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INTRODUCTION



I WAS EIGHT years old when my parents began divorcing, but twelve by the time they finished. They were born ten thousand miles apart—my mother in southern Peru near the Chilean border, my father in the six-month-old nation of Pakistan. Twenty-five years later, Washington State University granted scholarships to students from the world’s poorest nations, giving one to my mother. Around the same time, my dad’s father gifted him a one-way ticket to the United States, and just enough money for a semester at WSU. They traveled from Lima and Lahore—each city about the size of Los Angeles—to the woodsy, sleepy town of Pullman.


Both of my parents felt disoriented in their new home. My dad had been middle class in Pakistan but was penniless by American standards. On many mornings, he’d buy three hot dogs for one dollar at a local restaurant, spreading them out over breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Breaking Muslim norms hurt, but he couldn’t afford any other option. My mom was assigned a host family to ease the transition, but they lived eighty miles from campus. She spent much of her time alone, studying. WSU held a welcome reception for its international scholars. My dad showed up for the food, my mom for the company.


They married and moved to suburban Massachusetts, where I was born. But as they became more comfortable with the United States, they grew less comfortable with each other. My father began a computer hardware company and worked eighteen hours a day. His American dream culminated in a beige Mercedes and a massive peach-colored stucco house, both of which struck my mother as grotesque. After not seeing much of my father for a few years, she decided to see even less of him.


As my parents receded from each other, they scorched the earth between them. Outside of court they studiously avoided contact. My dad would wait in my mom’s driveway at a dedicated time each week, I would walk outside, and my mom would lock the door behind me, careful to not show herself. When I was thirteen, my father’s mother died. That weekend when he arrived to pick me up, my mother walked outside and they hugged. It was the only time I remember them looking at each other in a ten-year span.


I shuttled back and forth between their houses but might as well have been moving between parallel universes—each defined by its own priorities, fears, and grievances. My mom is quintessentially Peruvian and values family above all else. She lost herself in anxiety over how the divorce would affect me, picking out signs that I was in pain and tallying those in a mental ledger of the damage my father had done. In my father’s world, intellect and ambition mattered most. He often told me that where he came from, the student who scored highest on a big exam made it to college, but the kid who scored second best ended up on the street. When my grades slumped, he wondered aloud whether it would be worth the money to send me to college. He had broken his back to give my mother and me what he had never had, a favor we repaid by demoting him to half villain, half ATM. How could we not see that?


My parents each tried to conscript me into their war. They told me the secrets they were keeping from each other. They bought favor by letting me break the other’s rules. They vented bitterly and, when I didn’t join in, accused me of being on the other’s side. I think all three of us believed that at some point I would have to choose one parent, giving up on ever really knowing the other.


In the classic 1983 film WarGames, a young Matthew Broderick hacks into “Joshua,” an artificial intelligence program that, unbeknownst to him, is plugged into NORAD, the North American Aerospace Defense Command. He plays a simulation of thermonuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union, nearly setting off World War III in the process. With Joshua set to take over NORAD’s missile system and fire, Broderick convinces it to first try out every strategy. Joshua quickly realizes that no matter what either nation does, they both end up obliterated. “Strange game,” the program reflects. “The only way to win is not to play.”


So with my parents, I decided not to play—or at least not in the way they wanted. As they fought through me, I fought to hold on to both of them. Rather than picking a side, I tried to understand these two good people, who were trying to do right by me despite the pain they were in. While at my mom’s house, I picked up the rules that governed her heart and mind, and made them true for myself. When I visited my dad, I adapted to his world. It was hard work. Like so many children of divorce, I was pulled in different directions by a centrifugal force. Sometimes it was hard to know what I believed. But I learned to tune myself to each of my parents’ frequencies, and managed to stay connected to both of them, even as their ties to each other disintegrated.


When I think back on those days, I’m filled with gratitude. That two people’s experiences could differ so drastically, yet both be true and deep, is maybe the most important lesson I’ve ever learned.


IMAGINE PUTTING ON a pair of goggles that work like thermal sensors but pick up emotion instead of body heat. You could watch, in glowing infrared, as anger, embarrassment, and joy bloomed inside people. If you kept watching, you would see that feelings do not stay put in any one person. When a friend cries in front of you or tells you a hilarious story, their voice and expressions leap through the air between you and into your brain, changing you in the process. You take on their emotions, decode their thoughts, and worry about their welfare. In other words, you empathize.


Most people understand empathy as more or less a feeling in itself—I feel your pain—but it’s more complicated than that. “Empathy” actually refers to several different ways we respond to each other. These include identifying what others feel (cognitive empathy), sharing their emotions (emotional empathy), and wishing to improve their experiences (empathic concern).*


I can’t know for sure how you experience the color blue, let alone exactly how you feel when you’re excited or frightened. Our private worlds circle each other in wobbly orbits but never touch. When two people become friends, their worlds inch closer together; when my parents split up, theirs drifted apart. Empathy is the mental superpower that overcomes this distance. Through it we voyage to others’ worlds and make guesses about how it feels to be them. An impressive amount of the time, we get it right. Listening to a stranger tell an emotional story, we can describe how they feel with considerable accuracy. Glimpsing a face, we can intuit what a person enjoys and how much they can be trusted.


