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‘A careful, detailed, hard-nosed assessment of what is needed both for individual happiness and for the welfare of the planet. . . This book is so rich, so diverse. . . that it is best kept as an inspiring resource to be consulted over many years.’ Wall Street Journal


‘Who better to tell us about altruism than a Buddhist monk and scientist, who has meditated so extensively on compassion that it has changed the left side of his brain? In a lively and personal account, Matthieu Ricard takes us through the origins of empathy and altruism, explaining how biology laid the foundation, whereas culture and spirituality permit us to expand its reach.’ Frans de Waal, author of The Age of Empathy


‘Matthieu Ricard brings together ancient wisdom and scientific insights to put forth a truly compelling global vision for the 21st century, cutting through our endless distractions and asking, “What is a good life?” At a time when we as individuals and as a society have largely abandoned that question, his voice, his message and his wisdom are greatly needed.’ Arianna Huffington


‘Written with deep conviction and breathtaking scope, this is a must-book for anyone who wants to explore the human capacity for altruistic love and compassion, and the potential of this capacity to transform our lives. In conversation with Western philosophical and scientific perspectives, the book offers a Buddhist vision for extending altruism beyond its natural limits through carefully crafted meditation practices. The goal is, quite simply, to enable you and me, our society, and all sentient beings to experience less suffering and greater happiness. Could one desire more?’ Daniel C. Batson, author of Altruism in Humans


‘Altruism is just what is needed to bring hope to those depressed by the violence, war, selfishness and corruption that surround us today. Matthieu Ricard provides convincing evidence based on both careful research and personal experience that altruism is an integral part of our nature. . . Altruism addresses how these qualities can be cultivated and enhanced in the individual and how a more altruistic society is not only possible but essential if we care about the future.’ Jane Goodall, UN Messenger of Peace


‘This remarkable book is an extremely well-documented and elegantly argued plea for altruism, kindness, and compassion… Even little snippets will blow your mind and inspire you, as Matthieu puts it, to change yourself and the world.’ Jon Kabat-Zinn, Professor of Medicine Emeritus at the University of Massachusetts Medical School
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Nothing is more powerful than an idea whose time has come.


—VICTOR HUGO


Every man must decide whether he will walk in the light of creative altruism or in the darkness of destructive selfishness.


—MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.





Altruism





INTRODUCTION



I have little inclination to talk about myself and would rather expound the views of the great thinkers who have inspired my existence. Telling you about a few stages of my personal journey, though, will help you understand how I came to write this book and to substantiate the ideas presented in it.


After growing up in France, I went to India for the first time in 1967, at the age of twenty, in order to meet the great masters of Tibetan Buddhism including Kangyur Rinpoche, who would become my main spiritual master. That same year, I began a dissertation on cellular genetics under the direction of François Jacob, at the Institut Pasteur. It was those years of scientific training that taught me to appreciate the importance of intellectual rigor and honesty.


In 1972, having finished my dissertation, I decided to move to Darjeeling to be near my teacher. During the many years that followed that encounter, whether in India, Bhutan, Nepal, or Tibet, I led a simple life. I received barely one letter per month; I had neither radio nor newspapers, and scarcely knew what was going on in the world. I studied with my spiritual master, Kangyur Rinpoche, and after his death in 1975, Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche. I spent a number of years in contemplative retreat. I also devoted myself to the activities of the monasteries to which I had become linked: Orgyen Kunzang Chöling in Darjeeling and Shechen Tennyi Dargyeling in Nepal, while working also toward the preservation of Tibet’s cultural and spiritual heritage. Thanks to the teachings I received from these masters, I became aware of the incalculable benefits of altruism.


In 1997, I received a message from a French publisher, proposing I engage in a dialogue with my father, the late philosopher Jean-François Revel. The publication of the book that resulted from these conversations, The Monk and the Philosopher, marked the end of a quiet, anonymous life, but it also offered me new opportunities.


After a quarter of a century of immersion in the study and practice of Buddhism, far from the scene of the West, I found myself again confronted with contemporary ideas. I renewed my ties with the scientific world by conversing with the astrophysicist Trinh Xuan Thuan (The Quantum and the Lotus: A Journey to the Frontiers Where Science and Buddhism Meet, published in 2000 in France as L’Infini dans la paume de la main). I also took part in meetings at the Mind & Life Institute, an organization inspired by the Dalai Lama and founded by the neuroscientist Francisco Varela and the entrepreneur Adam Engle, with the aim of encouraging exchanges between science and Buddhism. In 2000, at Richard Davidson’s lab in Madison, Wisconsin, I began to take part actively in research projects in psychology and neuroscience whose object is to analyze the effects, both short-and long-term, of training the mind through meditation. Over the years, Richie and I developed a close friendship and collaboration. The same happened with several other scientists including Paul Ekman, Tania and Wolf Singer, Daniel Batson, and Antoine Lutz.


So my experience has taken place at the confluence of two major influences: Eastern Buddhist wisdom and Western sciences.


When I returned from the East, I had become used to living within a culture and among people whose priority was to become better human beings by transforming their way of being and thinking. Ordinary preoccupations with loss and gain, pleasure and displeasure, praise and criticism, fame and anonymity, were regarded there as puerile and as causes of suffering. Above all, altruistic love and compassion comprised the cardinal virtues of all human life and were the heart of the spiritual path. I was, and still am, particularly inspired by the Buddhist vision in which every human being possesses an indestructible potential for goodness and enlightenment.


The Western world in which I found myself, a world where individualism is often appreciated as a strength and a virtue—sometimes to the point of selfishness and narcissism—was a bit puzzling, since it did not seem to foster an optimal way to live in society.


When I considered the cultural and philosophical sources for the difference between “other-oriented” and “self-oriented” societies, I remembered Plautus, for whom “man is a wolf to man,”1 an assertion taken up and developed by Thomas Hobbes, who speaks of the “war of every man against every man”;2 Nietzsche, who states that altruism is the mark of the weak; and finally Freud, who asserts he has “found little that is ‘good’ among human beings on the whole.”3 I thought it merely a question of a few pessimistic thinkers; I hadn’t realized the extent of the impact of their ideas.


Anxious to understand this phenomenon better, I noticed how taking for granted that all our deeds, words and thoughts are motivated by selfishness has long influenced Western psychology and theories of evolution and economies, to the point of acquiring the force of a dogma whose validity has until recently scarcely been challenged. The most surprising thing is the persistence of intellectuals to try to spot, at all costs, a selfish motivation at the origin of every human action.


Observing Western society, I was forced to conclude that the “wise” were no longer the main objects of admiration, but that famous, rich, or powerful people had taken their place. The excessive importance accorded to consumption and a taste for the superfluous, as well as the reign of money, made me think that many of our contemporaries had forgotten the ends of existence—to achieve a sense of fulfillment—and gotten lost in the means.


In the reality of every day, despite the share of violence that afflicts the world, our existence is usually woven from deeds of cooperation, friendship, affection, and care. Nature is not merely “red in tooth and claw,” as the poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson deplored.4 What’s more, contrary to conventional wisdom and to the impression the media give us, all in-depth studies, gathered together by Harvard professor Steven Pinker in The Better Angels of our Nature, show that violence, in all its forms, has continued to diminish over the course of the last few centuries.5


From spending time with my scientist friends, I was reassured to note that, during the last thirty years, the deformed vision of human nature had been challenged by an increasing number of researchers demonstrating that the hypothesis of universal selfishness was disproven by scientific investigation.6 Daniel Batson, in particular, was the first psychologist to investigate, through rigorous scientific protocols, whether real altruism existed and was not limited to a disguised form of selfishness.


THE FORCE OF EXAMPLE



When I was young, I often heard it said that kindness was the most admirable quality in a human being. My mother demonstrated this constantly by her actions, and many people I respected urged me to be kind-hearted. Their words and actions were a source of inspiration and opened up to me a field of possibilities that were not limited to self-centered preoccupations and that fed my hopes for living a good and meaningful life. I was raised in a secular environment and so I was not inculcated with dogmas on altruism or charity. Only the force of example taught me.


Since 1989, I’ve had the honor of serving as a French interpreter for the Dalai Lama, who often states, “My religion is kindness,” and the essence of whose teaching is: “Every sentient being, even my enemy, fears suffering as I do and wants to be happy. This thought leads us to feel profoundly concerned for the happiness of others, be they friends or enemies. That is the basis for true compassion. Seeking happiness while remaining indifferent to others is a tragic mistake.” This teaching is embodied by the Dalai Lama on a daily basis. With everyone, visitors or strangers met in the airport, he is always totally and immediately present, with a gaze overflowing with kindness that touches your heart.


A few years ago, when I was getting ready to go on retreat in the mountains of Nepal, I sought some advice from the Dalai Lama. “In the beginning, meditate on compassion; in the middle, meditate on compassion; in the end, meditate on compassion,” he told me.


Every practitioner must first transform himself before he is able to serve others effectively. Still, the Dalai Lama insists on the necessity of building a bridge between contemplative life and active life. If compassion without wisdom is blind, compassion without action is hypocritical. It is under his guidance and that of my other spiritual masters that I have devoted my resources and a large part of my time since 1999 to the activities of Karuna-Shechen.7 This is a humanitarian organization made up of a group of devoted volunteers and generous benefactors, which builds and finances schools, clinics, and hospices in Tibet, Nepal and India.


THE CHALLENGES OF TODAY



In this current era we are confronted with many challenges. One of our main problems consists of reconciling the demands of the economy, the search for happiness, and respect for the environment. These imperatives correspond to three time scales—short, middle, and long term—on which three types of interests are superimposed: ours, the interests of those close to us, and those of all sentient beings.


The economy and finance are evolving at an ever-faster pace. Stock markets soar and crash from one day to the next. New methods of ultra-high-speed transactions, developed by the teams of certain banks and used by speculators, allow 400 million transactions to take place per second. The lifecycle of products is becoming extremely short. No investor is willing to place his money in treasury bonds redeemable in fifty years! Those who live in ease are often reluctant to alter their lifestyle for the good of those less fortunate and for the benefit of generations to come, while those who live in need aspire understandably to more wealth, but also to enter a consumer society that encourages acquiring not only what is needed to live a decent life, but to keep on chasing after superfluous things.


Satisfaction with life is measured in terms of a life plan, a career, a family, and a generation. It is also measured according to the quality of each passing instant, the joys and sufferings that color our existence, and our relationships to others; it is given or denied by the nature of external conditions and by the way in which our mind translates these conditions into happiness or misery.


As for the environment, until recently its evolution has been measured in terms of geological, biological, and climatic eras over dozens of millennia or millions of years, except for the occurrence of a few global catastrophes such as the collision of a giant asteroid that caused the fifth massive extinction of species on earth. In our day, the rhythm of change keeps accelerating because of ecological upheavals provoked by human activities. In particular, the swift changes that have occurred since 1950 have defined a new era for our planet, the Anthropocene (literally the “era of humans”). This is the first era in the history of the world when human activities are profoundly modifying (and at present degrading) the entire system that maintains life on earth. This is a completely new challenge that has taken us by surprise.


Wealthy countries, which profit the most from exploiting natural resources, do not want to alter their standard of living. But they are the nations chiefly responsible for climate change and other scourges (such as the increase of illnesses related to climate change—malaria, for example, is spreading in new regions and at higher altitudes as minimum temperature increases) affecting the poorest populations—precisely the ones that have contributed the least to these upheavals. An Afghan produces two thousand five hundred times less CO2 than a Qatari and a thousand times less than an American. About the rising level of the oceans, the American magnate Stephen Forbes declared on Fox News: “To change what we do because something is going to happen in one hundred years is, I would say, profoundly weird.” Isn’t it actually a declaration like that that is absurd? The head of the largest meat company in the United States is even more openly cynical: “What matters,” he says, “is we sell our meat. What will happen in fifty years is none of our business.”


But it all concerns us, as well as our children, those close to us, and our descendants, along with all beings, human and animal, now and in the future. Concentrating our efforts solely on ourselves and our relatives, in the short term, is one of the regrettable manifestations of egocentrism.


If we continue to be obsessed with achieving growth, with consumption of natural resources increasing at its current exponential rate, we would need three planets by 2050. We don’t have them. In order to remain within the environmental safety zone in which humanity can continue to prosper, we need to curb our endless desire for “more.” “Voluntary simplicity” does not involve living in poverty, but in moderation. It also facilitates social justice and does not encourage the disproportionate concentration of resources in the hands of a few.


For many of us, the notion of “simplicity” evokes a privation, a narrowing of our possibilities and an impoverishment of existence. Experience shows, however, that a voluntary simplicity in no way entails a diminution of happiness, but on the contrary brings with it a better quality of life. Is it more enjoyable to spend a day with your chil-dren or friends, at home, in a park or outside in nature, or to spend it trotting from store to store? Is it more pleasant to enjoy the content-ment of a satisfied mind or constantly to want more—a more expen-sive car, brand-name clothes, or a more luxurious house?


The American psychologist Tim Kasser and his colleagues at the University of Rochester have highlighted the high cost of materialist values.8 Thanks to studies spread over twenty years, they have demonstrated that within a representative sample of the population, individuals who concentrated their existence on wealth, image, social status, and other materialistic, extrinsic values promoted by consumer society are less satisfied with their existence. Focused on themselves, they prefer competition to cooperation, contribute less to the general interest and are unconcerned with ecological matters. Their social ties are weakened and they have fewer real friends. They show less empathy and compassion for those who suffer and have a tendency to use others for their own ends. They are in less good health than the rest of the population. Excessive consumerism is closely linked to extreme self-centeredness and lack of empathy.9


Individualism, in its good aspects, can foster a spirit of initiative, creativity, and going beyond norms and old-fashioned and restrictive dogmas, but it can also very quickly degenerate into irresponsible selfishness and rampant narcissism, to the detriment of the well-being of all. Selfishness is at the heart of most of the problems we face today: the growing gap between rich and poor, the attitude of “everybody for himself,” which is only increasing, and indifference about the genera-tions to come.


