small thoughts. “Spiritual practice is not just about feeling peaceful and happy,” a Buddhist lama once told me, “but being willing to give up your own comfort to help someone else. Unless there’s some sacrifice for others, it’s just meditation by remote control!”

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY COMPASSION? THE WORD ITSELF is one among many used to describe the profundity of human connection, but it’s the only one, I’d submit, that implies kindness without condition. Empathy, for example, refers to our ability to feel and perceive from another’s viewpoint. But acutely sensing someone’s feelings can also be disturbing (the plight of the “oversensitive”), leading as easily to drawing back as to reaching out. Sympathy is famously tenderhearted but can remain at arm’s length (think “sympathy card” or “I sympathize with your concerns, but...”). Even when it comes to altruism, the noblest self-sacrifice can be merely parochial, reserved for one’s family or the insiders of one’s religion or nation, too often at outsiders’ expense.

Then, of course, there’s the heart’s miracle potion of love. “All, everything that I understand,” exclaimed Leo Tolstoy, “I understand only because I love.” Love to him was not just romance’s quickened pulse but the plangency of some universal heartbeat—a distinction that, in our eagerness, we often brush right past. We crave love’s fierce attachment, its irresistible force of gravity. Next to the possessive throb of desire (yo quiero in Spanish means “I love” and “I want”), kindness can sound like weak tea.

But with great love often comes great exclusivity. In the chivalric love story of Tristan and Isolde, Tristan’s heart is said to be “sealed and locked from all the world save her alone.” Kierkegaard referred to erotic love as “the very peak of self-esteem, the I intoxicated in the other I.... This united I selfishly cuts itself off from everyone else.” Yet just as self-love can lead to either self-absorption or the discovery of common humanity, so can romantic love spiral inward or blossom out, make us hoarders of private happiness or philanthropists of the heart. To talk of love as a singular phenomenon reflects more the parsimonious limits of language than the complex facts on the ground.

I once fell in love with a beautiful, brilliant young woman who came into my life like Cupid’s sledgehammer—right between the eyes. I was like a dazed cartoon character with twittering bluebirds circling my head. Amazingly, my feelings were reciprocated—or so it seemed. As she later explained with remarkable patience, what I’d taken for the romantic real deal was to her just budding friendly affection. When I’d gotten over my embarrassment, I had to laugh. I’d misinterpreted her every gesture, word, and look, seizing on parts to construct a whole picture more to my liking.

This kind of love is a long day’s journey from compassion (I certainly hadn’t taken her feelings into account) and from those emotional commitments we share with those we love and who, thankfully, love us back. But I am amazed, reflecting on it, at the complex palette of emotions with which I had painted this non-affair. It wasn’t just lust at first sight. I’d felt a profound sense of cherishing toward someone I hardly knew. I’d seen in pristine focus a perfect (and I mean perfect) stranger’s unique goodness. William Blake’s observation, “Love to faults is always blind / Always is to a joy inclined,” was on full display. (In one British study, when a person in a brain scanner was shown a photo of his beloved, the neocortical regions associated with judgment shut down, going dark as a Broadway theater on a Monday.)

This bestowal of value on another, seeing him or her in a supernal best light, is a strong component of not only romance but compassion. Faced with love’s many nuances, the Greeks wisely concocted a whole spectrum of terms to describe it, from storge (tenderness) to erotike (sexual desire) to such fortunate grace notes as eunoia (benevolence). Science is bearing out the distinctions. A study of college students in the grip of hot new romances showed unique activity deep in the limbic system—activity that differed markedly from the neural signatures of long-term relationship and friendship. (In other studies lust, passion, and long-term attachment have been shown to have differing brain chemistries.)

When I was in the throes of my big crush, I’d also noted a yearning to care for, to do for—that sense of almost maternal nurturing that lovers, male and female alike, feel toward each other when they call each other “baby.” Indeed, the type of love most often cited as an analogy for compassion is mother-love itself. The Hebrew word for compassion, rachamim, is the plural of the word for womb. Christianity’s most tender image is the pietà. Said the Buddha: “Like a mother who protects her child, her only child, with her own life, one should cultivate a heart of unlimited love and compassion toward all living beings.” Science has recently shown how the interactions between mother and child—all the soft stroking, gazing, vocalizations, and nurturance of infancy—become the basis for all subsequent relatedness. (Says Allan N. Schore of the University of California [UCLA]: “Our brains are physically wired to develop in tandem with another’s through emotional communication, beginning before words are spoken.”)

Researchers who study maternal attachment have zeroed in on oxytocin, a master hormone in mother/infant bonding. Intriguingly, oxytocin is also implicated in the experience of falling in love. Released when we touch, it also functions as a sex hormone in both females and males. Does oxytocin make the world go round?

A friend of mine, a specialist in international conflict resolution, described an incident that made me wonder. He’d been summoned to a meeting of political opponents whose bitterness was virtually paralyzing a government. Communication had broken down completely along with all trust. The high tension in the room, he said, was enough to electrocute you. But in the midst of one angry exchange, a baby who had eluded the child-care services crawled out onto the floor between them.

“Suddenly these men who were on the verge of throttling each other got this awww look in their eyes,” he recalls. “I’ve never seen a situation turn around faster. Hardened positions seemed to melt. People made concessions. It was like someone had slipped them a drug.”

This in effect might have been the case. “In the presence of a baby,” notes neuroscientist Sue Carter of Chicago’s Psychiatric Institute, “both males and females will produce oxytocin, leading to tender, maternal-like feelings.* How might this translate into other sorts of social attachment?” Given that, as Carter points out, a single exposure to oxytocin can make a lifelong change in the brain,” it’s not a trivial question. Some suspect that oxytocin is the genesis of “helper’s high,” those glowing feelings of warmth and well-being described by almost everyone who does volunteer work. A group of UCLA researchers is studying the link between oxytocin and the emotion they call “love of humanity,” wondering if the hormone might be the actual milk of human kindness.