Empathy’s most important role, though, is to inspire kindness: our tendency to help each other, even at a cost to ourselves.† Kindness can often feel like a luxury—the ultimate soft skill in a hard world. It puzzled Charles Darwin. According to his theory of natural selection, organisms should protect themselves above all else. Helping others did not fit into that equation, especially when we risked our own safety to do so. As Darwin wrote in The Descent of Man, “He who was ready to sacrifice his life . . . rather than betray his comrades, would often leave no offspring to inherit his noble nature.”


In fact, kindness is one of the animal kingdom’s most vital survival skills. Newborns are little bundles of need, and remain mostly helpless for days (geese), months (kangaroos), or decades (us). Either parents sacrifice to help them survive, or they risk leaving no offspring to inherit their selfish nature. The same goes for other kin: When an animal helps its relatives, it ensures the survival of its own genes. Unrelated animals can also benefit from acting kindly, especially when doing so builds alliances between them. Working together, they can find food, protect one another, and thrive in ways loners simply can’t.


In these cases, kindness is smart, but that still doesn’t explain why any one animal chooses to help another in a given moment. A mother squirrel doesn’t know that her genes will be passed to the next generation, so why nurture her pups? A vervet monkey can’t calculate the odds that a neighbor will return his favor, so why bother? Empathy is nature’s answer to that question. When one creature shares another’s emotions, seeing pain feels like being in pain, and helping feels like being helped.


Empathic experience undergirds kind action; it’s a relationship far older than our species. A rat will freeze—a sign of anxiety—when its cage-mate is zapped with electric shocks. Thanks to that response, they also help each other, even giving up bits of chocolate to relieve the cage-mate’s distress. Mice, elephants, monkeys, and ravens all exhibit both empathy and kind behavior.


In humans, empathy took an evolutionary quantum leap. That’s a good thing for us, because physically, we’re unremarkable. At the dawn of our species, we huddled together in groups of a few families. We had neither sharp teeth, nor wings, nor the strength of our ape cousins. And we had competition: Just thirty thousand years ago, at least five other large-brained human species shared the planet with us. But over millennia, we sapiens changed to make connecting easier. Our testosterone levels dropped, our faces softened, and we became less aggressive. We developed larger eye whites than other primates, so we could easily track one another’s gaze, and intricate facial muscles that allowed us to better express emotion. Our brains developed to give us a more precise understanding of each other’s thoughts and feelings.


As a result, we developed vast empathic abilities. We can travel into the minds of not just friends and neighbors but also enemies, strangers, and even imaginary people in films or novels. This helped us become the kindest species on Earth. Chimpanzees, for instance, work together and console each other during painful moments, but their goodwill is limited. They rarely give each other food, and though they may be kind to their troop, are vicious outside of it. By contrast, humans are world-champion collaborators, helping each other far more than any other species. This became our secret weapon. As individuals, we were not much to behold, but together, we were magnificent—unbeatable super-organisms who hunted woolly mammoths, built suspension bridges, and took over the planet.


As our species spread, so did our kindness. People share food and money with one another in cultures around the world. In 2017, Americans alone donated $410 billion to charity and spent almost eight billion hours volunteering. Much of this kindness flows directly from empathy. Highly empathic individuals donate more to charity and volunteer more often than their peers, and people who are momentarily inspired to empathize are more likely to help a stranger. And like a photonegative, our darkest times expose our noblest capacities, as with families who faced death to harbor Jews during the Holocaust, or teachers who shield their students during school shootings.


In his classic book The Expanding Circle, the philosopher Peter Singer claims that though we once cared for a narrow group of people—our kin, perhaps a few friends—over time, the diameter of our concern has expanded beyond tribe, town, and even nation. Now it encompasses the planet. The food we eat, the medicine we take, and the technology we use are sourced globally; our survival depends on countless people we will never meet. And we help people we will never know—through donations, votes, and the culture we create. We can learn intimate details about the lives of people half a world away and respond with compassion.


WE CAN, BUT we often don’t, and this raises an important truth about empathy. Our instincts evolved in a world where most of our encounters were, in every sense, familiar. Friends and neighbors looked like us. Over a lifetime, we had countless chances to learn about their character—and they, ours. We had a future together, meaning that kindness and cruelty could be repaid. Karma was strong, direct, and unavoidable. Those we saw suffering were right in front of us, and by stepping in we could make a difference. These small, tightly knit communities were empathy’s primordial soup, packed with ingredients that make caring easy.


Of course, we stepped in to help only certain people. The hormones that encourage parents to nurture children also made us suspicious of outsiders—potential rivals, cheaters, and enemies—and along with the ability to understand each other, humans developed a knack for separating ourselves into “us” and “them.”