THE NECESSITY FOR ALTRUISM



We need a unifying concept, an Ariadne thread that will allow us to find our way in this labyrinth of serious, complex preoccupations. Altruism is this thread that will allow us naturally to connect the three scales of time—short-, middle-, and long-term—by reconciling their demands.


Altruism is often presented as a supreme moral value in both religious and secular societies. It scarcely has a place, though, in a world entirely governed by competition and individualism. Some people, notably the philosopher Ayn Rand, even rise up against the ethics of altruism, which they perceive as a demand for sacrifice, and they advocate the virtues of selfishness.


In the contemporary world, though, altruism is more than ever a necessity, even an urgent one. It is also a natural manifestation of human kindness, for which we all have potential, despite multiple, often selfish, motivations that run through and sometimes dominate our minds.


What, in fact, are the benefits of altruism with respect to the major problems we have described? Let’s take a few examples. If each of us cultivated altruism more, that is, if we had more consideration for the well-being of others, financiers, for example, would not engage in wild speculation with the savings of small investors who have entrusted themselves to them, just to gather larger bonuses at year’s end. Financiers would not speculate on commodities—food, grain, water, and other resources vital to the survival of the poorest populations.


If they had more consideration for the quality of life of those around them, the ones who make decisions and other social agents would be concerned with the improvement of working conditions, family and social life, and many other aspects of existence. They would be led to acknowledge the divide that is growing ever wider between the poorest and those who represent 1% of the population but who control 25% of the wealth.10 Finally, they could open their eyes to the fate of the society itself from which they profit and on which they have built their fortunes.


If we evince more concern for others, we will all act with the view of remedying injustice, discrimination, and poverty. We would be led to reconsider the way we treat animals, reducing them to nothing but instruments of our blind domination which transforms them into products of consumption.


Finally, if we care about the fate of future generations, we will not blindly sacrifice their well-being to our ephemeral interests, leaving only a polluted, impoverished planet to those who come after us.


We would on the contrary try to promote a caring economy that would enhance reciprocal trust, and would respect the interests of others. We would envisage the possibility of a different economy, one that is now advocated by many modern economists,11 an economy that rests on the three pillars of true prosperity: nature, whose integrity we must preserve; human activities, which should flourish; and financial means, which ensure our survival and our reasonable material needs.12


Most classical economists have for too long based their theories on the hypothesis that people exclusively pursue selfish interests. This hypothesis is wrong, but it still comprises the foundation of contemporary economic systems based on the principle of free exchange theorized by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations. These same economists have argued against the necessity for each individual to attend to the well-being of others so that society can function harmoniously—a necessity clearly formulated, nevertheless, by the same Adam Smith in his Theory of Moral Sentiments.


Also forgetting the emphasis placed by Darwin on the importance of cooperation in nature, certain contemporary theories of evolution think that altruism makes sense only if it is proportional to the degree of biological kinship linking us to those who carry some part of our genes. We will see how new advances in the theory of evolution allow us to envisage the possibility of an extended altruism that transcends the ties of family and tribal proximity and emphasizes the fact that human beings are essentially “super-cooperators.”13


Contrary to what the avalanche of shocking news often presented in media headlines would have us think, many studies show that when a natural catastrophe or some other kind of tragedy occurs, mutual aid is more the rule than every-man-for-himself, sharing more common than pillaging, calm prevails more than panic, dedication more than indifference, courage more than cowardice.14


Furthermore, the experience of thousands of years of contemplative practices attests that individual transformation is possible. This age-old experience has now been corroborated by research in the neurosciences that has shown that any form of training—learning how to read or learning a musical instrument, for example—induces a restructuring in the brain at both the functional and structural levels. This is also what happens when one trains in developing altruistic love and compassion.


Recent studies by theoreticians of evolution15 stress the importance of the evolution of cultures: slower than individual changes but much faster than genetic changes. This evolution is cumulative and is transmitted over the course of generations by education and imitation.


That is not all. In fact, cultures and individuals continue to influence each other mutually. Individuals who grow up in a new culture are different, because their new habits transform their brain through neuroplasticity, and the expression of their genes through epigenetics. These individuals will, in turn, contribute to causing their culture and their institutions to evolve so that this process is repeated in every generation.


To recapitulate, altruism seems to be a determining factor of the quality of our existence, now and to come, and should not be relegated to the realm of noble utopian thinking maintained by a few big-hearted, naïve people. We must have the perspicacity to acknowledge this and the audacity to say it. But what is altruism? Does real altruism exist? How does it appear? Can one become more altruistic, and, if so, how? What are the obstacles to surmount? How can we build a more altruistic society and a better world? These are the main questions we will try to examine in this work.





I


WHAT IS ALTRUISM?


To live is to be useful to others.


                       —SENECA





1



THE NATURE OF ALTRUISM



SOME DEFINITIONS



Is altruism a motivation, a momentary state of mind that aims at accomplishing the good of others, or a disposition to care for others in a benevolent way, pointing to a more lasting character trait? Definitions abound and, sometimes, contradict each other. If we want to show that real altruism exists and help it spread throughout society, it is necessary to clarify the meaning of this term.


The word “altruism,” derived from the Latin alter, “other,” was used for the first time in the nineteenth century by Auguste Comte, one of the fathers of sociology and the founder of positivism. Altruism, according to Comte, implies “the elimination of selfish desire and of egocentrism, as well as leading a life devoted to the well-being of others.”1


The American philosopher Thomas Nagel explains that altruism is “a willingness to act in consideration of the interests of the other person, without the need of ulterior motive.”2 It is a rational determination to act stemming from “the direct influence of one person’s interest on the actions of another, simply because in itself the interest of the former provides the latter with a reason to act.”3


Other thinkers, confident in the potential for benevolence present in humans, go further and, like the American philosopher Stephen Post, define altruistic love as “unselfish delight in the well-being of others, and engagement in acts of care and service on their behalf. Unlimited love extends this love to all others without exception, in an enduring and constant way.”4 The agapē of Christianity is an unconditional love for other human beings, while altruistic love and compassion in Buddhism, maitri and karuna, extend to all sentient beings, humans and non-humans.


Some authors emphasize putting intentions into practice, while others think it is motivation that defines altruism. The psychologist Daniel Batson, who has devoted his career to the study of altruism, points out that “altruism is a motivational state with the ultimate goal of increasing another’s welfare.”5 He clearly distinguishes altruism as ultimate goal (my explicit aim is to accomplish others’ welfare) from altruism as means (I accomplish others’ welfare with a view to fulfilling my own well-being). In his eyes, for a motivation to be altruistic, the well-being of others must constitute a goal in itself.6




Among the other modes of altruism, goodness corresponds to a way of being that translates into actions as soon as circumstances allow; benevolence, from the Latin benevole, “to want the well-being [of the other],” is a favorable disposition toward others, accompanied by a desire to act upon that desire. Solicitude consists of caring in a lasting way and with vigilance about another’s fate: concerned about his situation, one is anxious to provide for his needs, promote his well-being, and remedy his suffering. Dedication consists of selflessly placing oneself in the service of persons or a cause beneficial to society. Kindness is a form of caring, warm-hearted consideration that is manifested in the way we behave toward others. Fraternity stems from the feeling of belonging to the great human family whose every representative is perceived as a brother or sister whose fate matters to us; fraternity also evokes the ideas of harmony, cohesion, and union. The feeling of solidarity with a more or less extensive group of people is born when all must confront together common challenges and obstacles. By extension, this feeling can be experienced for the most destitute, or for those who are affected by a catastrophe; it is the community of fate that unites us.






ACTION ALONE DOES NOT DEFINE ALTRUISM



In her book entitled The Heart of Altruism, Kristen Monroe, professor of political science and philosophy at the University of Irvine at California, suggests we reserve the term “altruism” for actions carried out for the well-being of others at the price of some risk for ourselves, without expecting anything in return. According to her, good intentions are indispensable for altruism, but they are not enough. One must act, and action must have a precise goal, that of contributing to the well-being of another.7


Monroe does acknowledge, however, that motivations for an action count more than their results.8 So it seems preferable to us not to restrict the use of the term altruism to external behavior, since actions do not in themselves allow us to know with certainty the motivation that inspired them. Just as the appearance of undesirable and unforeseen consequences does not call into question the altruistic nature of an action meant for the good of the other, so a hindrance to taking action, which is beyond the control of the one who wants to act, does not at all diminish the altruistic nature of his motivation.


Moreover, for Monroe, an action cannot be considered altruistic if it does not bear a risk and has no “cost,” however potential, for the one who performs it. In our opinion, an altruistic individual will indeed be ready to take risks to accomplish good for others, but the simple fact of taking risks for someone else is neither necessary nor sufficient to qualify as altruistic behavior. One can imagine an individual putting himself in danger to help someone with the idea of gaining his trust and drawing personal advantages from it sufficiently desirable to justify the perils encountered. What’s more, some people agree to court danger for purely selfish reasons—to seek glory, for instance, by carrying out a dangerous exploit. On the other hand, a behavior can be sincerely devoted to the good of the other, without bearing any notable risk whatever. The one who, moved by benevolence, gives away part of his wealth or devotes years to a charity organization helping people in need does not necessarily take a risk; but his behavior deserves to be qualified as altruistic, in our sense of it.



IT IS MOTIVATION THAT COLORS OUR ACTIONS



Our motivations, whether they are benevolent, malevolent or neutral, color our actions. One cannot distinguish altruistic behavior from selfish behavior, a lie meant to do good from another uttered to harm, by the sole appearance of actions. If a mother suddenly pushes her child to the side of the street to prevent it from being run over by a car, her action is violent only in appearance. If someone approaches you with a big smile and showers you with compliments with the sole aim of swindling you, his conduct may seem benevolent, but his intentions are obviously selfish.


Keeping in mind our limited ability to control outer events or anticipate the turn they will take in the long run, we cannot qualify an act as either altruistic or selfish on the basis of the simple observation of its immediate consequences. Giving drugs or a glass of alcohol to someone who is undergoing a detox cure, with the excuse that he is suffering from abstention symptoms, will no doubt provide him with much-appreciated temporary relief, but such an action will do him no good in the long run.


On the other hand, in every circumstance, it is possible for us to examine our motivations attentively and honestly, and to do our best to determine if they are selfish or altruistic. More often than not, we neglect to do so. It is also easy to misperceive our true motive. This is why Buddhist teachings emphasize the need to look again and again into the mirror of one’s mind to check our motivations.




In his book Altruism in Humans, Daniel Batson offers a set of criteria by which we can qualify our motivations as altruistic.9


Altruism requires a motivation: an instinctive reflex or automatic behavior cannot be qualified as either altruistic or selfish, whatever the beneficial or harmful consequences may be.


The difference between altruism and selfishness is qualitative: it is the quality of our motivation and not its intensity that determines its altruistic nature.


Various motivations, altruistic and selfish, can coexist in our minds, and create a motivational conflict when we simultaneously consider our interests and the other’s.


Moreover, we sometimes act in ways that benefit others for reasons that are neither altruistic nor selfish, especially out of a sense of duty or to respect the law.


Carrying thought into action may depend on various factors that are beyond our control. This alone does not fundamentally change the altruistic or selfish nature of our motivations.


Altruism does not require a personal sacrifice: it can even lead to personal benefits, provided that those benefits do not constitute the ultimate goal of our behavior, but are only secondary consequences of it.


In essence, altruism does indeed reside in the motivation that animates one’s behavior. Altruism can be regarded as authentic so long as the desire for the other’s welfare constitutes our ultimate goal, even if our motivation has not yet been transformed into actions.


By contrast, a selfish person considers others as instruments in the service of his own interests. He does not hesitate to neglect, or even to sacrifice, the good of the other when that turns out to be useful to reach his ends.





THE IMPORTANCE OF VALUING THE OTHER’S WELFARE



Valuing the other and being concerned about his situation are two essential components to altruism. When this attitude prevails in us, it manifests itself in the form of benevolence toward others, and it is translated into an open-mindedness and a willingness to take care of them.


When we observe that the other has a particular need or desire whose satisfaction will enable him to avoid suffering or to experience well-being, empathy first makes us become aware of this need. Then, concern for the other gives rise to a desire to help satisfy that need. On the other hand, if we grant little value to the other, we will be indifferent to him: we will ignore his needs; perhaps we will not even notice them.10


ALTRUISM DOES NOT REQUIRE “SACRIFICE”


The fact of experiencing joy in working for the good of others, or of coming away with unexpected benefits for oneself, does not, in itself, make an action selfish. Authentic altruism does not require that you suffer from helping others and does not lose its authenticity if it is accompanied by a feeling of profound satisfaction. What’s more, the very notion of sacrifice is relative: what seems a sacrifice to some is felt as a gain by others, as illustrated by the following story.


Sanjit “Bunker” Roy, with whom our humanitarian organization Karuna-Shechen collaborates, relates that at the age of twenty, as the son of a good family educated in one of the most prestigious schools in India, he was destined for a fine career. His mother already pictured him as a doctor, an engineer, or an official in the World Bank. That year, in 1965, a terrible famine broke out in the province of Bihar, one of the poorest states in India. Bunker, inspired by Jai Prakash Narayan, friend of Gandhi and a great Indian moral figure, decided to go with friends his age to see what was happening in the villages most affected. He returned a few weeks later, transformed, and told his mother he wanted to go live in a village. After a period of worried silence, his mother asked him: “And what are you going to do in a village?” Bunker replied: “To work as an unskilled laborer, digging wells.”