Here science approaches the view of love proclaimed in the mystical traditions. According to the Sufis, the feelings we have for family, friends, and lovers all are aspects of divine love. The narrowest affection can lead even to the universal mystery they call the Beloved. In an essay titled “My Heart Can Take On Any Appearance,” Islamic sage Ibn El-Arabi proclaimed the highest love to be “like the love of lovers, except that instead of loving the phenomenon, I love the Essential. A purpose of human love is to demonstrate ultimate, real love.” High romance or doing-the-laundry love, simple affection or mad crushes, maybe all are prismatic beams of a single transforming light.

IHAVE A FEW FRIENDS WHO EMBODY THIS BRAND OF BENEFIcent love some researchers refer to as “generativity.” I got to know Alicia and Paul (not their real names) when I was teetering at the edge of a private cliffhanger. Though they barely knew me, they showed up one day with a check that pulled me back from the brink. No strings, they assured me as I stammered my thanks. I didn’t have to do good with it, reciprocate in any way, or even, they joked, have dinner with them. It wasn’t just the sum—several months’ food and rent—that startled me but the clear sense I got of the givers’ unencumbered hearts.

Over the years we’ve become close friends. Alicia and Paul live on a hilltop bordered by redwood forest with their three kids, a cockatoo, an ancient desert tortoise, a once-feral cat, a snake, and a pet rat—all of whom gather around their large breakfast table each morning and seem to get along famously. The family is both well off and deeply well intentioned. They save swatches of rain forest; they build schools and teach in them; they take political refugees into their home; they plant community gardens. The last time I saw her, Alicia had just received her massage certification so she could give hospice patients the tenderness of her touch.

I sat in their kitchen one recent morning, looking out on a vista that was almost absurdly breathtaking—mist-shrouded valleys undulating like bumps in a lush green carpet, rolling to the edge of a silvery sea. Paul wandered in for breakfast. Soon, so did a pet rooster, its spurs clicking regally over the ochre tiles until, abandoning all dignity, it leaped onto his lap. “It’s spooky,” said Paul. “Even our animals are nice.” He wasn’t bragging, just bemused. He doesn’t see himself as particularly compassionate, he tells me, just lucky: lucky to have made enough money to be able to give some away; lucky to have met his wife.

“Philanthropy’s not that hard,” he said. “Learning how to be really kind to people—that’s more elusive. Alicia’s sort of a genius in that department.”

I can attest to it. She makes you feel so favored—as if you’d done something extraordinary by simply existing—that you can’t help but osmose a little of whatever she has and try to pass it along. Alicia, I’d always assumed, was one of those from-the-cradle lovebugs, born with some extra endowment of solar warmth.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” she says. If anything, she insists, she was “born sad, not sweet,” an anxious, self-enclosed kid. It was her mother, a “kind of saintly” woman with an eighth-grade education, who got through her shell. “She flat-out taught me compassion. She said that life’s greatest joy was to ‘pull the beauty out of people’ because that makes your life beautiful, too. She was rock-solid in her devotion to other people. She’d be there for the superannoying person no one else wanted to be around, take care of the one who’d landed in the biggest mess.” At age eighty-five, Alicia’s mother still corresponds weekly with dozens of people in varying degrees of muddle and distress, people who, Alicia says, “count on her letters to help them hold on.

“I’m not at all like her,” Alicia claims. “I’m much more critical of people. Mom kept saying the secret was just to take a genuine interest in others—just ask them questions, want to know how they are, really. I’d try that and it would feel good, so I’d do it some more. Step by step I got to see how wonderful that sensation is of serving others.” Alicia also credits her kids, a few books, and sundry gurus. But she says it wasn’t until she met Tommy that it all came together.

Tommy had AIDS. He had no money, no place to stay, and less than a year to live. “Well, it seemed so obvious,” says Alicia. “Not just to say, ‘Gee, I’m so sorry, good luck’; but, ‘Duh! you can stay here.’” Alicia and her family and a group of friends agreed to divide up the tasks. “I assigned myself to care for him physically—give him massages, that kind of thing. I found I just loved it. When you see the suffering a person’s enduring, there’s no way you can’t respond. It takes you beyond yourself. Suddenly, all those judgments you’d make if you just met them at a party evaporate. You’re stripped down to two people doing their best to partake of this mystery.”

Tommy had been walking with a cane when they first met him. Six months later he was a quadriplegic. “But,” says Alicia, “god, was he fun! He had this sparkly, devilish, bad-boy quality. Even when he was really sick, he’d want to go down to Baja and throw some big soirée, so we’d organize this whole elaborate caravan of his friends and our friends and IVs and wheelchairs and just do it. You think you’ve loved before, but this kind of thing opens your heart a thousand times.”

Alicia’s weekly hospice work grew out of that experience. At fifty-two she still has that lean, blond California-girl look, her shoulders tan and muscular from paddling in the surf. It’s easy to imagine her strong hands kneading the failing flesh and comforting the helpless. But aren’t there times, I press her, when she wonders why she’s putting herself through this, when she thinks of other things she could be doing—times she feels repulsed?

“I would have thought so,” she says, “but the worse it got, somehow the more I felt attracted. After all the surgeries, the bodies look like battlefields. You feel the loneliness of that person whose skin is falling off, who has tubes coming in and out of everywhere. And still, behind this war-torn shell, you feel the incredible strength of humanity. It may sound strange or corny, but there’s nothing more heavenly than connecting with that.”

Alicia’s no sentimental pushover. She describes one of her charges who was “frankly an asshole, and the fact that he was dying hardly softened that one bit. He ticked me off something terrible.” But she’s learned to do something when she feels cornered: to “clear away evaluation and just rest someplace that doesn’t have all those opinionated voices in it. When you do that, out comes this love that melts people—not melts who they are but who they aren’t. Finding that is just like finding yourself. It makes you feel great.” She laughs. “I swear, it’s a totally selfish thing.”

While we’ve been talking, the phone has been ringing—and ringing. Somebody wants something. Alicia gets up to answer. “If we can’t help each other, what’s the point?” she says. “Everything else gets kinda old after a while.”

I’m not trying to sell you on Alicia and Paul as Mother Teresa and Mahatma Gandhi. They’ve had rough patches like any couple; they’re spiritually unfancy folk. They enjoy their bounty with a contagious joie de vivre. You could quibble that, sure, it’s easy to open your heart in the lap of luxury; but I’ve met insanely wealthy people who are more miserable than Midas.