The modern world has made kindness harder. In 2007, humanity crossed a remarkable line: For the first time, more people lived in cities than outside of them. By 2050, two-thirds of our species will be urban. Yet we are increasingly isolated. In 1911, about 5 percent of British citizens lived alone; a century later that number was 31 percent. Solo living has risen most among young people—in the United States, ten times as many eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-olds live alone now than in 1950—and in urban centers. More than half of Paris’s and Stockholm’s residents live alone, and in parts of Manhattan and Los Angeles that number is north of 90 percent.


As cities grow and households shrink, we see more people than ever before, but know fewer of them. Rituals that bring us into regular contact—attending church, participating in team sports, even grocery shopping—have given way to solitary pursuits, often carried out over the Internet. At a corner store, two strangers might make small talk about basketball, school systems, or video games, getting to know all sorts of details about each other. Online, the first thing we encounter about a person is often the thing we’d like least about them, such as an ideology we despise. They are enemies before they have a chance to be people.


If you wanted to design a system to break empathy, you could scarcely do better than the society we’ve created. And in some ways, empathy has broken. Many scientists believe it’s eroding over time. Think about how well each of these statements describes you, from 1 (not at all) to 5 (fits you perfectly).




I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than I am.


I try to look at everyone’s side of a disagreement before I make a decision.





For the past four decades, psychologists have measured empathy using questions like these, collecting data from tens of thousands of people. The news is not good. Empathy has dwindled steadily, especially in the twenty-first century. The average person in 2009 was less empathic than 75 percent of people in 1979.


When we do empathize, our care can be erratic. Consider the tragedy of three-year-old Alan Kurdi. In September 2015, Alan’s family, having fled their native Syria, set out across a narrow strait in the Mediterranean Sea, hoping to make it from Turkey to Greece. Their rubber raft capsized among the waves, leaving them adrift in the dark for over three hours. Despite his father’s desperate efforts, Alan, his brother, and his mother drowned. “I don’t want anything,” forty-year-old Abdullah Kurdi said the next day. “Even if you give me all the countries in the world, I don’t want them. What was precious is gone.”


After Alan’s death, a photographer captured a devastating photo of his small body lying facedown on the shore. The image rocketed around the world, testifying to the humanitarian crisis. The New York Times reported, “Once again, it is not the sheer size of the catastrophe . . . but a single tragedy that has clarified the moment.” Donations poured in to support Syrian refugees. Then, for the most part, people got on with their lives. The crisis raged on, but contributions and news coverage dropped just as quickly as they’d risen, all but disappearing by October.


Alan’s death merited the wildfire of empathy it produced. So does the plight of countless other children in crisis. Yet we find it easier to empathize with single individuals—whose faces and cries haunt us—than the suffering of many. In laboratory studies, people express more empathy for one victim of a tragedy than they do for eight, ten, or hundreds.


It made sense for our ancestors to empathize with one person at a time, but that same instinct now fails us. We are inundated with depictions of suffering: hundreds of thousands of people died in Haiti’s 2010 earthquake; as I write, eight million people in Yemen do not know where their next meal will come from. These numbers astound us but also leave us overwhelmed and eventually numb. Under their weight, our compassion collapses.


Tribalism creates even deeper problems; to see them in action, look no further than America’s political wreckage. Fifty years ago, Republicans and Democrats disagreed on policy over dinner, but still ate together. Now each side sees the other as stupid, evil, and dangerous. Territories that were once neutral—from bathrooms to football fields—have turned into moral battlegrounds. Amid all this animus, people savor outsiders’ pain. Trolls work tirelessly to provoke as much suffering on the other side as they can. In this bizarre ecosystem, care doesn’t merely evaporate; it reverses.


It is no surprise, then, that empathy has become the focus of civic leaders, poets, and pastors—anyone trying to mend the social fabric. “There’s a lot of talk in this country about the federal deficit,” Senator Barack Obama said in a 2006 commencement speech at Northwestern University. “But I think we should talk more about our empathy deficit.” Obama went on to lament that “we live in a culture that discourages empathy. A culture that too often tells us our principal goal in life is to be rich, thin, young, famous, safe, and entertained. A culture where those in power too often encourage these selfish impulses.” According to him, recovering empathy is critical to healing the nation. The philosopher Jeremy Rifkin puts this in even starker terms, writing, “The most important question facing humanity is this: Can we reach global empathy in time to avoid the collapse of civilization and save the Earth?”


Since Obama and Rifkin expressed these concerns, things have gotten worse. Our culture is addled, stretched, and fraying at the seams. The same instincts that propelled kindness among insular groups planted the seeds for fear and hatred to grow as our world becomes larger and more diverse. News organizations and social media platforms profit from our divisions. Outrage is one of their products, and it is a growth industry.


Modern society is built on human connection, and our house is teetering. For the past dozen years, I’ve researched how empathy works and what it does for us. But being a psychologist studying empathy today is like being a climatologist studying the polar ice: Each year we discover more about how valuable it is, just as it recedes all around us.


DOES IT HAVE to be this way? That’s the question I explore in this book.