“My mother almost went into a coma,” Bunker says. The other members of the family tried to reassure her, saying: “Don’t worry, like all teenagers, he’s having his crisis of idealism. After toiling there for a few weeks, he’ll soon become disillusioned and will come home.”


But Bunker did not come home, and remained for four decades in villages. For six years, he dug three hundred wells with a pneumatic drill in the countryside of Rajasthan. His mother stopped talking to him for years. When he settled in the village of Tilonia, the local authorities didn’t understand either: “Are you running away from the police?”


“No.”


“Did you fail your exams?”


“No.”


“Were you unable to get a government job?”


“No.”


Someone of his social standing and with such a high level of education was out of place in a poor village.


Bunker realized he could do more than dig wells. He observed that the men who had completed their studies left for the cities and contributed nothing whatsoever to helping their villages. “Men are untrainable,” he proclaimed mischievously. It was better, he thought, to educate the women, especially the young grandmothers (aged 35–50) who had more free time than mothers with families. Even if they were illiterate, it was possible to train them so they could become “solar engineers,” able to make solar panels. And there was no risk of their leaving the village.


Bunker was ignored for a long time, then criticized by the local authorities and international organizations, including the World Bank. But he persevered and trained hundreds of illiterate grandmothers who supplied solar energy to almost a thousand villages in India and in many other countries. His activity is now supported by the Indian government and other organizations; it is cited as an example almost everywhere in the world. He has also come up with programs that use the ancestral know-how of farmers, especially ways to collect rainwater to fill tanks big enough to provide for the yearly needs of the villagers. Before, women had to walk several hours every day to bring back heavy jars of often polluted water. In Rajasthan, he founded the Barefoot College, in which even the teachers have no college degree but share their experience based on years of practice. Everyone lives very simply at the college, like Gandhi’s communities, and no one is paid more than 100 euros a month.


He has since reconciled with his family, who are now proud of him. So, for many years, what seemed to those close to Bunker to be an insane sacrifice has constituted for him a success that has filled him with enthusiasm and satisfaction. Far from discouraging him, the difficulties he encountered on his way have only stimulated his intelligence, his compassion, and his creative faculties. To this day, and for forty years, Bunker has led to fruition a multitude of remarkable projects in nearly sixty-seven countries. What’s more, his entire being radiates the calm contentment of a meaningful life.


To teach villagers in a lively way, Bunker and his collaborators organize representations featuring large papier-mâché marionettes. As a sly wink to those who used to look down on him, these marionettes are made from recycled reports of the World Bank. Bunker quotes Gandhi: “First they ignore you. Then they laugh at you. Then they fight you. Finally, you win.”


TEMPORARY MENTAL STATES AND LASTING DISPOSITIONS



For Daniel Batson, altruism is not so much a way of being as a motivating force directed toward a goal, a force that disappears when that goal is attained. Batson thus envisions altruism as a temporary mental state linked to the perception of a particular need in another person, rather than as a lasting disposition. He prefers to speak of altruism instead of altruists, since, at any time, a person can harbor in himself a mixture of motivations, some altruistic and some selfish. Personal interest can also enter into competition with the interest of others and create an internal conflict.


It seems legitimate, then, to speak also of altruistic or selfish dispositions according to the mental states that usually predominate in a person—all the stages between unconditional altruism and narrow-minded selfishness are conceivable. The Scottish philosopher Francis Hutcheson said about altruism that it was not “some few accidental motions of compassion, natural affection, or gratitude; but such a fixed humanity, the desire for the public good of all those to whom our influence can extend, a desire that regularly urges us to all acts of benevolence, and leads us to learn correctly the best way to serve the interests of humanity.”11 For his part, the American historian Philip Hallie states that “Goodness is not a doctrine or principle. It is a way of living.”12


This lasting internal disposition is accompanied by a particular view of the world. According to Kristen Monroe, “altruists simply have a different way of seeing things. Where the rest of us see a stranger, altruists see a fellow human being. While many disparate factors may contribute to the existence and development of what I identify as an altruistic perspective, it is the perspective itself that constitutes the heart of altruism.”13


The French psychologists Jean-François Deschamps and Rémi Finkelstein have also demonstrated the existence of a link between altruism regarded as a personal value and prosocial behavior, especially voluntary work.14


Further, our spontaneous reactions faced with unforeseeable circumstances reflect our deep-set dispositions and our degree of internal preparedness. Most of us will extend a hand to someone who has just fallen into the water. A psychopath or a person dominated by hatred might watch the unfortunate person drown without lifting a finger, even with a sadistic satisfaction.


Fundamentally, to the extent that altruism permeates our minds, it is expressed instantaneously when we are confronted with the needs of the other. As the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor wrote: “Much modern moral philosophy has focused on what it is right to do rather than the nature of the good life.”15 This view of things allows altruism to join a vaster perspective and lets us envisage the possibility of cultivating it as a way of being.
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EXTENDING ALTRUISM



Altruism is like rings in the water when you toss a pebble. At first the circles are very small, then they get larger, and finally they embrace the entire surface of the ocean.


—ALEXANDRE JOLLIEN1


For most of us, it is natural to feel benevolently inclined toward someone dear to us, or to anyone who is well-intentioned toward us. It seems a priori more difficult to extend that benevolence to many individuals, especially to those who treat us badly. But we have the ability, through reasoning and through mental training, to include them in the sphere of altruism by realizing that kindness and compassion are not simply “rewards” given for good behavior, but that their essential aim is to promote the happiness of beings and to remedy their suffering. I will discuss the methods suggested by Buddhism to this end. In doing this, my aim is not to urge the reader to adopt this spiritual way, but to emphasize the universal value of certain points emerging from the philosophy and practice of Buddhism. These qualities are part of what the Dalai Lama calls the promotion of human values or secular ethics, an ethics that is not opposed, in principle, to religions, yet depends on none of them.2


Altruism and compassion have the aim of spreading themselves as widely as possible. We must simply understand that our own well-being and the world’s cannot rest on indifference to the happiness of the other or on a refusal to care about the sufferings around us.



ALTRUISTIC LOVE, COMPASSION, AND EMPATHY



Buddhism defines altruistic love as “the wish that all beings find happiness and the causes of happiness.” By “happiness,” Buddhism means not just a temporary state of well-being or a pleasant sensation, but rather a way of being based on an array of qualities that include altruism, inner freedom, and inner strength, as well as an accurate view of reality.3 By “causes of happiness,” Buddhism is referring not merely to the immediate triggers of happiness, but to its profound roots, namely the pursuit of wisdom and a more accurate understanding of reality.


This altruistic wish is accompanied by a steady readiness and availability to others allied with the determination to do everything in our power to help each individual being to attain authentic happiness. On this point, Buddhism joins Aristotle, who wrote: “We may describe friendly feeling toward any one as wishing for him what you believe to be good things, not for your own sake but for his, and being inclined, so far as you can, to bring these things about.”4


It is not a question here of a simple dogmatic assertion that “suffering is evil”; it is taking into consideration the desire of every sentient being to escape suffering. A purely normative attitude, the aim of which would be to bring an end to suffering as an abstract entity, might involve a risk that one might be less attentive to the beings themselves and to their specific sufferings. That is why the Dalai Lama gives this advice: “We must use a real individual as the focus of our meditation, and then enhance our compassion and loving-kindness toward that person so that we can really experience compassion and loving-kindness toward others. We work on one person at a time. Otherwise, we might end up meditating on compassion for all in a very general sense, with no specific focus or power to our meditation.”5 What’s more, history has shown us that when one defines good and evil in a dogmatic way, all kinds of distortions become possible, from the Inquisition to totalitarian dictatorships. As my father, Jean-François Revel, often said: “Totalitarian regimes proclaim: ‘We know how to make you happy. You just have to follow our rules. However, if you disobey, we will regretfully have to eliminate you.’ ”6


Altruistic love is characterized by unconditional kindness toward all beings and is apt to be expressed at any time in favor of every being in particular. It permeates the mind and is expressed appropriately, according to the circumstances, to answer the needs of all.


Compassion is the form that altruistic love takes when it is confronted with others’ sufferings. Buddhism defines it as “the wish that all beings be freed from suffering and the causes of suffering” or, as the Buddhist teacher Bhante Henepola Gunaratana poetically writes: “Compassion is a melting of the heart at the thought of another’s suffering.”7 This aspiration should be followed by putting every method possible into action to remedy his torments.


Here again, the “causes of suffering” include not only the immediate and visible causes of suffering, but also the deep-seated causes of suffering, chief of which is ignorance. Ignorance here is understood as a mistaken understanding of reality leading us to have disturbing mental states like hatred and compulsive desire and to act under their influence. This kind of ignorance leads us to perpetuate the cycle of suffering and to turn our backs to lasting well-being.


Loving-kindness and compassion are the two faces of altruism. It is their object that distinguishes them: loving-kindness wants all beings to experience happiness, while compassion focuses on eradicating their suffering. Both should last as long as there are beings and as long as they are suffering.


We define empathy here as the ability to enter into affective resonance with the other’s feelings and to become cognitively aware of his situation. Empathy alerts us in particular to the nature and intensity of the sufferings experienced by the other. One could say that it catalyzes the transformation of altruistic love into compassion.


THE IMPORTANCE OF LUCIDITY



Altruism should be enlightened by lucidity and wisdom. It is not a question of inconsiderately gaining access to all the desires and whims of others. True love consists in combining unlimited benevolence with flawless discernment. Love thus defined should involve taking into account the full picture of each situation and asking oneself: “What will be the short-and long-term benefits and drawbacks of what I am about to do? Will my action affect a smaller or larger number of individuals?” Transcending all partiality, altruistic love should lucidly consider the best way to carry out the good of others. Impartiality demands that you not favor someone simply because you feel more sympathy for him than for some other person who is also in need, if not more so. How can we reconcile this unconditional and impartial love with the fact that we naturally have preferential relationships with certain people and that we are programmed genetically to show particular care for our kin and our friends? We may take the image of the sun. It shines over all people equally, with the same brightness and the same warmth in every direction. Yet, there are people who, for various reasons, are closer to it and receive more heat, but that privileged situation does not entail exclusion. It seems therefore possible to develop the kind of goodness that embraces all living beings while caring the best we can for those who fall within the sphere of our responsibilities.


REJOICING IN THE HAPPINESS OF OTHERS AND CULTIVATING IMPARTIALITY



To altruistic love and compassion, Buddhism adds joy when perceiving the happiness and good qualities of others as well as impartiality.


Rejoicing consists in feeling from the bottom of your heart a sincere joy at the accomplishments and qualities of others, toward those who work for the good of others, whose beneficial projects are crowned with success, those who have realized their aspirations at the cost of persistent efforts, and also those who possess multiple talents. This joy, appreciation, and celebration are accompanied by the wish that their happiness and qualities never diminish, but persist and increase. This ability to be pleased about the qualities of others also serves as an antidote to competitiveness, envy, and jealousy, all of which reflect an inability to rejoice in the happiness of others. Rejoicing also constitutes a remedy to a somber, despairing view of the world and humanity.


Impartiality is an essential component of altruism—the desire that beings find happiness and be free from suffering should not depend either on our personal attachments or on the way others treat us or behave toward us. Impartiality adopts the attitude of a kind, dedicated physician who rejoices when others are in good health and concerns himself with curing all sick people, whoever they are.


Altruism can be influenced by sentimentality and lead to attitudes of partiality. If, during a trip to a poor country, I meet a group of children and one of them seems nicer to me than the others, granting him any special treatment stems from a benevolent intention, but also testifies to a lack of fairness and perspicacity. It is possible that the other children present are more in need of my aid.


Similarly, if one is concerned about the fate of certain animals simply because they are “cute,” and if one remains indifferent to the suffering of those that are considered “ugly,” this is just a pretense of altruism, induced by prejudices and emotional preferences. Hence the importance of the notion of impartiality. According to Buddhism, altruism should be extended to all sentient beings, whatever their appearance, behavior, and degree of closeness to us.


Like the sun that shines equally over both the “good” and the “bad,” over a magnificent landscape as well as over a pile of trash, impartiality extends to all beings without distinction. When compassion thus conceived is directed at a person who is causing great harm to others, it does not consist of tolerating, or encouraging by inaction, his hatred and his harmful actions, but in regarding that person as gravely ill or stricken with madness, and wishing that he be freed from the ignorance and hostility that are in him. This does not mean that one will consider anyone who does not share one’s moral principles or deeply disagrees with them, as being ill. It refers to people whose views lead them to seriously harm others. In other words, it is not a matter of contemplating harmful actions with equanimity, even indifference, but of understanding that it is possible to eradicate their causes the way one can eliminate the causes of an illness.


The universal, impartial nature of extended altruism certainly does not create a diluted, abstract feeling, disconnected from beings and from reality. It does not prevent us from lucidly evaluating context and circumstances. Instead of being diluted by the multitude and diversity of beings, extended altruism is reinforced by their number and by the variety of their particular needs. It is applied pragmatically to every being who presents himself or herself in the field of our attention.


What’s more, it does not require that we achieve immediate success. No one can expect all beings to stop suffering overnight, as if by a miracle. The immensity of the task should be matched by the magnitude of one’s courage. Shantideva, a seventh-century Indian Buddhist master, says:


As long as space endures,


And as long as sentient beings exist,


May I, too, remain


To dispel the misery of the world.


One of the important aspects of altruistic love is courage. A true altruist is ready to move unhesitatingly and fearlessly toward others. Feelings of insecurity and fear are major obstacles to altruism. If we are affected by the slightest vexation, rebuff, criticism, or insult, we find ourselves weakened by it and think above all of protecting ourselves. The feeling of insecurity leads us to close in on ourselves and to keep our distance from others. To become more altruistic, we have to develop an inner strength that makes us confident in our inner resources that let us face the constantly changing circumstances of existence. Fortified with this confidence, we are ready to open ourselves up to others and to display altruism. That is why Buddhism talks about “courageous compassion.” Gandhi too said: “Love fears nothing and no one. It cuts through fear at its very root.”