Besides which, I know another family that’s just like Alicia and Paul’s except they’re living a gritty existence barely above the poverty line. If 90 percent of life is showing up, they go the other 20. Their door is always open, even though the weathered porch is sagging. There’s always a pot of chili on the stove. Their small living room feels crowded with conviviality. You can stay a few nights on the fraying couch if cat dander and dog hair don’t bother you too much. They take care of jobs and kids and ailing grandparents and friends’ troubles and community causes, and when I ask them how they do it, they say, “Do what?”

Folks like these have basically eliminated any option of pretending that I don’t know what we can be for each other. I know I could stand to be kinder, more generous, fiercer in cleaving to the good, true, and beautiful. I’ve been pondering something Saint John of the Cross wrote: “Where you find no love, put love, and you will find love.” It could be worth a shot.
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ROOTS, BRANCHES, AND THE CLEAR BLUE SKY

Therefore I say, grant reason to any animal with social and
sexual instincts, and yet with passion, he must have conscience.

—Charles Darwin

SOMETIMES WHEN THE WORLD SEEMS A LOVELORN PLACE, I contemplate a snapshot over my desk of two bonobo apes hugging and kissing with lush abandon, and I perk right up. I’m inspired by these fellow primates whose social life is, in the words of one zoologist, “ruled by compassion.” They are, I like to think, a reminder not only of where we come from but of what sort of creature we are at heart.

It isn’t the usual picture of our evolutionary heritage. The official family portrait that science hangs over the mantelpiece depicts us as brainy, aggression-prone apes driven by selfish instincts and constrained (at best) by a thin thread of culture. It’s only lately that some scientists are stressing the more benign traits we share with higher primates: conciliation, nurturance, our flair for alliance— and especially empathy. More than superior smarts and a talent for predation, it may be our ability to sense what others are feeling that has put us on evolution’s fast track—and will be the saving grace that keeps our stock rolling.

Charles Darwin himself, great chronicler of the “struggle for existence,” found in animals the ancient taproot of our goodness. In their instinct for “mutual aid,” he saw the moral lineaments of human society. His writings are filled with admiring accounts of animal reciprocity, cooperation, and even love— a word, shunned by most evolutionary biologists, that appears some ninety-five times in the Descent of Man (against only two entries for survival of the fittest). Darwin beheld in even the humblest mammal the origins of the Golden Rule: Their “strong sexual, parental, and social instincts,” he suggested, “give rise to ‘do unto others as yourself’ and ‘love thy neighbor as thyself.’” Our ancestral line, contrary to its selfish-gene reputation, has given us a startling capacity to care deeply about what happens to each other.

To understand the mysteries of our makeup, science has looked to the creatures closest to the original prototype. On that branch of the tree upon which we perch, there’s nobody here but us anthropoids—you and me, gorillas and orangutans, chimps and bonobos—aka the great apes.

The family resemblance has always been unmistakable, but genomics has confirmed the patrimony: We’re not just similar to chimps—we share with them a downright cousinish 99.4 percent of our DNA. A 2003 report to the National Academy of Sciences, issued some 130 years after the publication of the Descent of Man, argued that because we are “only slightly remodeled chimpanzeelike apes”, we should expand Le Club Humaine to include some more low-brow members.

If that happened—and taxonomically it just might—it would be a big boost for animal advocates who regard apes as cognizant, feeling beings who deserve some designation of personhood (“extending the circle of compassion,” as Jane Goodall puts it, “to our closest living relatives”).

Others find the genomic hoopla overblown. “A banana’s got 30 percent of human DNA,” huffed one biologist, “but I find it hard to believe a banana is 30 percent as conscious as I am.” Others still—and not just fundamentalists slapping Evolution’s Just a Theory stickers on Alabama schoolbooks—find the kinship unsettling, seeing in chimps’ proclivity for mayhem a dim omen for the human prospect.

The world has always been divided between those who believe we’re basically kind and those who say we’re basically cutthroat. Is compassion a fundamental human instinct, or does it depend on putting a lid on our inner chimp? I decided I’d best go to the source on that one.

THE GEORGIA WOODS, MAJESTIC AND MIASMIC, SUGGEST THE primeval forest of our origins. The racket emanating from the white and ochre Quonsets clumped in its midst only adds to the impression. Faint hoots, shrieks, grunts, and an occasional piercing scream punctuate the humid air as I near the barbed-wire-topped enclosure of the Yerkes National Primate Research Center.

I’m met by Frans de Waal, a lanky, quizzical zoologist in blue jeans and wire rims who directs the center’s Living Links program. In books like Chimpanzee Politics and Our Inner Ape, de Waal has taken a witty and penetrating look at the evolutionary bases of human behavior, from the loftiest altruism to the most lowdown maneuvering. De Waal has found in chimps, who peeled off from our shared common ancestor a few million years ago, clues to the interplay between selfishness and kindliness that keeps our own species scratching its head.

We clamber up to his mission control center, a makeshift-looking yellow tower with a bird’s-eye view of the chimp colony.The creatures below, formally known as Pan troglodytes, go about their daily business amid spare furnishings done in Late Neoprimate: a few plastic barrels to climb and perch on, some big rubber tires for swinging, and a freestanding 8-foot wall for privacy (especially for secret trysts between subordinate males and wandering prize females).

At first it seems like not much is really happening, but it’s only my naive eye. De Waal, as attuned to the chimp social whirl as a gossip columnist for the Troglodyte Times, knows all, sees all, reporting every interaction in a complex code of numbers and letters on his PalmPilot. He points out some females off in one corner, picking through each other’s fur, as essential a chimp social grace as a kaffeeklatsch. “And look, over there,” he says, gesturing at two roistering juveniles. “They’re laughing.” Sure enough, their wide-open mouths, upturned lips, and soft chuckling as they tickle and tumble are so recognizable it would be impossible to call it anything else.