For centuries, scientists and philosophers have argued that empathy is inherited through our genes and wired into our brains. I call this the Roddenberry hypothesis, because Gene Roddenberry enshrined it in the greatest television show of all time, Star Trek: The Next Generation. The USS Enterprise’s counselor, Deanna Troi, is known throughout the galaxy for her empathy. In contrast to her, Roddenberry gives us the android Data, who is blind to others’ feelings (though excellent at violin and model-ship building).


The Roddenberry hypothesis contains two assumptions, each part of a long intellectual tradition. The first is that empathy is a trait—something intrinsic to our personality that remains fixed over time. Deanna Troi is half human, half Betazoid—a telepathic humanoid race. Her empathy stems entirely from those alien genes: a gift of nature, with no nurture involved. A human could never aspire to be like her, any more than they could hope to breathe water or grow a tail. Data’s lack of empathy was literally programmed into his positronic brain. The implication is that the rest of us, too, are coded by nature with a “level” of empathy—somewhere between Data and Troi. And like our adult height, we’re stuck there for life.


This idea can be traced back to Francis Galton, a British scientist obsessed with measurement (his motto: “Whenever you can, count”) and with human intelligence. In 1884, Galton joined forces with the London International Health Exhibition to open the world’s first psychological testing fair. Londoners could make their way down a long, narrow table, taking a series of exams. At one station they responded as quickly as possible to flashes of light; at another, they tried to tell similar tones apart. Galton’s tests failed to predict his subjects’ intellectual ability or professional success, but he was unfazed, believing he simply needed better tools. Others agreed, and by the 1920s countless tests measured IQ, personality, and character.


Galton, Darwin’s half cousin, was a fierce genetic determinist. He ranked ethnic groups by intelligence, invented the term “eugenics,” and dreamed of a “utopia” in which people could be bred for intellect and moral worth. Eugenics, of course, aged poorly. But psychologists of his time were influenced by Galton’s thinking, and many came to believe that their tests captured immutable “levels” of character. If you tested as moderately smart and very neurotic, that was how you had been born, and how you would remain until you died.


In the early twentieth century, psychologists began studying empathy. Their first instinct was to follow the testing trend, and they devised dozens of assessments. Some asked subjects to pick out emotions in faces. Others examined their responses to one another. How much did someone’s heart rate jump when the person next to them received an electric shock? How sad did they become while listening to an orphaned child’s story? Psychologists used these tests to sketch the typical “empathic person,” who tended to be older, intelligent, female, and interested in art. Some hoped to use this information practically, for example to figure out who would excel as a therapist or judge. But the findings were less straightforward than they’d hoped. People who scored well on one empathy test didn’t always score well on others. Some empathy tests predicted kindness; others did not.


Still, the testing trend continued, reaching its apex in 1990 with the concept of emotional intelligence (EI), created by the psychologists Peter Salovey and John Mayer. EI soon exploded into pop culture, and some pieces were lost in translation. Salovey and Mayer believed EI could be developed through practice, but gurus often claimed they could locate high-EI people, whom clients might want to hire or date. (Hint: If your partner doesn’t like dogs, you might consider other options.) The implication: Someone’s EI was a trait that could never change.


Deanna Troi might be preternaturally empathic, but for her, that’s often a drag. In many Star Trek episodes, she runs into someone on the Enterprise and instantly crumbles—overtaken by their feelings. There’s nothing she can do to turn her antenna off. By contrast, Data’s hijinks often involve sarcasm, sadness, or romantic interest sailing past him. He plows into one faux pas after another, blissfully unaware. His lack of social grace is as involuntary as Troi’s deep feeling.


This is the second part of the Roddenberry hypothesis: Not only is empathy an immutable trait, but our experience of it in any given moment is a reflex, instantaneous and automatic. This idea has its roots in an ancient assumption about how emotions work. In Phaedrus, Plato describes the human soul as a chariot. Its driver—symbolizing logic—struggles to control his horses. One of them represents emotion, and it does not come off well: a “crooked lumbering animal . . . with grey eyes and blood-red complexion . . . hardly yielding to whip and spur.” Plato saw mental life as a war between reason and passion, one we often lose.


Not everyone agreed. The Stoic philosopher Epictetus believed that emotions were a product of thinking. “It is not events that disturb people,” he wrote. “It is their judgments concerning them.” This was an empowering view, because it meant that by changing how we think, we could change our feelings as well. Outside of the West, spiritual practitioners from Buddhist and other traditions perfected techniques to do just that.


Western thinkers, though, have favored Plato’s perspective. They characterize feelings as ancient, animalistic impulses that appear unbidden, fueling bar fights, bad investments, and late-night ice cream binges. Early philosophers of empathy, such as Adam Smith, Theodor Lipps, and Edith Stein, claimed that empathy was likewise automatic: People can’t help but take on one another’s feelings (and if we’re like Data, can’t help but not take them on). This perspective grew into the modern notion that emotions are “contagious,” spreading between individuals like a virus.