EXPANDING ONE’S UNDERSTANDING OF OTHERS’ NEEDS



The more concerned one is by the fate of someone experiencing difficulties, the more the motivation to relieve his suffering is reinforced. But it is important to identify clearly and correctly the needs of the other and to understand what is truly necessary in order to be able to provide for his various degrees of well-being.8 According to Buddhism, the ultimate need of every living being is to be free of suffering in all its forms, including those that are not immediately visible and that stem from ignorance.


Recognizing the fact that this need is shared by all beings lets us extend altruism to both friends and enemies, to those close to us as well as to strangers, to human beings as well as to all other sentient beings. In the case of an enemy, for example, the need one takes into account is certainly not the accomplishment of his malevolent aims, but the necessity of uprooting the causes that engendered these aims.


FROM BIOLOGICAL ALTRUISM TO EXTENDED ALTRUISM



The Dalai Lama distinguishes two types of altruistic love: the first manifests spontaneously because of the biological dispositions that we have inherited from evolution. It reflects our instinct to take care of our children, those close to us, and more generally whoever treats us with kindness.


This natural altruism is innate and requires no training. Its most powerful form is parental love. Still, it remains limited and partial, for it usually depends on our links of parentage or the way we perceive others, favorably or unfavorably, as well as the way they treat us.


Solicitude toward a child, an elderly person, or a sick person is often born from our perception of their vulnerability and their need for protection. We indeed have the ability to be moved by the fate of children other than our own and people other than those close to us, but natural altruism is not easily extended to strangers, and even less so to our enemies. It is also fickle since it can disappear when a friend or a parent who until then had been well-disposed toward us changes their attitude and suddenly treats us with indifference, or even hostility.


Extended altruism, however, is impartial. In most people, it is not spontaneous and must be cultivated. “The social instinct, together with sympathy, is, like any other instinct, greatly strengthened by habit,”9 wrote Darwin. Whatever our point of departure, we all have the possibility of cultivating altruism and transcending the limits that restrict it to the circle of those close to us.


Instinctive altruism, acquired in the course of our evolution, especially the mother’s for her child, can serve as a basis for more extended altruism, even if that was not its initial function. This idea has been defended by a number of psychologists, like William McDougall, Daniel Batson, and Paul Ekman, and supported by some philosophers, including Elliott Sober and the evolutionary specialist David Sloan Wilson.10


This extension has two main stages: on one hand, one perceives the needs of a larger number of beings, especially those we had regarded till then as strangers or enemies. On the other hand, one learns to value a vaster totality of sentient beings, beyond the circle of those close to us, our social, ethnic, religious, or national groups, and even extends beyond the human species.11


It is interesting to note that Darwin not only envisaged this expansion, but also deemed it necessary, writing of “sympathy, which was originally acquired as part of the social instincts, but subsequently rendered, in the manner previously indicated, more tender and more widely diffused. Nor could we check our sympathy, even at the urging of hard reason, without deterioration in the noblest part of our nature.”12


This approach begins with the following realization: If I look deep inside myself, I want not to suffer. I do not wake up in the morning thinking: “May I suffer all day and, if possible, all my life.” When I have recognized this aspiration not to suffer within myself, what happens if I mentally project myself into the awareness of another being? Like me, he is perhaps under the sway of all kinds of torments and great mental confusion, but, like me, wouldn’t he too prefer, if possible, not to suffer? He shares my desire to escape suffering, and this wish is worthy of respect.


Unfortunately there are people who, lacking the conditions that would have allowed them to do well, turn to harming themselves willfully, self-mutilation, or acts of despair, going as far as suicide.13 Lack of love, of meaning, of confidence in oneself, and the absence of a clear direction in their lives weigh so heavily that it sometimes leads them to self-destruction. These extreme actions are a cry of despair, a call for help, a way of self-expression for those who do not know how to find happiness, or who have been prevented from doing so by the brutality of external conditions.


EMOTIONAL AND COGNITIVE ASPECTS OF ALTRUISM AND COMPASSION



Being moved by others’ suffering, feeling suffering oneself because they are suffering, being happy when they are happy and sad when they are afflicted—all these stem from emotional resonance.


On the other hand, discerning the immediate or long-lasting, superficial or profound, causes of others’ suffering and giving rise to the determination to alleviate them stem from wisdom and “cognitive” compassion. The latter is linked to the comprehension of the causes of suffering at various levels. For that reason, its dimension is vaster and its effects more extensive. These two aspects of altruism, affective and cognitive, are complementary and do not comprise two separate, airtight mental attitudes. In some people, at first altruism takes the form of an emotional experience that can subsequently transform into cognitive altruism when the person begins to analyze the causes of suffering. Altruism, however, remains limited if it is confined solely to its emotional component.


In fact, according to Buddhism, the fundamental cause of suffering is ignorance, the mental confusion that deforms reality and gives rise to an array of mental obscurations such as hatred, compulsive desire, jealousy, and pride. If we are solely interested in the secondary causes of suffering, that is in its visible manifestations, we will never be able to alleviate them completely. If a ship gets damaged, it is not enough to summon all hands to pump water out of the hold. It is absolutely necessary to plug the gap through which the water is rushing.


LOVE AND COMPASSION BASED ON DISCERNMENT



In order to extend altruism, it is therefore necessary to become aware of the various degrees of suffering. When the Buddha spoke of “identifying suffering,” he was not referring to the obvious sufferings of which we are so often witnesses or victims: illnesses, wars, famines, injustice, or the loss of someone dear to us. These sufferings, the ones that touch us directly (our relatives, ourselves) and indirectly (via the media or experiences we have lived through) and the sufferings stemming from socioeconomic injustice, discrimination, and war, are obvious to everyone. It is the latent causes of suffering that the Buddha wanted to bring to light, causes that might not manifest immediately in the form of difficult experiences, but that still constitute a constant source of suffering.


In fact, many of our sufferings are rooted in hatred, greed, selfishness, pride, jealousy, and other mental states that Buddhism groups under the term “mental poisons” because they literally poison our and others’ existences. According to the Buddha, the origin of these mental obscurations is ignorance. This ignorance does not stem from a simple lack of information, such as not knowing the names of all the trees in a forest, but from a distorted vision of reality and from a misunderstanding of the first causes of suffering. As the contemporary Tibetan master Chögyam Trungpa explains: “When we talk of ignorance, it has nothing to do with stupidity. In a way, ignorance is very intelligent, but it is an intelligence that works exclusively in one direction. That is, we react exclusively to our own projections instead of simply seeing what is there.”14


This fundamental ignorance is linked to a lack of comprehension of reality, that is, the true nature of things, free of the mental fabrications we superimpose upon it. These fabrications hollow out a gap between the way things appear to us and the way they are: we take as permanent what is ephemeral and as happiness what is usually a source of suffering—thirst for wealth, power, fame, and fleeting pleasures.


We perceive the external world as a totality of autonomous entities to which we attribute characteristics that seem to us to belong to them by their nature. Things appear to us as intrinsically “pleasant” or “unpleasant” and we rigidly divide people into “good” or “bad,” “friends” or “enemies,” as if these were characteristics inherent to people. The “self,” or the ego that perceives them, seems to us equally as real and concrete. This mistake gives rise to powerful reflexes of attachment and aversion and, as long as our mind remains obscured by this lack of discernment, it will fall under the sway of hatred, attachment, greed, jealousy, or pride, and suffering will always be ready to appear.


If we refer to Daniel Batson’s definition of altruism as a mental state linked to the perception of a particular need in the other, the ultimate need defined by Buddhism consists of dissipating the mistaken view of reality. It is in no way a question of imposing a particular dogmatic view of what is, but of providing the knowledge and the tools necessary to be able, through rigorous investigation, to bridge the gap that separates our perception of things from their true nature. This attitude consists, for example, of not taking as permanent what is by nature changeable, of not perceiving independent entities in what are only interdependent relationships, and in not imagining a unitary, autonomous, and constant “self” in what is nothing but an endlessly changing stream of experiences dependent on countless causes and conditions.


This attitude does not satisfy solely an intellectual curiosity; its aim is essentially therapeutic. Understanding interdependence notably allows us to destroy the illusory wall that our minds have raised between self and other. This makes obvious the mistaken foundations of pride, jealousy, and malevolence. Since all beings are interdependent, their happiness and their suffering concern us intimately. To want to build our happiness on others’ suffering is not only immoral, but unrealistic. Universal love and compassion are the direct consequences of a correct understanding of this interdependence.


So it is not necessary to feel emotionally the state of mind of others in order to nurture an altruistic attitude. On the other hand, it is indispensable to be aware of their desire to escape suffering, to learn to value it, and to be deeply concerned to carry out their profound aspirations. The more altruistic love and compassion are cognitive, the more amplitude they give to altruism, and the less they are affected by emotional obscurations like the empathic distress aroused by seeing others’ suffering. Instead of giving rise to benevolence, this perception of pain might lead one to retreat into oneself, or else might favor the development of a sentimentality that risks making altruism deviate into favoritism.




ADOPTING THE ATTITUDE OF THE PHYSICIAN


Extended altruism does not depend on the behavior of the people it is directed toward, since it operates at a more fundamental level. It manifests itself when we become fully aware of the fact that beings behave in a harmful way because they are under the sway of ignorance and the mental poisons that ignorance engenders. We are then able to move beyond our instinctive reactions faced with the behavior of malevolent people, since we understand that it does not differ in any way from the behavior of a mentally ill person attacking those around him: we then act like a physician. If a patient suffering from mental disturbances strikes the doctor examining him, the latter won’t hit back but, on the contrary, seek the best ways to cure him from his madness.


At first sight, it may seem incongruous to treat an enemy with kindness: “He wants to harm me, why should I wish him well?” But Buddhism’s reply is simple: “Because he doesn’t want to suffer either, because he too is under the sway of ignorance. Because this ignorance makes him harm others.” True altruism consists of wishing that the harm-doer become aware of his deviance and thus stop harming his fellow beings. This reaction, which is the opposite of the wish to avenge and punish by inflicting more suffering, is not a sign of weakness, but of wisdom.


Compassion does not exclude doing anything possible to prevent the other from continuing to harm. It does not prevent us from using all means available to put an end to the crimes of a bloodthirsty dictator, for example, but it is necessarily accompanied by the wish that hatred and cruelty vanish from his mind. In the absence of any other solution, it will not forbid recourse to force, provided this is not inspired by hatred, but by the necessity to prevent greater suffering.


Altruism does not consist in minimizing or tolerating the misdeeds of others, but in alleviating suffering in all its forms. The aim is to break the cycle of hatred. “If we practice an eye for an eye,” said Gandhi, “and a tooth for a tooth, soon the whole world will be blind and toothless.” More subtly, Shantideva wrote: “How many malicious people can I kill? They are everywhere and one can never come to an end of them. But if I kill hatred, I will overcome all my enemies.”15


“No matter how mean or hideous a man’s life is, the first thing is to understand him,”16 writes the American philosopher Alfie Kohn. Asbjorn Rachlew, the police officer who supervised the questioning of Anders Breivik, the fanatic mass murderer recently sentenced in Norway, declared: “We don’t bang our fists on the table, like in movies; instead we must let the person speak as much as possible, and do ‘active listening’, and at the end, we ask ‘what is your explanation for what you did?’ ”17 If we want to prevent the recurrence of evil, it is essential to grasp first why and how it can arise.






ALTRUISM IS NEITHER A REWARD NOR A MORAL JUDGMENT



The practice of altruistic love and compassion does not have the aim of rewarding good conduct, and its absence is not a penalty for punishing bad behavior. Altruism and compassion are not based on moral judgments, even if they certainly do not exclude those judgments. As French philosopher André Comte-Sponville writes, “We only need morality if we lack love.” Compassion in particular has the aim of eliminating all individual sufferings, whatever they may be, wherever they are, and whatever the causes might be. Considered in this way, altruism and compassion can be impartial and limitless.


THE POSSIBILITY OF BRINGING AN END TO THE SUFFERING OF BEINGS REINFORCES ALTRUISM



“One grows out of pity when it’s useless,”18 wrote Albert Camus. Powerless and distant pity becomes compassion, that is, an intense desire to free others from suffering, when one becomes aware of the possibility of eliminating this suffering and when one recognizes the ways to accomplish this aim. These various stages correspond to the Four Noble Truths stated by the Buddha during his first teaching, at the Deer Park in Sarnath, near Varanasi. The first Noble Truth is the truth of suffering which must be recognized for what it is, in all its forms, visible and subtle. The second is the truth of the causes of suffering, ignorance, which leads to anger, greed and many other mental obscurations. Since these mental poisons have causes that can be eliminated, the cessation of suffering—the third Noble Truth—is thus possible. The fourth Noble Truth is that of the path that transforms this possibility into a reality. This path is the process that puts into play all the methods allowing us to eliminate the fundamental causes of suffering.


Since ignorance is finally nothing more than an error, a distortion of reality, it is always possible to dissipate it. Mistaking a piece of rope for a snake in the twilight can give rise to fear, but as soon as you shed light on the rope and recognize its true nature, this fear has no reason to exist. Ignorance, then, is an adventitious phenomenon that does not affect the ultimate nature of things: it simply hides it from our comprehension. That is why knowledge is liberating. As we can read in the Ornament of Sutras: “Liberation is the exhaustion of delusion.”


If suffering were a fate linked to the human condition, worrying endlessly about it would only add uselessly to our torment. As the Dalai Lama said playfully: “If there is no remedy for suffering, think about it as little as possible, go to the beach and have a nice beer.” On the other hand, if the causes of our sufferings can be eliminated, it would be regrettable to ignore that possibility. As the Seventh Dalai Lama wrote in the eighteenth century:


If there is a way to free ourselves from suffering


We must use every moment to find it.