I’ve never been so close before to large primates without a distracting contingent of screaming kids and parents clasping melting Mr. Frostees. When a female chimp climbs up on a barrel for a better look at me, it’s just the two of us. Receiving the full attention of an intelligent nonhuman is an unanticipated shock to the system, a thrill along the nerves. No casual passerby on a city street would regard me with such frank and unwavering curiosity. De Waal says that chimp empathy is more an expression of instinct than intellect (“Chimpunzees,” he says with a trace of his native Dutch accent, “don’t neet to have an idee”), but I imagine I see wheels turning behind those brown eyes, a cogitation however rudimentary.

Suddenly, she scampers down with a waaa! as the alpha male makes a stagey entrance, his fur bristling as if charged by a static field. Sheer charisma’s not enough: He’s set one of the orange canisters on its side and rolls it before him like an engine of war, pounding it loudly. It has the desired effect of shock and awe.

“Can you hear? They’re all making submissive sounds,” de Waal says, and indeed there’s a din of high-pitched hooting reminiscent of Cheetah in the old Tarzan movies, followed by subservient “pant-grunts”: yesboss, yesboss, yesboss.

Boisterous just doesn’t describe this guy (“Björn,” says de Waal helpfully). Every gesture is outsized and histrionic; he’s part panjandrum, part Tasmanian devil. He galumphs through the enclave, noising off, seizing the topmost perch (an alpha must be His Highness), filling every inch of social space with his Songs of Myself while his subjects howl his praise. He rolls his juggernaut through the compound at speed, beating it as rhythmically as a tom-tom. Thump-thump, thump! Thump-de-thump, thump, thump!

“Maybe says something about the origins of drumming,” de Waal suggests mildly. He clues me in to an ongoing struggle for dominance between Björn and the number two male, Socrates (aka Socko), each courting the allegiance of a third male, whose loyalty’s up for grabs. Socko, cunning and ever politic, grooms Björn, occasionally ducking his head—the ape equivalent of genuflecting to kiss the ring—even as he covets the throne. If Björn were overthrown by some act of lèse majesté, Socko would grab the same reins of rank, declaring himself Supreme Orange Plastic Barrel Roller and incumbent Dearest Breeder. It’s a bit depressing and all too human to contemplate. These guys are as likely to live in egalitarian, compassionate harmony as to randomly type out The Tempest (or, more to the point, Richard III).

While Jane Goodall has emphasized chimps’ more charming side, other researchers have stressed their talent for deceit (especially sexual sneakiness), violence (up to serial killing), theft, battery, infanticide, cannibalism, and intergroup warfare. But chimps also exhibit what we think of as human virtues: aid to the weak, sharing of resources, and social rules that reward good citizens with extra grooming and punish bad guys with ostracism. De Waal has eloquently described how the toughest rivals will reconcile after a fight, stretching out their hands to each other, smiling, kissing, and hugging; or how a bystander to a battle will sling a comforting arm around the shoulder of a victim (he calls this “consolation behavior”)—all suggesting that empathy is a 30-million-year-old habit unbroken since the hominoid dawn-time.

BUT IF THERE ARE GANDHIS AMBLING AROUND THE PRIMATE world, they’d turn up among the bonobos. Regarded until the 1930s as “pygmy chimps” bonobos are now recognized as Pan paniscus, a species of strikingly different character. Robert Yerkes, the primate center’s founder, had in the 1920s unwittingly kept among his chimp population a bonobo he’d dubbed Prince Chim, whose gentle, thoughtful temperament so enraptured Yerkes that he hailed him as an “intellectual genius.” (While the colony’s chimps tended to shred books for amusement, Prince Chim would sit delicately paging through one as if trying to understand what humans saw in it.)

Many decades later de Waal, dubbing bonobos “the forgotten ape,” meticulously chronicled not only their high intelligence but their conciliatory customs. His own disposition is so amiable, his speech so measured and considered, it’s easy to forget what a relentless infighter he’s been for his theories. He tells me he has made his largely male colleagues deeply uncomfortable by pointing out that this decidedly nonmacho species can claim just as much kinship to us as the chest-beating chimps. But unlike the bellicose trogs, when bonobos meet a potential rival group it’s less like a battle than a tea party (often a rather erotic one, a simian Déjeuner sur l’herbe). As the bonobo males hang back standoff-ishly, females will approach the opposing tribe’s bravos to do the peacemaking—usually some variant of sleeping with the enemy.* Conflicts inside bonobo groups often end through the efforts of females, who will interpose themselves between rivalrous males like so many United Nations blue helmets.

De Waal says he feels a little responsible for “bonobos being idealized as peacenik hippies next to the bad-guy chimps.” But he expresses more regret that the bonobo wasn’t studied earlier for clues to the origins of human behavior. If bonobos instead of chimps had been taken as the prehuman model, the killerape crowd would never have gotten such traction. The scientific premises about our primate inheritance—and hence our modern assumptions about our basic nature—might have stressed equality of the sexes, familial bonds, and peacemaking rather than male dominance hierarchies and naked aggression.

Primatologists are finding in the bonobos evidence that it is not tooth-and-nail competition but conciliation, cuddling, and cooperation that may be the central organizing principle of human evolution. “Survival of the kindest,” de Waal calls it. “Could it be,” he wonders, “that the bonobo is cognitively specialized to read emotions and to take the point of view of others? In short, is the bonobo the most empathic ape?”

It is a heretical position, not only in singling out bonobos for such a distinction but for attributing empathy to an animal in the first place. Empathy has often been considered a uniquely human capacity, requiring a human level of intellect. Thomas H. Huxley, known as “Darwin’s Bulldog” for his ferocious early championing of natural selection (“ruthless self-assertion,” he wrote, by which “the strongest...tread down the weaker”), maintained that our ability to feel compassion and to act for the benefit of others depended on the unique power of human rationality for “curbing the instincts of savagery.”

But clearly not all animal instincts are savage; many are rather tender. Should we assume we’re so much more empathetic than, say, a bonobo just because we have more cognitive firepower? (Indeed we often behave as though we’ve lost touch with our innate kindness. Our very ability to govern our feelings enables us to overrule our natural sympathies.) At its most basic level, empathy is a form of largely mindless and nearly automatic resonance. Its likely origins can be found in the evolutionary biology of parenthood. The animal mother who proved most sensitive to the needs of her offspring was most likely to ensure their survival, a capacity marked in natural selection’s double-plus column—and reinforced by strong emotion. A human mother’s gut-level response to her baby’s four-alarm cry is an experience likely shared by a cat anxious to get to her squeaking kittens or a father bird’s rushing to stuff a fledgling’s mouth.