Around the time Salovey and Mayer first described EI, researchers in Parma, Italy, discovered empathy’s biological roots entirely by accident. They were investigating how the brain controls movement, by placing pieces of food on a table in front of macaque monkeys. When the animal grabbed a treat, the researchers listened to its neurons fire through electrodes implanted in its skull. One day, they left their recording equipment on while an experimenter placed food on the table. As a monkey watched him, a burst of activity erupted inside its brain, even though the animal was sitting still. This was a confusing turn of events, but it happened again and again, in that monkey and then in others. The researchers dubbed these cells “mirror neurons,” or, more informally, “monkey see, monkey do cells.”


Hundreds of studies—some from my own lab—soon documented human mirroring: not just for movement, but for emotions as well. People who watched someone else feel pain, disgust, or pleasure activated the same parts of their brain they would while experiencing those states themselves. The punch line was simple and poetic. We really do feel each other’s pain—and joy and fear. What’s more, this physical manifestation of empathy seemed to inspire kindness. Those who mirrored others’ pain also volunteered to be shocked in order to spare them; those who mirrored others’ pleasure were more likely to share money with them.


The research wasn’t always consistent. In some cases, mirroring failed to predict kindness or even how much empathy people felt. And it’s not clear exactly how mirroring works in the brain (interested readers can turn to the notes for more on this). But some researchers were nonetheless convinced they had found the holy grail of human goodness. One neuroscientist, epitomizing the breathless mood of the time, referred to mirror cells as “Gandhi neurons.” And to non-neuroscientists, fMRI scans made empathy feel solid. Brain images, with their mesmerizing colors, evoke the truth. People tend to believe claims about their own mind when those statements include even the thinnest reference to neuroscience.


Mirroring became the dominant account of empathy, and it fit perfectly with the Roddenberry hypothesis. Brain scans tempt people into thinking of their minds as “hardwired,” rigidly built to work a certain way. This metaphor, inspired by computer science, suggests that we can no more change our mind than we can rearrange our organs.


FROM PLATO TO Galton to modern psychology and neuroscience to the pop culture miracle of Star Trek, the received wisdom is clear: Empathy is beyond our control. If it is a trait, then there’s nothing we can do to become more empathic over time. And if it’s a reflex, there’s nothing we can do to change how much we feel for one another in the moment. This is all well and good when empathy comes naturally: for instance, among our family, friends, or tribe. But it’s bad news for modern times. It means that whenever we fail to empathize, we’ve hit the limits of our circuitry. We must simply stand by and watch as our world becomes more callous and disconnected.


Thankfully, the Roddenberry hypothesis—and the centuries of thought it represents—is wrong. Through practice, we can grow our empathy and become kinder as a result.


This idea might sound surprising, but in fact it is supported by decades of research. Work from many labs, including my own, suggests that empathy is less like a fixed trait and more like a skill—something we can sharpen over time and adapt to the modern world.


Consider our diet and exercise habits. Humans evolved in an environment where exercise was constant and sustenance was scarce. In response, we developed a taste for fat, protein, and rest. Now many of us are inundated with fast food and rarely required to exert ourselves. If we allowed our instincts to take over, we could indulge ourselves into an early grave. But many of us don’t accept this; we fight to stay healthy, adjusting our diets and going to the gym because we know it’s the wise thing to do.


Likewise, even if we have evolved to care only in certain ways, we can transcend those limits. In any given moment, we can turn empathy up or down like the volume knob on a stereo: learning to listen to a difficult colleague, or staying strong for a suffering relative. Over time, we can fine-tune our emotional capacities, building compassion for distant strangers, outsiders, and even other species. We can free our empathy from its evolutionary bonds.


In other words, empathy is not a superpower after all, bestowed upon Betazoids and, to some extent, the rest of us. It’s a regular old power, like being strong, agile, or good at Scrabble. Some people are genetically predisposed to be stronger than others—but strength is also up to us. Live a sedentary life, and your muscles will atrophy. Stay active, and they’ll grow.


My parents’ divorce was an empathy gym for me. It forced me to exercise compassion—to work at connecting with both my mother and father, instead of shutting down or engaging in their conflict. We can all choose to become more empathic, just like we can choose a healthier lifestyle. In many cases, they are the same choice. As the novelist George Saunders writes, “There’s a confusion in each of us, a sickness, really: selfishness. But there’s also a cure. So be a good and proactive and even somewhat desperate patient on your own behalf—seek out the most efficacious anti-selfishness medicines, energetically, for the rest of your life.”


This book is about those medicines, and the science in which they are rooted. With the right treatments—including unlikely friendships, art, and community building—we can grow a more muscular kind of empathy, and broaden our kindness along the way. In these pages, we will meet cops who learn to interact more peacefully with civilians, Hutus and Tutsis moving toward forgiveness after genocide, and lifelong bigots dissolving their hatred. We’ll see ex-convicts discussing novels with the judge who sentenced them, rediscovering their humanity in the process, and NICU physicians and nurses learning to help families through their hardest moments without drowning in their own pain.