Only a fool wants to go on suffering.


Isn’t it sad to knowingly imbibe poison?19


Realization of the possibility of freeing oneself from suffering gives compassion an entirely different dimension that differentiates it from impotent pity. In a teaching given in Paris in 2003, the Dalai Lama gave the following example:




Imagine that from the cockpit of a small private plane flying at low altitude, you see a survivor from a shipwreck swimming in the middle of the Pacific Ocean: it is impossible for you to help him and there is no one nearby whom you could alert. If you think: “How sad!”, your pity is characterized by a feeling of powerlessness.


If, then, you see a small island that the survivor cannot see because of fog, but that he could reach if he swam in the right direction, your pity would transform into compassion: aware of the possibility of the unfortunate person surviving, you wish from the bottom of your heart that he will see this nearby island, and you will try by any means possible to point it out to him.





Authentic altruism rests, then, on understanding the various causes of suffering and on the conviction that everyone has the necessary potential to free oneself from it. Since it relies more on discernment than on the emotions, it does not necessarily show itself in a wise person by the intense emotions that usually accompany the expression of affective empathy. Further, it has the characteristic of being free from egocentric attachments based on concepts of subject and object regarded as autonomous entities. Finally, such altruism applies impartially to all beings.


Because of this, on the path of Buddhism, altruistic love and compassion lead to the unwavering determination to attain Enlightenment (the understanding of ultimate reality associated with freedom from ignorance and the mental afflictions) for the good of others. This courageous resolution, called bodhicitta, has two aims: Enlightenment and the good of others. One frees oneself of delusion in order to become capable of freeing others from the causes of suffering.


This view of things also leads to envisaging the possibility of cultivating altruism. We do have the ability to grow acquainted with new ways of thinking and with qualities already present in us in an embryonic state; we can only develop them through training. Contemplating the benefits of altruism encourages us to take this path. What’s more, understanding better the mechanisms of such a training allows us to realize more completely the potential for change that we have within ourselves.
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WHAT IS EMPATHY?


Empathy is a term more and more commonly used, both by scientists and in everyday language. It in fact covers several distinct mental states that we will try to pinpoint. The word “empathy” is a translation from the German word Einfühlung, which refers to the ability to “feel the other from within”; it was used for the first time by the German psychologist Robert Vischer in 1873 to designate the mental projection of oneself onto an external object—a house, a gnarled old tree, or a windswept hill—with which one subjectively associates.1 Later, the philosopher Theodor Lipps extended this notion to describe the feeling of an artist who projects himself by his imagination not only into an inanimate object but also into the experience lived by another person. He offered the following example to illustrate the meaning of the word: We participate intensely in a tightrope walker walking on his wire. We cannot prevent ourselves from entering into his body and mentally we take each step with him.2 What’s more, we add feelings of anxiety and vertigo from which the tightrope walker is very fortunately exempt.


Empathy can be set off by an affective perception of feeling for the other, or by cognitive imagination of his experience. In both cases, the person clearly makes the distinction between his own feeling and the other’s, unlike emotional contagion in which this differentiation is blurred.


Affective empathy occurs when we enter into resonance with the situation and feelings of another person, with the emotions that are shown by the person’s facial expressions, gaze, tone of voice, body language, and behavior.


The cognitive dimension of empathy is born by mentally evoking an experience lived by another person, either by imagining what the other person is feeling or the way the experience affects the person, or by imagining what we would feel in the same situation.


Empathy can lead to an altruistic motivation, but it can also, when we find ourselves confronted with another person’s suffering, give rise to a feeling of distress and avoidance that leads us to close in on ourselves or turn away from the sufferings we’re witnessing.


The meanings attributed by various thinkers and scientists to the word “empathy,” as well as to other similar concepts like sympathy and compassion, are manifold and can hence easily lead to confusion. Still, scientific research conducted since the 1970s and 1980s, notably by the psychologists Daniel Batson, Jack Dovidio, and Nancy Eisenberg, as well as, more recently, by the neuroscientists Jean Decety and Tania Singer, allow us to discern the nuances of this concept more clearly and to examine its relation to altruism.


ENTERING INTO RESONANCE WITH THE OTHER



Affective empathy consists, then, of entering into resonance with others’ feelings, joy as well as suffering. Inevitably our own emotions and mental projections mingle with our representation of others’ feelings, sometimes without our being able to distinguish between the two.


According to the psychologist Paul Ekman, eminent specialist in emotions, this empathic awareness occurs in two stages: we begin by recognizing how someone else feels, then we enter into resonance with the other person’s feelings.3 As Darwin showed in his The Expression of Emotions in Man and Animals, evolution has equipped us with the ability to read others’ emotions from their facial expressions, their tone of voice, and their body language.4 This process is distorted, however, by our own emotions and biases, which act as filters. It took some time before Darwin spoke passionately in favor of abolishing slavery. To do this he had to be deeply troubled by the way the slaves he had met during his voyages on the Beagle were treated. According to theories current in his time, whites and blacks had different origins; blacks were supposed to occupy an intermediate level between man and animal, and they were treated accordingly. It was only after being confronted with the fate of slaves and having felt their sufferings deep within himself that Darwin became an ardent advocate for abolishing slavery.


CONVERGENT AND DIVERGENT RESONANCES



Ekman distinguishes two types of affective resonance. The first is identical, or convergent resonance: I suffer when you suffer; I feel anger when I see you angry. If, for instance, your spouse comes home in a state because the boss was mean, you are indignant and you exclaim angrily, “How could he have treated you that way!”


In reactive or divergent resonance, instead of feeling the same emotion as your spouse and becoming angry, you distance yourself and, while still showing your concern, you say, “I’m so sorry you have to deal with such a jerk. What can I do for you? Would you like a cup of tea, or would you rather we go for a walk?” Your reaction goes along with your spouse’s emotions, but in a different emotional tone. Your calm, soothing concern allows you to help by defusing the feelings of anger and bitterness your spouse is feeling. In both cases, people appreciate the fact that you are concerned with their feelings.


On the other hand, if you don’t enter into resonance with your spouse’s feelings, you’ll say something like, “You had a tough time? Well, what about me! You’ll just have to get used to it,” which is not much comfort.


EMPATHY AND SYMPATHY



In everyday language, the word “sympathy” has preserved its etymological sense, stemming from the Greek sumpatheia, “natural affinity.” To feel sympathy for someone means you feel a certain affinity with that person, you feel in harmony with that person’s feelings, and you feel kindly toward that person.5 Sympathy opens us up to the other and breaks down the barriers that separate us from him or her. When we say to others, “You have all my sympathy,” that indicates that we understand the difficulties they are having and that we agree that their aspirations to free themselves are justified, or else that we show them our benevolent support.


But Darwin, and psychologists like Nancy Eisenberg,6 a pioneer in the study of altruism, define sympathy more precisely as altruistic concern or compassion for another person, a feeling that leads us to wish that others be happy or that their condition improve.


According to Nancy Eisenberg, we begin by feeling an emotional resonance generally associated with cognitive resonance, which makes us take into consideration the situation and viewpoint of the other. The memory of our own past experiences is added to these feelings to set off an interior mobilization. This entire process leads to a vicarious reaction to another’s fate. This reaction will depend notably on the intensity of our emotions and the way we control them. A reaction of aversion or avoidance can also occur.


Depending on the individual, these reactions will lead to sympathy and to altruistic prosocial behavior, or else to egocentric distress, which will be evinced either by a behavior of avoidance, or by a selfish prosocial reaction that leads us to come to others’ assistance mainly in order to calm our own anxiety.


The primatologist Frans de Waal regards sympathy as an active form of empathy: “Empathy is the process by which we gather information about someone else. Sympathy, in contrast, reflects concern about the other and a desire to improve the other’s situation.”7 Let’s try to pinpoint the relationships between empathy and altruism to see our way more clearly through all these definitions.


IS IT NECESSARY TO FEEL WHAT OTHERS FEEL IN ORDER TO SHOW ALTRUISM FOR THEM?


Entering into affective resonance with another can indeed help induce an altruistic attitude, but it is not at all necessary for me to feel what the other feels. Imagine I’m sitting on a plane next to a person terrified of air travel and obviously frozen in speechless unease. The weather is beautiful, the pilot is experienced, and even though I personally feel at ease, that does not prevent me from feeling and showing sincere concern for that person and trying to reassure him or her as best I can by a calm, warm presence. For my part, since I feel no anxiety, I am not disturbed by what the other feels, but I feel concern for the person and for what he or she is feeling. It is precisely this calm that allows me to soothe that person’s anxiety as much as possible and reassure him.


Similarly, if I know the person opposite me has a serious illness, even though the other person doesn’t yet know it or isn’t yet physically suffering from it, I can experience a powerful feeling of love and compassion. In this case, there is no question of feeling what the other feels, since the other is not yet suffering.


That said, imagining what the other is feeling by entering into affective resonance with him or her can certainly awaken in me a more intense compassion and a more active empathic concern, because I will have clearly become aware of the other’s needs through my personal experience. It is this ability to feel what the other is feeling that is lacking in those who feel indifferent about the fate of others, psychopaths in particular.


PUTTING ONESELF IN THE OTHER’S PLACE



Picturing oneself in the other’s place, imagining what their hopes and fears are, and regarding the situation from their point of view are, when one takes the trouble to act this way, powerful ways to feel empathy. To be concerned by the fate of others it is essential to consider their situation attentively, to adopt their point of view, and to realize what you would feel if you were in the same situation. As Jean-Jacques Rousseau noted: “The rich man has little compassion for the poor man, since he can’t imagine himself poor.”


It is in fact important to give a face to the suffering of the other: the other person is not an abstract entity, an object, a remote individual fundamentally separate from me. We sometimes hear about tragic situations that remain disembodied for us. Then we see images, bodies, facial expressions, we hear people’s voices, and everything changes. More than verbal appeals from humanitarian organizations, the emaciated faces and skeletal bodies of children in Biafra, broadcast by organizations and media all over the world, did more to mobilize nations and urge them to remedy the tragic famine that raged between 1968 and 1970.8 When we see people obviously suffering, no question arises: we value them and feel concerned by their fate.


An American teacher tells how, during the first years of the AIDS epidemic, when the illness bore the mark of shame, most students in his class showed a negative attitude toward people stricken with this illness. Some went so far as to say that they “deserved to die.” Others preferred to turn away from them, saying, “I want nothing to do with them.” But after the teacher showed a documentary about AIDS that gave a face to the sufferings of dying people, most of his students were shaken, and some had tears in their eyes.9


Many soldiers have related how, when they found in their dead enemy’s pockets or kit his identity papers and family photos, they suddenly visualized this man’s life and understood he was like them. In his novel All Quiet on the Western Front, inspired by what he himself lived through, Erich Maria Remarque describes the feelings of a young German soldier who has just killed an enemy with his own hands and now talks to his body:




You were only an idea to me before, an abstraction that lived in my mind and called forth its appropriate response. It was that abstraction I stabbed. But now, for the first time, I see you are a man like me. I thought of your hand-grenades, of your bayonet, of your rifle; now I see your wife and your face and our fellowship. Forgive me, comrade. We always see it too late. Why do they never tell us that you are poor devils like us, that your mothers are just as anxious as ours, and that we have the same fear of death, and the same dying and the same agony—Forgive me, comrade; how could you be my enemy?10





The American philosopher Charlie Dunbar Broad very correctly notes: “A large proportion of the cruelty which decent people applaud or tolerate is applauded or tolerated by them only because they are either too stupid to put themselves imaginatively into the position of the victims or because they deliberately refrain from doing so.”11


Is it necessary to reflect for a long time to picture the suffering of an adulterous woman mercilessly stoned, or the feelings of a man condemned to death, guilty or innocent, about to be executed, or the despair of a mother who sees her child dying? Do we have to wait for the other’s suffering to be imposed on us with such an intensity that we can no longer ignore it? Isn’t it this same blindness that leads to murder and war? Kafka wrote, “War is a monstrous lack of imagination.”


In my childhood, I lived for several years with one of my grandmothers who tended to spoil me, little boy that I was. When we were on vacation in Brittany, this sweet grandmother often spent her afternoons fishing on the quays of the harbor of Le Croisic, next to a group of old Breton ladies who wore the white lace headdress of the Bigoudens. It would never have occurred to me that all these charming ladies could take part in anything but an honorable activity. How could my grandmother have wished to harm anyone? The little wriggling fish she took out of the water looked like toys sparkling in the light. True, there was a difficult time when they suffocated in the wicker basket and their eyes became glassy, but I would quickly look away and preferred to watch the little cork that floated on the surface of the water, hoping it would go under again, sign of another catch. Obviously, I didn’t for an instant put myself in the fish’s place!


A few years later, when I was thirteen, a friend asked me pointblank: “What? You go fishing?” Her tone was both surprised and reproachful.


“You go fishing?” Suddenly, the scene appeared to me in all its reality: the fish pulled out of its vital element by a metal hook that pierced its mouth, “drowning” in air as we drown in water. To attract the fish to the hook, I had also pierced a living worm to make it into bait, thus sacrificing one life to sacrifice another more easily.


This sweet grandmother didn’t have a soft touch for everyone, then. Neither she nor I had till then taken the trouble to put ourselves in the other’s place. How could I have turned my thoughts for so long away from these sufferings? With a lump in my throat, I immediately gave up fishing, which was no more than a sinister pastime for me, and a few years later I became a vegetarian for the rest of my life.