Infant animals, from their side, survive by evoking empathy, signaling their vital needs with dependent, “adorable” helplessness to which parents are hardwired to succumb. Adults of many species mimic infantile behavior when they want to elicit sympathy from others. Even a formidable male chimp defeated in a dominance struggle will sit in the dust pouting, emitting the occasional sorrowing yelp, reaching out so pitiably that eventually another chimp can’t bear it and comes to comfort him.

Signals of distress are powerful stimuli for the empathic response, suggestive of compassion’s primal meaning, “to suffer with.” This can lead to animal behavior that appears startlingly simpatico. In a study conducted in 1964, a group of psychiatrists at Northwestern University trained rhesus monkeys to pull a chain to get a reward of their favored food. But when the same chain was rigged to deliver not only food but also a nasty shock to a monkey in an adjacent cage, the others soon refused to yank it. The desire to avoid seeing, hearing, and feeling the distress of a companion overrode the desire to eat. One particular rhesus went without food for twelve days rather than pull the chain.

In the early 1990s, Italian neuroscientists pinpointed a mechanism in the primate brain that might form the primitive basis for the empathic response. They discovered specialized neurons in macaque monkeys’ premotor cortex (the brain area that plans and executes physical tasks) that had a unique property: These cells would fire not only when the animal performed a specific movement but also when it watched the experimenter perform the same action.

For example, if a monkey had previously plucked a raisin from a tray and then watched the experimenter’s hand pick up a raisin, the same neuron would fire in its brain in both cases. These “mirror neurons,” as they were quickly dubbed, seemed to act as an internal reflection of another creature’s experience. Primates appear to have a brain mechanism dedicated to empathy’s basic motto: I feel you in me.

Mirror neurons have now been found in the human brain, a largely unheralded discovery whose implications are sparking a quiet scientific revolution. “Mirror neurons will do for psychology what DNA did for biology,” asserts neurobiologist Vilayanur S. Ramachandran, director of the University of California’s Center for Brain and Cognition. “They will provide a unifying framework for a host of mental abilities that have hitherto remained mysterious.”

One of these abilities is surely empathy. One study showed that the same cells that light up when a person’s finger is jabbed with a pin also light up when someone else’s finger is pricked. We’ve all experienced this effect. We wince when we see someone stub her toe and hop painfully on one foot. We’ve been there. A parent takes her child to the pediatrician for a vaccination, then involuntarily flinches when the needle jabs. She can’t stand to see him hurt.

Mirror neurons, writes one scientist, “suggest that an archaic kind of sociality, one which does not distinguish between self and other, is woven into the primate brain.” Just as our brain is said to have a primitive “grammar nugget” that enables us to acquire the hallowed complexities of language, perhaps we have a “Golden Rule nugget” containing the neurological ground rules for compassion itself. Mirror neurons may help produce the most primitive form of empathic response, which researchers call “emotional contagion.” You’ve heard it loud and clear if you’ve ever gone to a G-rated matinee. Someone’s child starts to cry, and all toddlers within siren range promptly join in the wailing. It’s not that they consciously worry about the other child. The other kid’s distress simply triggers a similar distress in them, just as we burst out laughing when others laugh, or one person’s fear can flare suddenly through a crowd.

Is emotional contagion the reason that animals respond in ways that seem to be empathic? My friend’s new puppy, sitting in her lap as we chat one afternoon, suddenly gives her a hard nip. “Ow!” she yells, raising her finger sternly. “No!” The dog jerks his head back for a minute in surprise, then lunges at her again with his sharp baby teeth, clearly having a great time.

“Watch this,” she tells me. “Something they taught us in dogtraining class.”

She mimes crying. “Boo-hoo” she weeps softly, piteously, putting her hands over her eyes and peeking out from between her fingers. “Boo-hoo-hoo.” I am incredulous when the dog instantly stops biting, looks quizzically into her eyes, then clambers toward her face to lick it, whining in what sounds like sympathy and performing what certainly looks like an attempt to comfort her. What is puppy love?

Whatever it is, it may not be so far from ape empathy. In The Ape and the Sushi Master, Frans de Waal tells the story of a researcher in early-twentieth-century Moscow who raised a mischievous chimp named Yoni, whom she could never lure from the roof with any system of rewards, even his favorite foods. Finally she hit on a foolproof technique:

If I pretend to be crying, close my eyes and weep, Yoni immediately stops his play or any other activities, quickly runs over to me...from where I could not drive him down despite my persistent calls and entreaties. He hastily runs around me, as if looking for the offender; looking at my face, he tenderly takes my chin in his palm, lightly touches my face with this finger...

In this account the chimp does not respond to her distress signal only by becoming distressed himself but by acting to protect and comfort her. Though it could be argued that this too is simply a way to remove an aversive stimulus, it does look suspiciously close to actual empathy, compassion’s cornerstone.

Thomas Aquinas could have been describing the empathic instincts of, say, a rhesus when he wrote: “From the very fact that a person takes pity on anyone, it follows that another’s distress grieves him... ” But he added a critical coda: “One grieves or sorrows for another’s distress, in so far as one looks upon another’s distress as one’s own... because it makes them realize the same may happen to themselves [emphasis added].” Here empathy jumps the track to include cognition—an ability to mentally walk a mile in someone else’s moccasins.

Moral theorists from Aristotle onward have argued that this is why compassion is a singularly human characteristic. Alone among creatures, our exceptionally large, complex brains give us the logical skills for moral reasoning and the imagination to place ourselves in another’s circumstances (psychologists call this “perspective-taking” or “cognitive empathy”). We are moved to care about others because we can put ourselves in their predicament.