Fighting for kindness is not easy for them, and it won’t be easy for any of us. This book will not provide ten simple steps for how to be kinder today. It won’t promise that, despite appearances, people are essentially good after all. Humanity might naturally be 39 percent kind, or 71 percent kind, or somewhere in between. What matters is not where we begin, but where we can go.


In five years, or one, the world could be a meaner place or a kinder one. Our social fabric could further tear or start to mend. We don’t owe others empathy, especially if they meet us with cruelty or indifference. But if we succumb to our lazier emotional instincts, we will all suffer more. The direction we take—and our collective fate—depends, in a real way, on what each of us decides to feel.


 


* For a more detailed definition of empathy, see appendix A: “What Is Empathy?” on page 178.


† For further evaluation of major scientific claims in this book, see appendix B: “Evaluating the Evidence” on page 183.





CHAPTER 1



The Surprising Mobility of Human Nature


Eppur si muove (And yet it moves).


—ATTRIBUTED TO GALILEO GALILEI


A CENTURY AGO, almost everyone believed the ground lay still beneath us. Australia had always been an island, Brazil and Senegal had always been separated by the Atlantic; it was too obvious to discuss. Alfred Wegener changed that. Wegener was that not-soclassic combination of adventurer and meteorologist. He broke a world record by floating above Europe in a weather-tracking balloon for more than two days. He trekked across Greenland, detonating bombs in the tundra to gauge how deep the ice caps were. He would die on one of those trips at the age of fifty.


Studying maps of the ocean floor, Wegener noticed that the continents complemented one another like puzzle pieces. “Doesn’t the east coast of South America fit exactly against the west coast of Africa, as if they had once been joined?” he wrote to a lady friend. “This is an idea I’ll have to pursue.” Wegener spotted other mysteries. The African plains were covered in scars left by ancient glaciers. If they had always been near the equator, how was that possible? Identical species of ferns and lizards were spread across Chile, India, and even Antarctica. How could they have traveled so far?


At that time, geologists believed that ancient land bridges once spanned the oceans, allowing life to crisscross between continents. This did not satisfy Wegener. In his 1915 book, The Origin of Continents and Oceans, he proposed a radical alternative. The earth’s land had once clumped together in a single mass—Wegener dubbed it “Pangea”—and for eons had rumbled apart into the continents we now know. The Atlantic Ocean was younger than people realized, and was growing. Animals that had evolved as neighbors had drifted to far-flung corners of the planet. The earth’s surface was moving—imperceptibly, but constantly.


Wegener’s idea did not land gently. Geologists ruthlessly mocked “continental drift,” as it came to be called. Wegener was not part of their field, and insiders couldn’t believe he had the gall to challenge their well-established notions, especially with such a strange idea. Summing up dozens of similar reactions, one researcher described continental drift as the “delirious ravings of people with bad cases of moving crust disease and wandering pole plague.” A few came to Wegener’s side, forming a small camp of geological “mobilists,” but traditional “fixists” succeeded in defending a stationary earth. As Rollin Chamberlin, editor of the Journal of Geology, wrote, “If we are to believe Wegener’s hypothesis we must forget everything which has been learned in the last 70 years and start all over again.” At the time of his death, Wegener’s theory had been tossed in the rubbish bin of scientific history.


Decades later, scientists discovered tectonic plates, masses larger than continents pushed along by currents of magma. The North American and Eurasian plates drift apart from each other about as fast as your fingernails grow; they’ve moved some three feet in my lifetime. Wegener, a scientific outsider with an unbelievable idea, had been right after all. Geology was rewritten to acknowledge that even things that appear still can move.


WE NOW ACCEPT that the earth and sky are forever changing, but our understanding of ourselves has proven more stubborn. Sure, we get old, our bones stiffen, and our hair turns gray, but our essence stays the same. Over the centuries, the supposed location of that essence has shifted. Theologians placed it in the eternal human soul; earthlier philosophers focused on natural character and virtue. In the modern era, human essence has become thoroughly biological, grounded in our genes and coded into our bodies.


No matter where human nature resides, it is assumed to be constant and immutable. I call this belief “psychological fixism,” because it views people the way geologists once saw the continents. Fixism can be comforting. It means we can know who others truly are, and know ourselves as well. But it also limits us. Cheaters will always cheat, and liars will always lie.


Phrenology, a nineteenth-century “science,” held that each mental faculty was housed in its own section of neural real estate. Phrenologists used calipers to measure the bumps and valleys on a person’s skull, determining their degree of benevolence or conscientiousness. This sort of fixism was useful in defending prevailing social hierarchies. The phrenologist Charles Caldwell toured the American South arguing that people of African descent had brains built for subjugation. Others used supposed biological truths to argue that women were not worth educating, the poor were destitute for good reason, and criminals could never be reformed. As a science, phrenology was bankrupt, but as an ideology, it was convenient.