I know that such concern for little fish may well seem excessive or laughable compared to the tragedies that devastate the lives of so many human beings all over the world, but it seems to me that it is important to understand that real compassion should not know any boundaries. If we lack compassion for certain sufferings and certain beings, we risk lacking compassion for all sufferings and all beings. We are more inclined to feel sympathy for people with whom we perceive the links they have in common with us, links that could be familial, ethnic, national, religious, or that simply reflect our affinities. Nevertheless, empathic concern should be extended to the point of becoming a resonance that is born from our shared humanity and from the fact that we share with all sentient beings the same aversion to suffering, even though they may experience suffering in ways that are different than ours.12


In everyday life, putting ourselves in the place of others and looking at things from their point of view is a necessity if we want to live in harmony with our fellows. Otherwise, we risk closing ourselves up in our mental fabrications which deform reality and give rise to useless torments. If I think the conductor on a subway train “is slamming the door in my face,” I am upset and demand, “why did he close it just for me? He could at least have let me through!” In that case, I’ve forgotten to adopt the conductor’s point of view, who sees nothing but a constant flow of anonymous passengers, and will inevitably have to close the doors in front of someone before starting the train moving.


THE VARIOUS FORMS OF EMPATHY: THE POINT OF VIEW OF THE HUMAN SCIENCES



The psychologist Daniel Batson has shown that the various meanings of the word “empathy” ultimately stem from two questions: “How can one know what another person is thinking and feeling?” and “What leads one person to respond with sensitivity and care to the suffering of another?”


Batson has enumerated eight different modalities of the term “empathy,” which are all linked yet do not constitute simply different aspects of the same phenomenon.13 After analyzing them, he came to the conclusion that only one of these forms, which he calls “empathic concern,” is both necessary and sufficient to engender an altruistic motivation.14


The first form, knowing another person’s internal state, can provide us with reasons for feeling concern for him or her, but is neither sufficient nor necessary to give rise to an altruistic motivation. One can in fact be aware of what someone is thinking or feeling, while still remaining indifferent to his or her fate.


The second form is motor and neural mimicry. Based on earlier works by Brothers, Damasio, and others, Preston and De Waal suggested a theoretical model for the neural mechanisms that underlie empathy and emotional contagion. According to these researchers, the fact of seeing someone in a given situation induces our neural system to adopt a similar state to the other’s, which leads to bodily and facial imitation accompanied by sensations similar to the other’s.15 This process of imitation by observation of physical behavior is also the basis for learning processes transmitted from one individual to another. According to the neuroscientist Tania Singer, Director at the Max Planck Institute for Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences in Leipzig, however, this model does not clearly distinguish empathy, in which one unambiguously establishes the difference between self and other, from mere emotional contagion, in which we confuse our own emotions with the emotions of the other. According to Batson, this process can contribute to engendering feelings of empathy, but is not enough to explain them. In fact, we do not systematically imitate others’ actions: we react intensely when we watch a soccer player score a goal, but we do not necessarily feel inclined to imitate or emotionally resonate with someone who is organizing his papers or eating a dish we do not like.


The third form, emotional resonance, allows us to feel what the other is feeling, whether that feeling is joy, sadness, or any other emotion.16 It is impossible for us to live through exactly the same experience as someone else, but we can feel similar emotions. Nothing can get us into a good mood better than watching a group of friends overjoyed at seeing each other; on the other hand, the spectacle of people prey to intense distress moves us, even makes tears well up in our eyes. Feeling approximately the other’s experiences can give rise to an altruistic motivation, but here again, this kind of emotion is neither indispensable nor sufficient.17 In certain cases, the fact of feeling the other’s emotion risks inhibiting our altruistic response. If, faced with a terrified person, we too begin to feel fear, we could grow more concerned with our own anxiety than with the other’s fate.18 What’s more, to engender such a motivation, it is enough to become aware of the other’s suffering, without it being necessary to suffer oneself.


The fourth form consists of intuiting or projecting oneself into another’s situation. This is the experience to which Theodor Lipps was referring when he used the word Einfühlung. However, in order to be concerned with the other’s fate, it is not necessary to picture all the details of his experience: it is enough to know he is suffering. Moreover, one risks being mistaken when imagining what the other is feeling.


The fifth form is imagining how another is thinking and feeling as clearly as possible according to what he tells you, what you observe, and your knowledge of that person, his values, and his aspirations. Still, the simple fact of imagining the other’s interior state does not guarantee the emergence of an altruistic motivation.19 A calculating and ill-intentioned person can use knowledge of your interior state to manipulate you and harm you.


The sixth form consists in imagining how one would think and feel in the other’s place with one’s own nature, aspirations, and view of the world. If one of your friends is a great opera lover or rock fan and you can’t bear that kind of music, you can indeed imagine him feeling pleasure and you can be happy about that, but if you yourself were in the first row, you’d feel nothing but irritation. That’s why George Bernard Shaw wrote, “Do not do unto others as you would have them done unto you. They may have different tastes.”


The seventh form is the empathic distress one feels when one witnesses another’s suffering or when it is spoken of. This form of empathy runs more of a risk of resulting in avoidance behavior than in an altruistic attitude. In fact, it does not involve feeling distress for the other or putting oneself in place of the other, but a feeling of anxiety provoked by the other.20


Such a feeling of distress will not necessarily lead to a reaction of concern for the other or a response appropriate to the other’s suffering, especially if we can diminish our anxiety by turning our attention away from the suffering we see being experienced.


Some people can’t bear seeing upsetting images. They prefer to look away from these representations that make them feel bad, rather than confronting their reality. Choosing a physical or psychological way out is hardly useful to victims, and it would be better to become fully aware of the facts and to act with a view to remedying them.


Thus, when the French philosopher Myriam Revault d’Allonnes writes, “It’s in order not to suffer myself that I want the other not to suffer, and I am interested in the other out of love for myself . . . compassion is not an altruistic feeling,”21 she is describing empathic distress and not compassion in the sense we mean in this book, namely a state of mind that stems directly from altruistic love and is manifest when that love confronts suffering. True compassion is centered on the other and not on oneself.


When we are mainly concerned with ourselves, we become vulnerable to everything that can affect us. Trapped in this state of mind, egocentric contemplation of the suffering of others undermines our courage; it is felt as a burden that only increases our distress. In the case of compassion, on the other hand, altruistic contemplation of others’ suffering greatly increases our courage, our readiness, and our determination to remedy these torments.


If resonance with others’ suffering leads to personal distress, we should redirect our attention to the other and revive our capacity for kindness and altruistic love. To illustrate this, I would like to relate the following story, which a psychologist friend told me.




In Nepal one day a young woman, Sita, came to consult me because her sister had just killed herself by hanging. She was haunted by guilt at not having been able to prevent such an action, obsessed with images of her sister, whom she sought everywhere in crowds and for whom she waited at night. Unable to concentrate, she cried all day long and, when she ran out of tears, she was plunged into a prostration from which it was difficult to emerge. During one of our sessions, she looked me straight in the eyes; she was the embodiment of suffering. She said to me point-blank: “Do you know what it’s like to lose a sister like that? I’ll never get over it; ever since I was born, we shared the same bedroom, we did everything together. I wasn’t able to hold her back.”


I took her hand and, faced with the unbearable intensity of her suffering, I felt caught off-guard. I remembered the suicide of my sixteen-year-old first cousin and I had to make a huge effort to get control of myself so as not to break out crying too. I was overwhelmed by a conscious emotional resonance. And I knew that if I cried with Sita, I couldn’t help her. I waited for a bit, holding her hands in mine, I asked her to cry her fill and to breathe slowly. I did the same to calm my own emotions. I was aware of being filled with the onslaught of her despair. I managed to calm down, to look at her, Sita, to stop thinking about my own pounding heart, my eyes that were misting over with tears, and to erase the memories of my cousin.


Finally, when the emotional crisis had diminished and I felt that Sita was slowly emerging from the sway of traumatic images, I simply said to her, “I understand your sorrow; I really understand it. But, you know, you’re not alone.” I waited a while to see if she was listening to me, before continuing: “I too lost a cousin almost at the same age as you. I know how painful it is. But I understood and accepted the fact that I couldn’t do anything at that time. That it wasn’t my fault. And that one can get over this pain.” She suddenly raised her head to look me again straight in the eyes, to see if I was telling the truth, and also to check if it was really possible to get over such a shock. To my great surprise, she stood up and hugged me, murmuring, “I’ll try. Thank you.”





In the first part of the consultation, the therapist was clearly under the sway of empathic distress. For a few minutes, even though she felt compassion, she was powerless to help her patient, so much did she share and project her emotions. It was only when she got hold of herself by re-centering on the other and her pain that she was able to find words that could help her get over her suffering.


The eighth form, empathic concern, consists of becoming aware of the other’s needs and then feeling a sincere desire to come to his or her aid. According to Daniel Batson,22 only this empathic concern is a response directed toward the other—and not toward oneself—an answer that is both necessary and sufficient to result in an altruistic motivation. In fact, faced with people’s distress, the essential thing is to adopt the attitude that will bring them the greatest comfort, and to decide on the most appropriate action to remedy their sufferings.


Daniel Batson concludes that the first six forms of empathy can each contribute to engendering an altruistic motivation, but that none of them guarantees the emergence of such a motivation, no more than they constitute indispensable conditions. The seventh, empathic distress, goes clearly against altruism. Only the last, empathic concern, is both necessary and sufficient to make an altruistic motivation arise in our mind and urge us to action.


PITY AND COMPASSION



Pity is an egocentric, often condescending, feeling of commiseration, which in no way testifies to an altruistic motivation. One might give alms, for instance, full of a feeling of superiority. As an African proverb says, “The hand that gives is always higher than the hand that receives.” The Swiss philosopher Alexandre Jollien is more precise: “In pity, there is a humiliation for the one receiving. Altruism and compassion stem from equality, without humiliating the other.” Paraphrasing Spinoza, Alexandre adds, “In pity, sadness comes first. I am sad that the other is suffering, but I don’t really love him. In compassion, love comes first.”23


The novelist Stefan Zweig had also grasped the difference between the two when he wrote, “There are two kinds of pity. One, the weak and sentimental kind, which is really no more than the heart’s impatience to be rid as quickly as possible of the painful emotion aroused by the sight of another’s unhappiness . . . ; and the other, the only kind that counts, the unsentimental but creative kind, which knows what it is about and is determined to hold out, in patience and forbearance, to the very limit of its strength and even beyond.”24 That sentimental pity is like the empathic distress described above.


THE POINT OF VIEW OF THE NEUROSCIENCES: EMOTIONAL CONTAGION, EMPATHY, AND COMPASSION



Slightly different nomenclature and analysis were proposed by the neuroscientist Tania Singer and the philosopher Frédérique de Vignemont. Basing their findings on studies of the brain, they distinguished three states: emotional contagion, empathy, and compassion.25 For them, these three affective states differ from a cognitive representation that consists of imagining the other’s thoughts and intentions and adopting the other’s subjective perspective, without, however, entering into affective resonance with the other.26


Singer and Vignemont define empathy as (1) an affective state (2) similar (isomorphic in scientific language) to the other’s affective state (3) produced by the observation or imagination of the other’s affective state which involves (4) an awareness that it is indeed the other who is the source of our own affective state.27 Such an approach to empathy is not basically different from the one proposed by Daniel Batson, but it helps us explore further the modes of this complex mental state.


An essential characteristic of empathy is entry into affective resonance with the other, while making a clear distinction between self and other: I know my feeling comes from the other, but I am not confusing my feeling with that of the other. It turns out that people who have difficulty clearly distinguishing their emotions from another’s can easily be submerged by emotional contagion and, because of this, do not reach empathy, which is the next stage.


The intensity, the clarity, and the quality—positive or negative—of the emotion expressed by the other, as well as the existence of affective ties with the person suffering, can have a great influence on the intensity of the empathic response of the observer.28 Resemblances and the degree of closeness between the protagonists, precise evaluation of the other’s needs,29 and the attitude of the person suffering toward the one who perceives the suffering (the fact, for example, that the person suffering is angry with the interlocutor) constitute just so many factors that will modulate the intensity of empathy.


The characteristics of the person who feels empathy will also have an influence. If, for example, I am not subject to vertigo, I will have trouble entering into empathic resonance with a person who is prey to that distress, but that will not prevent me from being aware of the fact that the other needs help or comfort.


Context will also be a factor. If I think, for instance, that someone’s joy is inappropriate, or even completely out of place (in the case of someone who is gloating over an act of revenge, for example), I will not enter into affective resonance with that person.30


In the case of emotional contagion, I automatically feel the other’s emotion without knowing that he or she is the one who provoked it, and without being really aware of what is happening to me. Depending on the case, the diameter of my pupils changes, my heart slows down or speeds up, or I look right and left anxiously, without being aware of these physical manifestations. As soon as I think, “I am anxious because he is anxious,” this is no longer emotional contagion but empathy, or conscious affective resonance.


Emotional contagion, distress, for example, exists in animals and young children. Thus, a baby starts crying when it hears another baby crying; but that does not necessarily mean they feel empathy, or that they are concerned with each other. We would have to know if they can make the distinction between themselves and others, which is not easy to determine, since we can’t ask them. Among young children, the first signs of distinction between self and other, as well as the first signs of empathy, appear between eighteen and twenty-four months.


Compassion is here defined by Tania Singer and her colleagues as the altruistic motivation to intervene in favor of someone who is suffering or is in need. It is thus a profound awareness of the other’s suffering, coupled with the desire to relieve it and do something for the other’s benefit. Compassion, then, implies a warm, sincere feeling of concern, but does not require that one feel the other’s suffering, as is the case for empathy.31


Olga Klimecki, who was then a researcher in Tania Singer’s laboratory, summarizes the researchers’ point of view this way: In the affective dimension, I feel something for you; in the cognitive dimension, I understand you; and in the motivational dimension, I want to help you.32


To illustrate these different mental states, let’s take the example of a woman whose husband is terrified by airplane travel and let’s consider the various reactions this woman can have toward him.