Researcher Carolyn Zahn-Waxler, a psychologist at the National Institute of Mental Health, has identified the first stirrings of true empathic behavior in children between one and two years old. Here, for example, is how a twenty-one-month-old child responded when his mother pretended to be sad: peering into her face to determine what was wrong; looking concerned; giving her a hug while making “consoling sounds.” Intriguingly, in some of the sessions that took place in peoples’ homes, Zahn-Waxler also found that the family dog responded as quickly and effusively as the child to the “distressed” parent, whining and licking and looking distressed. So what, if anything, was the difference between the dog’s response and the child’s?

Zahn-Waxler thinks a child at this age begins to realize that others are similar to but distinct from himself. At that momentous juncture, she writes, “indiscriminate emotional contagion is superseded by cognitive empathy, a willed and knowing stepping into the role of the other.” Now the heart’s blind, automatic response (that “archaic sociality which does not distinguish between self and other”) is augmented by the insight that, in the words of philosopher Paul Ricoeur, “the other is also a self.”* Mother is not just an extension of me. A two-year-old may ask an upset parent, “What’s wrong, Mommy? Why are you crying? Can I help?” True, he may try to soothe away the upset because it is disturbing him, but now he will also try to understand. It is the beginning of moral reasoning—the capability to see past oneself and into the heart of another.

The word empathy is a translation of the German Einfuhlung, a term coined in 1903 by a student of aesthetics named Theodore Lipps. He was searching for a way to express the strangely intimate emotional connection that arises between a viewer and an onstage performer. He used the example of watching an acrobat stepping across a high wire, that moment of breathless suspension when audience members gasp as if they themselves were teetering on a tightrope, the sense of, as Lipps described it, “I feel myself inside of him.”

Lipps defined empathy as an “inner participation...in foreign experiences.” Cognitive scientists refer to this ability to read another’s feelings, thoughts, or intentions as a “theory of mind” (or just by the shorthand “mind-reading”). When a friend tells us her sister has fallen seriously ill, we feel heart-stricken. We can imagine the anxiety she must feel in the pit of our own stomach; we can sense her helplessness at being unable to take a loved one’s pain away. When she announces her sister has recovered, we rejoice with her at the news. It is generally held that animals, even higher primates, cannot feel such “true” empathy, let alone compassion, because they are unable to think themselves into another’s situation.

WHAT, THEN, ARE WE TO MAKE OF KANZI THE BONOBO? Raised from infancy by psychobiologist Sue Savage-Rumbaugh, who literally co-parented him with an adoptive bonobo mother, he has shown what might be interpreted as cognitive empathy. Once, for example, attempting to open a jar of cherries by throwing it on the ground, Kanzi accidentally bounced the jar off the leg of his keeper, who screamed in pain and grabbed her knee. Kanzi, seeming to assume that she had hurt her hand, grasped her palm and gently turned it over, inspecting the skin. Noticing an old scar, he moved her hand in the direction of a water canteen. When the woman verbally asked what he wanted (Kanzi has shown a remarkable level of language comprehension), he pointed to the canteen and then to her old injury, as if urging her to douse her hand with water. As she did so, Kanzi tried to wash her wound.

Can an ape get inside your head? It could be argued that Kanzi didn’t have a full-blown understanding of his keeper’s needs: Cooling water was what he would have wanted if he’d had a painful scrape. (Apes have been observed cleaning wounds in the wild with water, though usually with their own saliva.) But his behavior seemed consistent with a central human moral tenet: Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. He was at least standing on the threshold of “perspective-taking"—the ability to see the world through another’s eyes, a hallmark of human compassion.

Kanzi is thought by some to be standing at humanity’s very doorstep. When Darwin, speaking of the dawning of the human moral sense, proclaimed, “We also differ from the lower animals in the power of expressing our desires by words, which thus become a guide to the aid required and bestowed,” he hadn’t reckoned with an ape who seems not only to have the rudiments of morality but also speech—albeit an artificial visual language known as Yerkish. Kanzi began learning Yerkish’s hundreds of abstract colored symbols (called lexigrams) when he was a baby clambering around his mother during researchers’ fruitless attempts to teach her. Shocked scientists soon realized that Kanzi was acquiring language exactly in the way a human infant does, simply by being exposed to it. The bonobo brain, they’ve since concluded, has an innate, downright freaky capacity for language.

Kanzi (Swahili for “buried treasure”) has been adjudged in tests to have the linguistic competence of a human child. He is bilingual (trilingual, if you count Ape). He understands two thousand to three thousand English words. He has even jammed on keyboards with rock legend Peter Gabriel. Here, I thought, is an ape worth talking to: I needed some questions answered.

After several months of negotiation (“Barbara Walters asked, and we said no,” an official informed me), my interview request was unexpectedly granted. I was instructed to take a certain highway to the far outskirts of Atlanta, turn off at an anonymous black mailbox, and drive through a series of electrically controlled gates.

My host, a resident cognitive scientist named Bill Fields, pulls up to meet me in one of the little jeeps they use to tool around the 50 wooded acres of the Language Research Center. We head straight to the language room, where Fields shows me a panel of hundreds of 1-inch squares embossed with colored symbols. When he presses one lexigram symbol and then another, the images flash on a nearby plasma screen and Fields’s own recorded voice booms out in a cheerful southern drawl, “Me!...Want!...More!...Grapes!”

Some of the Yerkish symbols are relatively straightforward. “Grapes” is a red G with stylized bunches hanging from it; the outline of a house stands for a log cabin on the property. But overall the chart looks like a frieze of abstract geometry.

The sign for “Squirrel” for example, is a purple circle with an X and a squiggle. “Visitor” is a triangle topped with a round circle. A few images stand for purely abstract concepts: “Yesterday” is a shadowed white moon over a dark pyramid, and other equally recondite symbols mean “Now” or “Later” (bonobos apparently have a sense of past, present, and future). It’s taken research assistants as long as a year to attain the measure of Yerkish fluency that for some bonobos is now second nature.

Fields lets a few of Kanzi’s relations into the lab and plants me by a Plexiglas window to observe. Bonobos’ appearance is often described as “gracile”: long legs, narrow shoulders, high foreheads. Unlike the beetle-browed chimps with their alternately adorable, ribald, or saturnine look, bonobo features seem, well... sincere. Each has a mat of black hair with a natural part running neatly down the middle, like some lost tribe of Borscht Belt comedians. They spend a surprising amount of time walking upright, arms swinging at their sides in a gait that eerily resembles computer animations of the skeleton of Lucy, our 3.5-million-year-old Australopithecus ancestor.