By the early twentieth century, neuroscience had outgrown phrenology, but there remained a lingering sense that our biology was fixed. Researchers knew that the human brain developed in leaps and bounds throughout childhood—not just growing, but reshaping into a dazzling, intricate architecture. Then, for the most part, it appeared to stop. Using the tools available to them, neuroscientists couldn’t detect any changes after people reached adulthood. This jibed with popular notions about human nature, and became dogma. Scientists came to believe that cuts heal, but neurons lost to concussions, aging, or bachelorette parties were never replaced.


The father of modern neuroscience, Santiago Ramón y Cajal, described this idea: “In adult centers the nerve paths are something fixed, ended, immutable. Everything may die, nothing may be regenerated. It is for science of the future to change, if possible, this harsh decree.”


But science did not need to change this decree, only to realize it was wrong. One of the first discoveries to lead the way came about thirty years ago, through the study of songbirds. Each spring, male finches and canaries learn new tunes to woo potential mates. Scientists discovered that as these birds built their repertoire, they also sprouted thousands of new brain cells a day. Over the years, researchers spotted new neurons in adult rats, shrews, and monkeys as well.


Skeptics still wondered whether adult humans could grow their brains. Then a breakthrough came from an unlikely source: the Cold War. In its early years countries tested their nuclear weapons regularly. Then, following the test ban treaty of 1963, they stopped. Levels of radiocarbon (14C), an isotope produced by nuclear detonation, spiked and then plummeted just as quickly. Radiocarbon makes its way into the plants and animals we eat, and what we eat makes its way into new cells we produce. Neuroscientists such as Kirsty Spalding took advantage of this. Borrowing from archaeologists, Spalding “carbon-dated” brain cells based on their levels of 14C, tagging the year they were born. Surprisingly, she found that people grow new neurons throughout their lives.


In other words, the brain is not hardwired at all. It changes, and these shifts are not random. MRI studies have now repeatedly shown that our experiences, choices, and habits mold our brains. When people learn to play stringed instruments or juggle, parts of their brain associated with controlling their hands grow. When they suffer chronic stress or depression, parts of their brain associated with memory and emotion atrophy.


Over the years, fixism has sprung other leaks. The more scientists looked for an unchanging “human nature,” the less evidence they found. Consider intelligence. Francis Galton claimed it was baked into us at birth, never to budge. But a century later, in 1987, the psychologist James Flynn discovered a startling trend: Over the previous four decades, the average American’s IQ had shot up by fourteen points. Other researchers have documented similar effects around the world in the years since. Crucially, intelligence changes even across generations of the same families. Such shifts are almost certainly not genetic in origin and instead reflect new choices and habits—for instance, in nutrition or education. Consistent with this idea, poor children who are adopted into more well-off households see their IQs rise by more than ten points. And in a recent analysis of over six hundred thousand people, psychologists found that for each year of schooling a person completed, their IQ increased by about a point, effects that last throughout their life.


Our personalities also change more than we might realize. After leaving home, new adults grow more neurotic. After getting married, they become more introverted; after starting their first job, they become more conscientious. We can, of course, also change intentionally. Psychotherapy leaves people less neurotic, more extroverted, and more conscientious than they were before—and these changes last at least a year after therapy ends. Personality doesn’t lock us into a particular life path; it also reflects the choices we make.


THE SCIENCE OF human nature can now take a page from geology and finally reject fixism. We’re not static or frozen; our brains and minds shift throughout our lives. That change might be slow and imperceptible. And yet we move.


In a nod to Wegener, we might call this idea “psychological mobility.” Mobility doesn’t mean anyone can be anything. Try as I might, I’ll never move objects with my mind or win a Nobel Prize in physics. Our genes absolutely play a role in determining how smart, neurotic, and kind we are, and there’s no denying that they’re fixed at birth. Human nature is part inheritance and part experience; what’s up for debate is how much each part matters.


Consider intelligence. A person’s genes might predispose him to be relatively high or low in smarts. We can call this their “set point.” But each person also has a range. Their intelligence registers as higher or lower depending on who raises them, how long they go to school, and even the generation into which they are born. A fixist focuses on a person’s set point, asking how smart a person is. A mobilist focuses on ranges, and asks how smart that person can be. Both of these questions are important, but fixism has dominated more conversations about human nature than it deserves. As a result, we’ve underestimated our power over who we become.


According to the Roddenberry hypothesis, empathy is a trait, locked away and impervious to our efforts. This idea jibes with common sense. Of course some people care more than others; that’s why we have saints and psychopaths. But what do these differences mean?


Imagine two people: Saul and Paul. Paul is less inclined toward empathy, more toward selfishness. A fixist would argue that this will hold true forever, because people seldom depart from their set point. Here, that idea is depicted by both men having a relatively narrow range. Even on his best day, poor Paul can barely empathize as much as Saul on his worst:


[image: Illustration]


This perspective has some truth to it. Empathy is at least somewhat genetic, as demonstrated by studies of twins. In some of this research, twins decipher people’s emotions based on pictures of their eyes; in others, their parents report on how often each twin shares her toys with other kids. In one particularly creative experiment, researchers visited two-to-three-year-old twins in their homes. One scientist pretended to accidentally slam her own hand in a briefcase. A second secretly measured how concerned children became and how much they tried to help their injured visitor.


