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To the Nobel Prize winners, Paul Lauterbur and Peter Mansfield, whose work on Magnetic Resonance Imaging opened our minds to the empathy instinct.




INTRODUCTION


In 1973, the journal Nature made history by publishing the first Magnetic Resonance image. It was of two tiny tubes filled with water. By the mid-1970s, scientists were racing to capture objects of greater and greater complexity. Esteemed journals were soon peppered with cross-sections of a mouse, a finger, a lemon, a wrist and, finally, a human head. By the 1980s images could be produced and viewed within a fraction of a second, rather than hours. Soon it was possible to go beyond mere organs and tissues to detect specific areas of activity in the brain, by looking at the blood flow within them. Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) had been born.1 In the 1990s, fMRI sparked a revolution in brain mapping. The technology has not only changed how we understand our bodies, it’s also given us profound insights into the human mind. The mapping of our emotions using functional brain imaging, now well under way and revealing more every year, is leading to startling discoveries that are changing our understanding of human nature itself.


One of the extraordinary discoveries has been how we connect with each other. Empathy is a wonderful quality nearly all of us share. It relies on many different circuits in the brain to fire and interact. How well these function explains why we get on and why we don’t. If we made more of our capacity for empathy we’d all be optimistic about the future. Now we can understand what happens when it malfunctions, in the case of, say, people with autism or psychopathic tendencies. Whereas we used to believe our brain’s physical development ended with childhood, we now realise it continues growing in adulthood, repairing circuits that didn’t previously work. And we can see that, at home, at work and at play, it’s possible to enhance our interactions with others, to everyone’s benefit. This is the empathy instinct.


But it’s something I stumbled on entirely by accident. In 2014 I was asked by the then British Prime Minister to sit on a Holocaust Commission and consider how we might educate future generations about this after the last survivors, primary witnesses to what had happened, were no longer with us. I was then invited to chair a Foundation to implement the Commission’s ideas about commemoration and education. I thought I knew about the Holocaust. But meeting the survivors and visiting the sites of the concentration camps in central Europe I came to realise how little I knew. I started to ask about how and why, for large sections of the population, mid-twentieth-century Germany became a society without empathy. I discovered historians who argue that the answers lie in their scholarly analysis of politics and economics. But I saw that this is not enough. We also need an anthropological understanding of this darkest period in Europe’s past. And a study of the people reveals the fundamental importance of empathy to human society. It’s the glue that binds us together in functioning and beneficial families, communities and countries.


In 2013 I became Chair of Arts Council England, the body charged with investing public money into arts and culture. In an era of austerity, with government funding being cut, we set out to articulate the strongest possible case for arts monies being preserved. This is when we started talking about ‘empathetic citizens’. The insight was that arts and culture, at their core a telling of stories about the human condition, rely on and feed our basic instinct for empathy. And as a television producer before that I had seen programmes, both drama and factual, have a profound influence on us when they connected with our emotions. I now realised that we had, without fully understanding it, been relying on empathy to power our entertainments. And that the popular arts were powering our empathy in return. I also discovered that I was by no means early or alone in considering this peculiar human capability. This is what President Barack Obama said in 2006:




If we hope to meet the moral test of our times … then I think we’re going to have to talk more about The Empathy Deficit. The ability to put ourselves in somebody else’s shoes, to see the world through somebody else’s eyes …2 





For Obama empathy is the power to understand others, to enter imaginatively into their thoughts and feelings. It is a fundamental human attribute, without which mutually cooperative societies cannot function. But we’re also, by nature, tribal. We’re inclined to care for those in our group and act with hostility towards others outside it. And this is only one of the reasons for a deficit. As the world’s population expands, consuming the planet’s finite resources, as people haunted by poverty and war are on the move and as digital and transport infrastructures infinitely complicate our social interactions, we find our patience and our sympathy constantly challenged. Even modern societies with their tradition of state welfare discover that demand for these services is endless, while tax revenues are not.


We are just at the dawn of what will be the digital millennium. Its apostles point to the many advantages of this new era: instant contact, a cornucopia of information, new industries and economies. But with these blessings come darker things, challenges which we only dimly perceive and have not yet tackled. What is the limitless availability of loveless, hard-core porn on mobiles doing to the attitudes of thirteen-year-olds? Can we counter the radicalisation of solitary teenagers secluded in their bedrooms? How can we teach the vast social network of online scribblers and bloggers that their cyber-bullying wounds? Can we prevent politics and public discourse descending ever further into an angry, sometimes violent interchange? These are all new problems of empathy, to add to all the other human challenges that successful societies have always had to overcome. Why are we, by instinct, racist and how do we combat this? What are the solutions to cases of nurses and care workers who fail to look after their charges with decency? How do we turn serial offenders into good citizens and help them understand what they did to their victims? Can we nurture better parenting so that children understand what compassion is? Again, these are all issues of empathy, and how those who exercise it act as a result.


We have just emerged from the twentieth century which was dominated by three of the biggest monsters civilisation has ever been confronted with: Adolf Hitler, Mao Zedong and Joseph Stalin. Between them they killed more than a hundred million people. The novelist Julian Barnes muses on it in A History of the World in 10½ Chapters. He makes the distinction between tyrants and empathetic leaders:




You can’t love someone without imaginative sympathy, without beginning to see the world from another point of view. You can’t be a good lover, a good artist or a good politician without this capacity … Show me the tyrants who have been great lovers.