1. She is seated next to her husband. As he begins breathing more quickly, without her becoming really aware of it, her breathing accelerates and she becomes more agitated. This is emotional contagion. In fact, if someone asks her how she’s feeling, she could reply, “Fine,” or, at most: “I don’t know why, but I don’t feel very relaxed.” If you measure her heart rate, the dilation of her pupils, or other physiological parameters, you will observe the presence of signs of anxiety. Under the sway of emotional contagion, this woman is not aware of the other’s feelings and has only a confused perception of her own.


2. She realizes she is concerned and is moved by the fact that her husband is very anxious. She is now feeling empathy for him. She herself feels a certain unease; she feels her breathing and pulse accelerate. She is aware of feeling distress because her husband is prey to this emotion. There is no confusion between her and him. She is entering into affective resonance with him, but will not necessarily try to help him. These are the characteristics of empathy. This has not yet given rise to an altruistic motivation.


3. She is not anxious; she feels rather a warm sensation of care and a motivation to do something to relieve his torment. She thinks, “I’m fine, but my husband is upset. What can I do so he won’t be so affected? I’ll take his hand and try to calm and comfort him.” This, according to Tania Singer, is compassion.


4. When the perspective is purely cognitive, the affective component is absent. The woman is functioning only in a conceptual way. She says to herself, “I know my husband is afraid on planes. I have to take care of him and be attentive to him.” She feels neither anxiety nor warmth. She just has a mental schema that reminds her that people who have phobias on plane trips don’t feel well and deduces that that is her husband’s case, and she takes his hand, thinking it will help him.


The researches of Tania Singer and her team have shown that empathy, compassion, and cognitive awareness all rest on different neural bases and thus correspond to clearly distinct mental states.33


THE BENEFITS OF EMPATHY



Neuroscientists think that empathy has two important advantages. First of all, compared to the cognitive approach, affective empathy probably offers a more direct and more precise path to predict another’s behavior. It has actually been observed that the fact of sharing similar emotions with someone else activates in us reactions that are better adapted to what the other feels and to the other’s needs.


Secondly, empathy allows us to acquire useful knowledge about our environment. If, for example, I see someone suffering from being burnt by touching a machine, the fact of entering into affective resonance with the victim gives me a feeling of aversion to that machine, without myself having to undergo the painful experience of being burned. Empathy is thus an effective tool to assess the world around me, through another’s experience. Finally, empathy is also a precious tool of communication with the other.34


WHAT MENTAL STATE LEADS TO ALTRUISM?


We have seen that among the eight types of empathy listed by Daniel Batson, only empathic concern was necessary and sufficient to engender an altruistic motivation. What about the categories outlined by Tania Singer and her neuroscientist colleagues?


Emotional contagion can serve as a precursor to empathy but, in itself, it does not help to engender an altruistic motivation since it is accompanied by a confusion between self and other. It can even constitute an obstacle to altruism—if one is overwhelmed by this emotional contagion and disoriented, one is concerned only about oneself.


Empathy, or affective resonance, is also neutral a priori. According to the circumstance and the individual, it can transform into concern and give rise to the desire to provide for another’s needs. But empathy can also provoke a distress that focuses our attention on ourselves and diverts us from the other’s needs. For this last reason, empathy is not enough in itself to engender altruism.


The cognitive approach, on the other hand, can constitute a step toward altruism but, like empathy, it is neither necessary nor sufficient for the genesis of an altruistic motivation. It may even engender completely selfish behavior, as in the case of psychopaths who feel neither empathy nor compassion, but are expert in guessing others’ thoughts and use this ability in order to manipulate them.


There remains compassion whose essence is an altruistic motivation, necessary and sufficient so that we will desire the good of the other and will give rise to the wish to accomplish it by taking action. Compassion is awareness of the other’s situation, and is accompanied by the wish to relieve suffering and to procure the other’s happiness. Finally, it is not distorted by confusion between the emotions felt by the other and our own.


Thus the importance of compassion for all suffering beings is emphasized by psychologists, who speak of empathic concern, by neuroscientists, and by Buddhism, where it occupies a central place.
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FROM EMPATHY TO COMPASSION IN A NEUROSCIENCE LABORATORY



In 2007, along with Tania Singer, I was in Rainer Goebel’s neuroscience laboratory in Maastricht, as a collaborator and guinea pig in a research program on empathy. Tania would ask me to give rise to a powerful feeling of empathy by imagining people affected by great suffering. Tania was using a new fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) technique used by Goebel. It has the advantage of following the changes of activity of the brain in real time (fMRI-rt), whereas data usually cannot be analyzed until later on. According to the protocol of this kind of experiment, the meditator, myself in this case, must alternate twenty or so times between periods when he or she engenders a particular mental state, here empathy, with moments when he relaxes his mind in a neutral state, without thinking of anything in particular or applying any method of meditation.


During a pause, after a first series of periods of meditation, Tania asked me: “What are you doing? It doesn’t look at all like what we usually observe when people feel empathy for someone else’s suffering.” I explained that I had meditated on unconditional compassion, trying to feel a powerful feeling of love and kindness for people who were suffering, but also for all sentient beings.


In fact, complete analysis of the data, carried out subsequently, confirmed that the cerebral networks activated by meditation on compassion were very different from those linked to empathy, which Tania had been studying for years. In the previous studies, people who were not trained in meditation observed a person who was seated near the scanner and received painful electric shocks in the hand. These researchers noted that a part of the brain associated with pain is activated in subjects who observe someone suffering. They suffer when they see another’s suffering. More precisely, two areas of the brain, the anterior insula and the cingulate cortex, are strongly activated during that empathic reaction, and their activity correlates to a negative affective experience of pain.1


When I engaged in meditation on altruistic love and compassion, Tania noted that the cerebral networks activated were very different. In particular, the network linked to negative emotions and distress was not activated during meditation on compassion, while certain cerebral areas traditionally associated with positive emotions, with the feeling of affiliation and maternal love, for instance, were.2


ONLY EMPATHY GETS FATIGUED, NOT COMPASSION



From this initial experiment was conceived the project to explore these differences in order to distinguish more clearly between empathic resonance with another’s pain and compassion experienced for that suffering. We also knew that empathic resonance with pain can lead, when it is repeated many times, to emotional exhaustion and distress. It affects people who emotionally collapse when the worry, stress, or pressure they have to face in their professional lives affect them so much that they become unable to continue their activities. Burnout affects people confronted daily with others’ sufferings, especially health care and social workers. In the United States, a study has shown that 60% of the medical profession suffers or has suffered from burnout, and that a third has been affected to the point of having to suspend their activities temporarily.3


Over the course of discussions with Tania and her collaborators, we noted that compassion and altruistic love were associated with positive emotions. So we arrived at the idea that burnout was in fact a kind of “empathy fatigue” and not “compassion fatigue.” The latter, in fact, far from leading to distress and discouragement, reinforces our strength of mind, our inner balance, and our courageous, loving determination to help those who suffer. In essence, from our point of view, love and compassion do not get exhausted and do not make us weary or worn out, but on the contrary help us surmount fatigue and rectify it when it occurs.4


When a Buddhist meditator trains in compassion, she or he begins by reflecting on the sufferings that afflict living beings and on the causes of these sufferings. To do this, the meditator imagines these different forms of distress as realistically as possible, until they become unbearable. This empathic approach has the aim of engendering a profound aspiration to remedy these sufferings. But since this simple desire is not enough, one must cultivate the determination to put everything to work to relieve them. The meditator is led to reflect on the profound causes of suffering, such as ignorance, which distorts one’s perception of reality, or the mental poisons, which are hatred, attachment-desire, and jealousy, which constantly engender more suffering. The process then leads to an increased readiness and desire to act for the good of others.


This training in compassion goes hand in hand with training in altruistic love. To cultivate this love, the meditator begins by imagining someone close to him or her, toward whom he or she feels limitless kindness. The meditator then tries little by little to extend this same kindness to all beings, like a shining sun that illuminates without distinction everything in its path.


These three dimensions—love of the other, empathy (which is resonance with another’s suffering), and compassion—are naturally linked. When altruistic love encounters suffering it manifests as compassion. This transformation is triggered by empathy, which alerts us to the fact that the other is suffering. One may say that when altruistic love passes through the prism of empathy, it becomes compassion.


THE MEDITATOR’S POINT OF VIEW



Let’s return to the experiment: the first session the next morning was devoted to empathy. This involved engendering as intensely as possible a feeling of empathy for the suffering of another person, a close relative for instance. The idea was to concentrate exclusively on empathy, without making altruistic love or compassion come into play, and to keep them from manifesting spontaneously. By isolating empathy in this way, we hoped to distinguish it more clearly from compassion and identify more precisely the specific areas of the brain it activates.


During the meditation, I concentrated the best I could in order to engender the chosen mental state—empathy—to make it as clear, stable, and intense as possible. I would revive it if it weakened, and give rise to it again if a distraction had temporarily dissipated it. During the session, which lasted about an hour and a half, the periods of meditation, which lasted around a minute, alternated with thirty-second periods of rest.


On that day, the subject of meditation on empathy had been provided for me by a disturbing BBC documentary I had seen the night before. It was about the living conditions of physically and mentally handicapped children in a Romanian hospital; although the children were fed and washed daily, they were practically abandoned to their fate. Most of them were horribly thin. One was so frail he had broken his leg just by walking. The nurse’s aides were content to attach a makeshift splint to his leg and left him on his pallet. When the children were washed, most of them groaned in pain. Another child, also skeletal, was sitting on the ground in the corner of a bare room, vaguely nodding his head, his eyes empty. They all seemed so lost in their powerless resignation that they didn’t even raise their eyes to the aides when they came toward them. Every month, several children died.


I also imagined a person close to me who had been terribly injured in a car accident, lying in his blood by the side of a road at night, far from help; disgust at this bloody spectacle became mingled with my distress.


So, for almost an hour, alternating with brief neutral periods, I pictured as intensely as possible these nameless sufferings. Entering into resonance with this pain soon became intolerable. In my mind, I did not know how to engage with these children and felt rather powerless. Merely an hour of intense feeling of empathy dissociated from love and compassion had led me to burnout.


I then heard Tania say to me in the earphones that if I was ready to do one more session in the scanner, we could move right away onto meditation on compassion, which had been scheduled for the afternoon.


I agreed enthusiastically, so intensely did I feel how much love and compassion were lacking from empathy experienced on its own. Scarcely had I shifted the orientation of my meditation to love and compassion before my mental landscape transformed completely. The images of the children’s suffering were still just as present and strong, but instead of creating in me a feeling of distress and powerlessness that was hard to bear, I now felt a profound, heart-warming courage linked to limitless love for these children.


Meditating now on compassion, I felt like I had opened a gate loosing floods of love that permeated the suffering of these children. Each atom of suffering was replaced by an atom of love. The distance that separated me from them was erased. Instead of not knowing how to approach the fragile child groaning at the slightest contact, or that blood-soaked person, I now mentally took them in my arms, bathing them with tenderness and affection. And I was convinced that, in a real life situation, I could have surrounded these children with a tenderness that couldn’t fail to bring them comfort.


Some people will object that there is nothing altruistic in all that and that the meditator is only benefiting himself by relieving his distress. My first reply to that would be that there is no harm in the meditator freeing himself from symptoms of distress, which can have a paralyzing effect and risk re-centering his concerns on himself, to the detriment of the attentive presence he could offer to the one suffering. Then, and this is the most important point, emotions and mental states undeniably have a contagious effect. If someone who is in the presence of a suffering person feels an overwhelming distress, that can only aggravate the mental discomfort of the person suffering. On the other hand, if the person who comes to help is radiating kindness and gives off a peaceful calm, and can be attentive to the other, there is no doubt that the patient will be comforted by this attitude. Finally, the person who feels compassion and kindness can develop the strength of mind and desire to come to the aid of the other. Compassion and altruistic love have a warm, loving, and positive aspect that “stand alone” empathy for the suffering of the other does not have.


To return to my personal experiment, while I observed that meditation on empathy came up against a limit, that of burnout, on the contrary it seemed to me that one could not tire of love or compassion. In fact, these states of mind both fed my courage instead of undermining it, and reinforced my determination to help others without increasing my distress. I continued to be confronted with suffering, but love and compassion conferred a constructive quality to my way of approaching others’ sufferings, and amplified my inclination and determination to come to their aid. So it was clear, from my perspective, that if there was an “empathy fatigue” leading to the syndrome of emotional exhaustion, there was no fatigue of love and compassion.


Once the data were fully analyzed, Tania explained that the reversals in my experience were accompanied by significant modifications of activity in specific zones of my brain. These modifications had principally affected the anterior insula and the anterior cingulate cortex associated with empathy. The team saw in particular that, when I moved on to compassion, certain regions of the brain usually stimulated by positive emotions were more activated than when I remained in empathy. These studies are continuing today and scientific publications are coming out.5


By combining a precise introspective investigation with an analysis of data provided by the scanner, the “first person” experience—the experience of the meditator—is joined instructively with the “third person” experience, that of the researcher. Here we can appreciate the benefits of such collaboration between seasoned meditators and scientists for research.


Tania Singer and her colleagues have since undertaken a longitudinal study,6 a project dubbed “ReSource,” which aims at training a group of novice volunteers over the course of a year in different cognitive and socio-affective faculties crucial for the development of prosocial motivation and compassion.7


Before engaging in such a far-reaching project, the researchers carried out a week-long training program with novice subjects who practiced meditations on altruistic love and on empathy. This preliminary study has already shown that, among most people, empathy felt when faced with another’s suffering is correlated with entirely negative feelings—pain, distress, anxiety, discouragement. The neural signature of empathy is similar to that of negative emotions. Generally, we know that the neural networks involved in empathy for another’s pain (the anterior insula and the cingulate cortex) are also activated when we ourselves feel pain.