No matter what the measure, identical twins tend to be more similar than fraternal ones. Both types of twins share a household, but identical twins share all their genes instead of half. The extent to which they “look” more alike than fraternal ones—in their personality, intelligence, and so forth—is what scientists chalk up to heredity. Analyses like this suggest that empathy is about 30 percent genetically determined, and generosity closer to 60 percent. These effects are substantial—comparable to IQ’s genetic component of around 60 percent. And they are stable. In one study, people completed empathy tests several times over twelve years. If you knew a person’s score at twenty-five, you’d do a decent job predicting how they’d perform at thirty-five.


While granting the importance of set points, a mobilist would argue that people can still change in meaningful ways. Take another look at the twin research we just discussed. Yes, empathy and kindness are partially genetic, but there is still room for non-genetic factors—experiences, environment, habits—to play a crucial role. Here, that elasticity is depicted by increasing the range of Saul and Paul’s possible empathy. Depending on their experiences and choices, each one can travel quite a distance along his range. In this formulation, even if Paul’s set point is lower than Saul’s, his most empathic moments will surpass Saul’s least:


[image: Illustration]


We now have decades of evidence demonstrating that empathy is shaped by experience. One-year-old children whose parents express high levels of empathy show greater concern for strangers as two-year-olds, are more able to tune into other people’s emotions as four-year-olds, and act more generously as six-year-olds when compared to other children their age.


Nurture matters even more for children at the greatest risk. Psychologists have examined orphans in Romania, a country infamous for its maltreatment of institutionalized children. Kids here were often underfed and neglected. Never having been cared for, many Romanian orphans never learn to care about others, and display empathic deficits similar to those found in psychopaths. Some orphans, though, are lucky enough to be adopted by foster families, typically at two years of age. These children are spared many of their peers’ problems, developing typical levels of empathy—especially if their foster parents respond warmly to them. A cruel environment moved these children to the left of their range, but swapping in a kinder one brought them back.


Circumstances mold empathy well into adulthood. A bout of depression, for instance, predicts that a person will become less empathic over the following years. More acute suffering also shifts empathy, in surprising and varied ways. When people cause it, their empathy erodes; when people endure it, their empathy grows.


We can’t always avoid inflicting pain on others. Oncologists are constantly delivering unwelcome news: a patient’s cancer has worsened; his treatment has failed; this illness will end her life. In 2017, U.S. managers laid off about thirty-four thousand employees a month. The psychologists Joshua Margolis and Andrew Molinsky call these moments “necessary evils.” It’s easy to sympathize with cancer patients and the newly unemployed, but people who carry out necessary evils suffer as well. For instance, about 50 percent of oncologists report feeling intense heartbreak and stress every time they break bad news. In laboratory experiments, even pretending to do so drove up medical students’ heart rates.


When someone suffers at your own hands, caring for them can quickly give way to despising yourself. The resulting guilt takes a toll. During periods of heavy layoffs, managers who swing the ax develop sleep and health problems. In situations like these, people protect themselves by removing emotion from the equation. Margolis and Molinsky found that about half of individuals who performed necessary evils pulled away from the people they harmed. During layoffs, managers avoided thinking about their employees’ families. They used curt language and cut off conversations. Doctors who had to deliver bad news focused on the technical side of treatment, trying to elide patients’ pain.


To live with themselves, people who harm others often blame or dehumanize their victims, a process known as “moral disengagement.” In the 1960s, one group of psychologists asked subjects to shock another person repeatedly. The subjects reacted by denying that the shocks hurt, and even thinking of victims as less likable. In a more recent study, white Americans were asked to read about the massacre of Native Americans at the hands of European settlers. Afterward, they doubted that Native Americans could feel complex emotions such as hope and shame.


Disengagement builds emotional calluses. For decades, the psychologist Ervin Staub has studied individuals who kill during war or genocide. He finds that they turn off their empathy, “reducing [their] concern for the welfare of those [they] harm or allow to suffer.” In 2005, researchers interviewed death workers at prisons in the American South. Consistent with Staub’s view, executioners claimed that death row inmates had “forfeited the right to be considered full human beings.” Workers who were most involved in killing—for instance strapping inmates to gurneys for injections—dehumanized them the most. The closer executioners came to their victims, the less they saw them as people.


Causing pain can move people to the left of their empathic range, making caring harder, but people who endure great suffering often become more empathic as a result. Traumas—including assault, illness, war, and natural disaster—are psychological earthquakes that rock the foundations of people’s lives. Survivors see the world as more dangerous, crueler, and less predictable after trauma than they did before. Many suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder: overtaken by flashbacks of their worst moments, fighting uphill to get their lives back. But most people who endure trauma do not develop PTSD. Six months after the fact, less than half of sexual assault victims report symptoms; among combat veterans, that number is about an eighth.
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