Watching them, I immediately sense how like us these creatures are. The young ones begin showing off for the stranger. One juvenile puts a black plastic garbage bag over his head and scuttles about comically. Then he drapes it over himself like a cloak, climbs up the mesh of his cage, and jumps down, looking for all the world like a kid playing Batman. A bonobo baby named Nyota peers up at me and executes a few perfect little standing backflips, then clambers up to a ledge and sits in a fair imitation of Rodin’s statue The Thinker, one hand parked pensively under his chin (and the other absently grasping his crotch).

I watch as Kanzi’s grown-up sister, Panbanisha, swipes a brush through her hair, then runs it down her fur (there seems to be a difference—at least to her). She ambles over to her attendant, Liz, a strong-looking woman with a stoic, forbearing expression, then pulls off the young woman’s sneakers and begins gently scraping under her toenails with a tiny stick, as intent as any manicurist. Any doubt that hair salons and nail parlor franchises are attributable to primate grooming instincts vanishes.

Panbanisha glances at me occasionally, poking a few desultory lexigrams on her electronic panel. I’m hoping she’ll say “Do Unto Others” or maybe just “Two Legs Good, Four Legs Bad,” but she seems to regard me as room service, requesting repeatedly that I bring her more grapes and peanuts and her favorite, lemon ice.

Unlike de Waal’s Chimpville, I can see that the Land of Bonobia is more of a let’s-all-hang-out-together place. It seems as much interspecies commune as animal research colony. Fields walks in, effusive with praise. “Panbanisha, you are so beautiful!” he exclaims, though I see only a large hairy creature with sagging dugs and a genital swelling. She grins from ear to ear. Her son, catching her mood, does a little capering dance.

“Each bonobo shares the feeling of the group,” Fields tells me. “Bonobos are happy only when everybody’s happy.” He describes an orangutan named Mari who had lost her arms and preferred to spend most of her time outdoors. “All the bonobos would refuse to eat a bite until we put Mari’s meal together and served it to her out there. Then Panbanisha would insist we bring a blanket out to Mari at night.”

Fields thinks we can learn a thing or two about social mores from the bonobos. “They always want conflict resolved—immediately, if possible,” he notes. Studying bonobo conciliation—the “biology of forgiveness in nonhuman primates,” as he puts it— might yield clues about “why we desire to forgive or be forgiven, and how to encourage it.” The bonobos’ remarkably sensitive responses to one another—what Fields terms “empathic elaboration"—could answer fundamental questions, he says, about “the universality of empathy: How much is innate, how much determined by cultural filters?”

When I ask him if the apes might be learning empathy from being around people, he responds, “I learn it from them.” All the time spent among them has made him an interspecies egalitarian. When I mention a bonobo has just bared its fangs at me, he’s mildly put out. “Fangs? They’re incisors,” he snorts. “Fangs? Then we have fangs, too!”

Finally, Fields takes me to meet Kanzi in his outdoor cage. I stand a few feet away, while the two of them communicate using a portable Yerkish chart—making introductions, says Fields, who supplements his own symbol-pointing with inaudible words. It’s a private conversation: Fields whispers; Kanzi cocks his ear carefully. Fields whispers again; Kanzi casually taps some lexigrams. Fields explains that Kanzi wants me to sit on a stool, that he’s not comfortable having me stand over him—a matter of ape etiquette.

I sit, taking note of Kanzi’s hirsute arms, thick as fenceposts, with their massive, arboreal triceps. Bonobos are astoundingly strong, and though this is a peaceable kingdom, they can occasionally be aggressive.* Fields has only half a middle finger on one hand—the outcome, he explains vaguely, of a rare Pan-Homo dispute. But as I hang out with the famously literate ape, I’m struck by a clear unscientific impression: Kanzi has good vibes.

Kanzi points to a few more symbols, shooting me an impenetrable glance. Fields tells me that Kanzi has indicated he wants to watch Fields and me “Chase.”

“He wants to see who’s dominant,” Fields says. “He wants me to jump on you and play-bite you, to chase and tickle. But it’s too hot and buggy for that.” I feign a look of bitter disappointment.

Later, Fields and I sit in his cramped office, which is lined from floor to ceiling with tapes and CDs of thousands of hours of bonobo observation, a fraction of twenty-five years of data collection. Fields enumerates some of Kanzi’s other cognitive feats. With a little training, Kanzi has proven nearly as adept as our early ancestors at toolmaking. He can knap stone “knives” by knocking two rocks together, choosing the sharpest flake by testing the edge with his tongue and lips, then using the crude blade to saw through a piece of tough hide covering a box of goodies. Fields shows me some footage on his laptop. Sure enough, there’s Kanzi, flaking one of his flint shivs. Then Fields fast-forwards to show me footage of another ape named P-Suke, who was “wild caught” and never taught language.

“Now watch,” Fields says. The same rocks are placed in P-Suke’s hands. He lets them fall from his grasp. The ape’s hands are then manually guided to knock the stones together. He stares down, blank and uncomprehending, letting them roll from his fingers. And so it goes. P-Suke just holds the two rocks and does nothing. It’s dark at the head of the stairs: He hasn’t got a clue. No amount of coaxing or training makes the light go on. For five years they have been trying to teach P-Suke to do what Kanzi managed to learn in a matter of hours.

“Why is that?” I ask Fields, baffled. He silently reaches over, takes a pen from his desk, lifts it in the air, and plops it on top of a notebook. Then he glances at me. I realize I’m supposed to understand, but I feel a bit like P-Suke: The point eludes me.

“How is tool manipulation different from the manipulation of symbols in language?” Fields asks rhetorically. “The answer is not much. Language, culture, and tools are like the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost: They’re aspects of the same thing.”

Suddenly a realization dawns, and it feels a little stunning. Kanzi, due to his facility with one system of symbols—language— can catch on to the skill and perhaps even the concept of toolmaking that characterized early man. Kanzi has acquired a different mind than P-Suke, a symbol-using mind; and that has brought him a new way of—for want of a more cautious term—thinking about the world.