Tania Singer and her colleagues divided subjects into two groups. One meditated on love and compassion, while the other worked only on empathy. The first results showed that after a week of meditations oriented toward altruistic love and compassion, novice subjects perceived in a much more positive and benevolent way video clips showing suffering people. “Positive” does not in any way mean here that the observers regarded the suffering as acceptable, but that they reacted to it with constructive mental states, like courage, motherly love, determination to find a way to help, and not “negative” mental states, which instead engender distress, aversion, discouragement, and avoidance.8


Furthermore, empathy stops being systematically correlated with a negative and disturbing perception of others’ suffering. This change is attributed to the fact that these subjects were trained in feeling benevolence toward others in all situations. They were thus able to approach a difficult situation with love and compassion, and to show resilience when faced with others’ pain. Resilience is defined as the ability of a patient to live through and overcome a traumatic or challenging situation by summoning his or her inner resources. It is also the observer’s ability to overcome his or her initial feeling of distress and to substitute for it active benevolence and compassion. Data measuring the cerebral activity of these novice subjects also showed that the neural network of feelings of affiliation and compassion is activated, which is not the case in the group that meditated only on empathy.


On the other hand, when subjects devoted a week to cultivating empathy alone, and entering into affective resonance with others’ sufferings, they continued to associate their empathic response with negative values, and showed an increased perception of their own suffering, sometimes to the point of not being able to control their emotions. For these subjects, negative effects increased when they watched videos showing scenes of suffering. This group of participants also experienced more negative feelings toward ordinary, everyday scenes, which shows that training in empathic resonance increases sensitivity to negative affect in ordinary situations. One of the participants disclosed that as she looked at the people around her when she took the train in the morning, she was beginning to see suffering everywhere.9


Aware of these destabilizing effects, Tania Singer and Olga Klimecki added a training in altruistic love (one hour a day) after the week devoted to empathy. They then observed that this addition counterbalanced the negative effects of training in empathy alone: negative affects fell back to their initial level and positive affects increased. Here too, these results were associated with corresponding changes in the cerebral networks associated respectively with compassion, positive affects, and maternal love.10 Moreover, the researchers were able to demonstrate that a week of training in compassion increased prosocial behavior in a virtual game specially developed to measure the tendency to help others.11


In Richard Davidson’s neuroscience laboratory in Madison, Wisconsin, the French researcher Antoine Lutz and his colleagues have also studied this phenomenon. They have shown that among sixteen advanced meditators who engendered a state of compassion, the cerebral areas involved in maternal love and feelings of affiliation—like the medial insula (and not the anterior insula as in pain)—as well as areas linked to “theory of mind” (imagining others’ thoughts) are activated by listening to recordings of voices expressing distress, which is not the case among novice meditators.12 These observations confirm the fact that experienced meditators are both more sensitive to and more concerned by others’ sufferings and that they react not by experiencing increased distress, but by feeling compassion, and that one can “train” in acquiring these states of mind.


IMBUING EMPATHY WITH COMPASSION



I was talking recently with a nurse; like most of her colleagues, she is constantly confronted with the sufferings and problems of the patients she cares for. She told me that in the new training that health care personnel undergo, accent is placed on the “necessity of keeping an emotional distance from the patients,” who are now often called “clients,” to avoid the infamous burnout which affects so many health care workers. This woman, who was very warm and whose mere presence is reassuring, then confided to me: “It’s strange, I feel as if I’m gaining something when I take care of people who are suffering, but when I speak of this ‘gain’ to my colleagues, I feel a little guilty about feeling something positive.” I briefly described to her the differences that seem to exist between compassion and empathic distress. This difference agreed with her experience and proved that she had no reason to feel guilty. Contrary to empathic distress, love and compassion are positive states of mind, which reinforce one’s inner ability to confront others’ suffering and to care better for them. If a child is hospitalized, the presence of a loving mother at his side who holds his hand and comforts him with tender words will no doubt do him more good than the anxiety of a mother overwhelmed with empathic distress who, unable to bear the sight of her sick child, paces back and forth in the hallway. Reassured by my explanations, my nurse friend told me that despite qualms she occasionally had, this point of view agreed with her experience as a caregiver. Empathy is indeed needed to trigger the arising of compassion, but the space of that compassion should be vast enough so that empathy does not turn into uncontainable distress.


In light of this preliminary research, it would seem logical for those whose profession consists of attending to suffering people on a daily basis to be trained in altruistic love and compassion. Such a training would also help close relatives (parents, children, spouses) who take care of sick or handicapped people. Altruistic love creates in us a positive space that serves as an antidote to empathic distress, and prevents affective resonance from proliferating until it becomes paralyzing and engenders the emotional exhaustion characteristic of burnout. Without the support of love and compassion, empathy left to itself is like an electric pump through which no water circulates: it will quickly overheat and burn. So empathy should take place within the much vaster space of altruistic love. It is also important to consider the cognitive aspect of compassion, in other words understanding the different levels of suffering and its manifest or latent causes. We will be able thus to place ourselves in the service of others by helping them effectively while still preserving our inner strength, our kindness, and our inner peace. As the French psychologist Christophe André writes, “We need the gentleness and the strength of compassion. The more lucid we are about the world, the more we accept seeing it as it really is, the easier it is to accept that we cannot face all the suffering that is encountered in the course of our lives unless we have this strength and this gentleness.”13
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LOVE, SUPREME EMOTION



Up to now we have presented altruism as a motivation, as the intention to act for the other’s welfare. In this chapter, we will present the research of Barbara Fredrickson and a few other psychologists on an approach to love, regarded here as a positive resonance between two or several people, an emotion that may be fleeting but that is infinitely renewable. This emotion tallies with the notion of altruism on some points yet differs from it on others.


Barbara Fredrickson, at the University of North Carolina, is, along with Martin Seligman, one of the founders of positive psychology. She was among the first psychologists to draw attention to the fact that positive emotions like joy, contentment, gratitude, wonder, enthusiasm, inspiration, and love are much more than a simple absence of negative emotions. Joy is not the simple absence of sadness; kindness is not a simple absence of malevolence. Positive emotions have an additional dimension that is not reducible to neutrality of mind: they are a source of profound satisfaction. This implies that in order to flourish in life, it is not enough to neutralize negative and disturbing emotions; one must also foster the blossoming of positive emotions.


Fredrickson’s research has shown that these positive emotions open our minds in that they allow us to view situations with a vaster perspective, to be more receptive to others, and to adopt flexible and creative attitudes and behavior.1 Unlike depression, which often provokes a downward spiral, positive emotions cause an upward spiral. They also make us more resilient, and allow us to manage adversity better.


From the point of view of contemporary psychology, an emotion is an often intense mental state that lasts only a few instants but that is apt to reoccur many times. Specialists in emotions, Paul Ekman and Richard Lazarus in particular, have identified a certain number of basic emotions, including joy, sadness, anger, fear, surprise, disgust, and contempt—recognizable by facial expression and characteristic physiological reactions—to which are added love, compassion, curiosity, interest, affection, and feelings of elevation, shame, and guilt.2 As the days go by, the accumulation of these temporary emotions influences our moods, and the reiteration of moods little by little changes our mental dispositions—our personality traits. In light of recent studies, Barbara Fredrickson avers that, of all the positive emotions, love is the supreme emotion.


Dictionaries define love as “the inclination of one person for another” (Larousse), or as a “strong affection for another arising out of kinship or personal ties” (Merriam-Webster). Beyond this, the variety of definitions of love are not surprising, since, as the Canadian poet and novelist Margaret Atwood wrote, “The Eskimos had fifty-two names for snow because it was important to them, there ought to be as many for love.”3


As for Barbara Fredrickson, she defines love as a positive resonance that manifests when three events occur simultaneously: the sharing of one or several positive emotions, a synchrony between the behavior and physiological reactions of two people, and the intention to contribute to the other’s well-being, an intention that engenders mutual care.4 This resonance of positive emotions can last for a certain amount of time, or be amplified like the reverberation of an echo, until, inevitably, as is the fate of all emotions, it vanishes.


According to this definition, love is both vaster and more open, and its duration shorter than we generally think: “Love is not lasting. It’s actually far more fleeting than most of us would care to acknowledge. On the upside, though, love is forever renewable.” The research of Fredrickson and her colleagues has in fact shown that although love is very sensitive to circumstances and requires certain preliminary conditions, once these conditions have been identified, one can reproduce this feeling of love an incalculable number of times each day.5


In order to grasp what this research can teach us, we must step back a little from what we usually call “love.” It is not a question here of filial love or romantic love, or of a wedding betrothal or any ritual of fidelity. “The bedrock for my approach to love is the science of emotions,” writes Fredrickson in Love 2.0, her recent book published in the United States for a mass audience, which is a synthesis of all her studies.6


Psychologists do not deny that one can regard love as a profound connection that can last years or even an entire lifetime; they have stressed the considerable benefits of these connections for physical and mental health.7 However, they think that the enduring state called “love” by most people is the result of the accumulation of many moments, much shorter, during which this positive emotional resonance is felt.


Similarly, it is the accumulation of affective dissonances, repeated moments of sharing negative emotions, that erodes and ends up destroying profound, long-lasting connections. In the case of possessive attachment, for example, this resonance disappears; in the case of jealousy, it becomes poisoned and is transformed into negative resonance.


Love allows us to see the other with caring, kindness, and compassion. Thus it is linked to altruism insofar as one becomes sincerely concerned for the fate of the other and for the other’s own welfare.8 That is far from being the case in other types of relationships related to attachment. Earlier on in her career, Fredrickson was interested in what she regards as being the polar opposite of love, namely the fact of regarding the woman (or the man) as a “sexual object,” which can have as many harmful effects as love has positive effects. Here there is an investment not in others’ well-being but in their physical appearance and their sexuality, not for the other, who is then regarded only as an instrument, but for oneself, for one’s own pleasure.9 To a lesser degree, possessive attachment stifles positive resonance. Feeding such attachments signifies that one is concerned above all with loving oneself through the love one claims to have for the other.


Love is altruistic when it manifests as the joy of sharing life with those around us—friends, companions, spouses—and contributing to their happiness, moment by moment. Instead of being obsessed by the other, one is concerned with the other’s happiness. Instead of wanting to possess others, one feels responsible for their well-being; instead of anxiously expecting gratification from them, one can give and receive with joy and kindness.


This positive resonance can be felt at any moment by two or more people. Such a love is not reserved only for a spouse or romantic partner; it is not reduced to feelings of tenderness that one feels for one’s children, parents, or relatives. It can occur at any time, with a person sitting next to us on a train, when our benevolent attention has given rise to a similar attitude, in mutual respect and appreciation.


This notion of love conceived as a mutual resonance still differs from extended altruism as we have previously defined it, which consists of an unconditional benevolence, not necessarily mutual, and which does not depend on the way the other treats us or behaves.


THE BIOLOGY OF LOVE



Love as positive resonance is profoundly inscribed in our biological makeup and results, on the physiological level, in the interaction of activity of certain areas of the brain (linked to empathy, maternal love, and feelings of reward and contentment) with oxytocin (a polypeptide created in the brain which influences social interactions), and the vagus nerve (which can have the effects of calming and facilitating connections with others).


The scientific data collected over the course of the last two decades have shown how love, or its absence, fundamentally changes our physiology and the regulation of a group of biochemical substances, substances that can even influence the way our genes are expressed in our cells. This ensemble of complex interactions profoundly affects our physical health, our vitality, and our well-being.


WHEN TWO BRAINS BECOME ATTUNED TO EACH OTHER



It often happens that two people who converse and spend time together feel perfectly in tune with each other. In other cases, communication does not get through, and one does not enjoy the time shared together at all.


This is precisely what Uri Hasson’s team studied at Princeton University. These neuroscientists were able to show how the brains of two people linked by a conversation adopt very similar neural configurations and enter into resonance. They noted that the simple fact of listening attentively to someone else’s words and talking to him activates similar brain areas in both brains in a remarkably synchronous way.10 Hasson speaks of “a single act, performed by two brains.” Colloquially, one could speak of a “meeting of minds.” Uri Hasson thinks that this “brain coupling” is essential to communication.11 He has also shown that it is very pronounced in the insula, a part of the brain that, as we have seen,12 is at the core of empathy and indicates emotional resonance.13 Synchronization is particularly elevated during the most emotional moments of the conversation.14


These results led Fredrickson to deduce that micro-moments of love, of positive resonance, are also a single act performed by two brains. Good mutual comprehension is, according to her, a source of mutual caring, starting from which benevolent intentions and deeds will organically manifest.15 Our subjective experience thus expands from an attention usually focused on “me,” on the self, to a more generous and open focus on “us.”16


But that’s not all. Uri Hasson’s team also showed that our brain went so far as to anticipate by a few seconds the expression of the other’s brain activity. In such a conversation a positive empathic resonance leads to an emotional anticipation of what the other person is about to say. It’s a fact that being very attentive to the other usually leads us to anticipate the unfurling of what the other is telling us and the feeling that will be expressed.


People often refer to “mirror neurons.” They are present in minute areas of the brain and are activated when one sees, for example, someone else making a gesture that interests us.17 These neurons were discovered by accident in the laboratory of Giacomo Rizzolatti, in Parma, Italy. The researchers were studying the activation of a particular type of neuron in a monkey picking up a banana. As they were eating their lunch in the laboratory, however, in the presence of the monkeys, they noticed that the recording device crackled every time a researcher carried food to his mouth: the monkeys’ neurons were being activated as well. This discovery revealed that the same cerebral zones are activated in a person who carries out a gesture and in the one observing him. Mirror neurons can thus provide an elementary basis for imitation and intersubjective resonance. Still, the phenomenon of empathy, which includes emotional and cognitive aspects, is much more complex, and involves many areas of the brain.
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