Kanzi was just a regular Joe Bonobo until he was handed (or seized for himself) the tools of symbolic thinking. “The primate brain is the hardware. Culture is the operating system,” Fields says. “I can run a simple system on my computer hardware, like DOS 1.0, or I can run Windows, or I can run Linux. Kanzi’s operating system has become different from P-Suke’s; Kanzi’s brain can now run the genera of culture.”

FIELDS’S APPROACH IS, IT’S SAFE TO SAY, UNCONVENTIONAL. His take on the bonobo world is that of an ethnographer, he says, a student of culture; and the notion that animals can have culture has been one of anthropology’s great divides. Animals are said to have only “species-specific behaviors”—instinctual, genetically fixed, nearly as preprogrammed as robots. Sure, chimps can be trained to mimic culture—to dress in street clothes or grimace in mock garrulity on the Chimp Channel. But to say that apes are affected by culture beyond minor ways observed in the wild—differences in the way one group uses a twig to filch red ants, say, or slight variations in handclasps during grooming— remains somewhat heretical.*

Unlike de Waal, Jane Goodall, Dian Fossey, Biruté Galdikas, and other primate researchers who observe apes’ “natural” behavior, the scientists at the Language Research Center have shifted their focus from what an ape brain does to what an ape brain can do. Fields describes the center as a “Pan-Homo Culture” where two types of primates with large vocabularies and the capacity for symbolic thought can share an uncommon meeting ground.

“When it comes to big-brained primates,” Fields tells me, harping on a favored theme, “whether us or them, there almost is no species-specific behavior. A large, complex brain is not much restrained by the genome. What feedback from the environment— from culture—can do to the neurological substrates is almost limitless.”

He’s conjuring a radical view of evolution, of the remarkable potential of primate brains to, in effect, shape themselves. I feel a surge of hope; I also get the willies. I think of us at our evolutionary juncture, trying not to fall behind our own learning curve, looking for the sweet spot between smart and heart, extending our right hand to each other with the left still at each other’s throats. That our collective push-me-pull-you sorely needs to evolve toward a better game is a no-brainer.

On the way home, I can’t help seeing the world in Primate-Vision. The airport is a captive colony, perfect for observing hominoid behavior. There’s a pair-bonded couple keeping a tolerant, protective eye on their playful juveniles. In front of me, in a long, slow line, is an irritable middle-aged alpha. When his mate says, “Put the ticket in your jacket pocket, Sid,” the old silverback rears up and growls loudly, “It is in my jacket pocket. You saw me put it in. Quit your damn nagging!” The female hangs her head, speaks softly, soothingly, grooming some lint from his rumpled sports coat.

This effect lasts for weeks. It was hard not to think display behavior as I acted extra-gregarious at a party, impressing some and leaving others cold (social hierarchy); as I got into a political argument, pushing way too hard to win (dominance conflict), then apologizing (conciliation) for any boorishness; as I caught myself deferentially ducking my head (submission, ugh!) to someone I thought of as a better writer; as I provided a soft shoulder (consolation) to a friend with marital problems. My social finesse seemed disconcertingly undergirded with apely agendas. How many of my little daily transactions are tainted by trying to maximize rank, secure a better food supply, and maneuver for breeding privileges? How many are out of pure human generosity, compassion, and sensitivity to others?

But in the weeks and the months that followed, I found myself most haunted by the memory of P-Suke—a by no means stupid, just typical Pan paniscus with an unstretched mind—and Kanzi, who through some culture-induced mental alchemy has become a sort of Pan sapiens. In what ways am I, are we all, like P-Suke, the stones of full cognizance just rolling from our grip? In what ways are we like Kanzi, tweaking our operating system to new levels of understanding? Kanzi is said to have more brain than he needs to succeed in his environmental niche. So do we—though I wonder if we have enough heart? When de Waal says that the bonobos’ “greatest intellectual achievement is not tool use but sensitivity to others,” I wish I could feel with full certainty that the same applies to us.

If our spiritual traditions are any clue, we have been trying since forever to reroute or suppress our aggressive circuits and reinforce our caring ones. We assume that our course of development runs from childhood to adulthood; but spiritual teachers have always claimed there is a superseding path, if we choose to take it, which leads to higher consciousness. What else is the extraordinary compassion of the saints but proof-of-concept that we can bootstrap our primate inheritance to its optimum capacity for kindness? That heritage has already endowed us with more compassionate traits than selfish ones: nurturance of family, emotional commitment to friends, sympathy, affection, a sense of fairness and empathy, forgiveness, maybe even altruism. Whether you believe your Maker to be the Good Lord or Darwin’s Blind Watchmaker, they’ve been working from a similar schematic—one with built-in capacities for modification and much room for improvement.

It may sound silly to say, but my short time with the bonobos has made me more trusting of the instinctual foundations of my own unruly emotional life, has given me a certain confidence in our good nature. Sure, maybe the good stuff is alloyed with chimply cunning, and my impulses are more often fight-or-flight than unconditional love. But hey, I’m riding on a vintage primate chassis: I’m just glad to know that a responsive heart comes standard and preinstalled.

A famous chimp named Washoe, the first to use American Sign Language, once leaped over a dangerous high-voltage fence to pull a newly arrived chimp from the water, risking her life for an individual she’d known only a few hours. And chimps fear and despise water. Here, surely, are clues to the roots of compassion, if not—who knows?—its o’er-spreading branches, and the clear blue sky. Researcher Roger Fouts describes how Washoe, who had lost both her offspring as infants, reacted when a keeper told her that her own newborn had just died. Looking deep into the grieving woman’s eyes, Washoe signed, “Cry,” tracing on her own cheek the path a tear would take down a human’s (chimps don’t shed tears). Then Washoe signed, “Please Person Hug.”

We’ve come so very far from Washoe in our astonishing, lonely odyssey of 2 million years. But our journey to realizing full humanity may have just begun. Meanwhile, if I had my druthers, I’d engrave Please Person Hug on the Great Seal, put the lexigram for “Grapes” in one eagle talon and “Chase-Tickle” in the other— just as an experiment, to see where we might go from there, just to see how far we could take it.
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