Barnes uses the phrase ‘imaginative sympathy’ rather than ‘empathy’. Many thinkers, in particular those writing before the turn of the twenty-first century, used ‘sympathy’ to mean what we now more commonly call ‘empathy’. In this book I’ll use ‘sympathy’ only in its sense of ‘a feeling of compassion for the suffering of another’.3 As for ‘empathy’, by that I mean something broader: ‘the ability to understand and share in another person’s feelings and experiences’.4 Some psychologists add to this definition ‘and respond in an appropriate way’. But, as we’ll see, empathy does not necessarily lead to sympathy or compassionate action. So I’ll try to consider them separately. Instinct, by the way, is defined as the way animals naturally behave, making complex and specific responses to outside stimuli – behaviour that’s mediated by reactions below the conscious level.5


I’m not a scientist or a psychologist. My interest is in how what we’ve learnt about empathy in the past twenty-five years can be applied both at home and, more widely, as beneficial public policy. Evolutionary biologists and primatologists have worked out why we developed such a capacity of cooperation and they continue to yield profound insights from experiments with the likes of apes, dolphins and elephants. Neuroscientists, psychologists and geneticists now know which parts of the brain are specifically linked to empathy and compassion and are considering how we can enhance these abilities. Meanwhile arts and popular culture tell human stories, satisfying and honing our empathetic instinct.


So it really is possible to improve our society by harnessing the extraordinarily positive force of empathy. This book pulls together the latest thinking and new ideas, from scientists to social activists and from public servants to artists. It concludes with a Charter for Empathy where challenges such as religious conflict and racism, decent health and social care, effective and humane criminal justice and even artificial intelligence are addressed by this new thinking. It’s a remarkably powerful idea when acted upon. We are already beginning to do just that. The empathy instinct is an idea whose time has come.




1


SOCIETIES WITHOUT EMPATHY


Empathy is strongest in groups where people identify with each other: family, friends, clubs, gangs, religions or races. When empathy operates beyond those groups it’s our most civilising force. But, as a powerful bond within a tribe, it can result in hostility towards outsiders and, at its most extreme, it has engendered whole societies apparently without empathy. As the primatologist Frans de Waal puts it:




We’ve evolved to hate our enemies, to ignore people we barely know, and to distrust anybody who doesn’t look like us. Even if we are largely cooperative within our communities, we become almost a different animal in our treatment of strangers.1





In the twentieth century, this negative aspect of a positive instinct was exploited with dire consequences. I want to explore what happened in 1930s Germany, in Armenia in the early years of the century and in Rwanda towards the end – three continents where a similar story played out and empathy was largely abandoned, but where a few people showed they could still exercise the empathy instinct, even if it meant losing their lives.


THE NAZI HOLOCAUST


Ernst vom Rath was a German diplomat working at his country’s embassy in Paris. On 7 November 1938 he was shot and fatally wounded by a young Jewish refugee protesting at his parents’ expulsion from Hanover. In Berlin, Reinhard Heydrich, the ultimate head of the Gestapo, and other leading Nazis immediately unleashed a pogrom in which Jewish homes, businesses, schools, hospitals and synagogues were attacked, set on fire and destroyed. Heydrich sent a telegram to the Gestapo, the police and the fire departments permitting arson and destruction. The infamous event became known as ‘Kristallnacht’, the Night of Broken Glass. In addition to the hundred or more German Jews killed during forty-eight hours of extreme, state-endorsed violence, a much greater number were expelled from their jobs. Thirty thousand Jewish citizens were rounded up soon afterwards and sent to concentration camps, the first time they had been held in isolation, distinguished exclusively by ethnicity.


In January 1939 Adolf Hitler made a speech in the Reichstag in which he warned the powers of Europe that a war would mean ‘the annihilation of German Jewry’. Fifteen years earlier he’d published Mein Kampf where, after quoting Schopenhauer approvingly about the Jew being ‘the great master of lies’, he wrote: ‘the personification of the devil as the symbol of all evil assumes the living shape of the Jew’.2


And from 1933 onwards Joseph Goebbels had been using his Propaganda Ministry to control all media, in which he sowed extreme anti-Semitism. Jews were vermin, viruses, bloodsucking parasites, mongrels with poisonous blood. By this time the Nazis were also demonising the Roma people and homosexuals. But they reserved their most terrible ire for the Jews, who were simultaneously capitalists stealing the nation’s wealth and Bolsheviks undermining capitalism. They were to blame for the Great Depression and the consequent poverty and unemployment of the Weimar Republic. At the 1935 Nazi Party Congress in Nuremberg Goebbels said: ‘Bolshevism is the declaration of war by Jewish-led international sub-humans against culture itself.’


Here was a minority, seen as outsiders, excluded from a full role in society and thus active in commerce, who had been the subject of discrimination and previous pogroms. As we’ll discover, these are common factors in nearly all genocides. But the political scientist Daniel Goldhagen makes an important distinction between the different emotions exploited in the pursuit of genocide. Groups are usually either dehumanised (made the target of moralised disgust), demonised (made the subject of moralised anger) or both.3 In the Armenian massacre of 1915–17, the victims were labelled by the nationalists in government, the ‘Young Turks’, as disgusting vermin. By contrast, in the lead-up to the Srebrenica genocide of 1995, Bosnian Serbs had demonised Bosnian Muslims. In the wake of Yugoslavia’s disintegration they wanted Muslims to be seen as political predators seeking control of Bosnia at the expense of other populations. They thus needed to be pre-emptively attacked. The Nazis left nothing to chance. They both demonised the Jews (‘the personification of the devil’) and dehumanised them (‘bloodsuckers’). This, the most incendiary possible combination, was also the tactic of the Hutu leadership during the massacre of the Tutsis in Rwanda in 1994. The Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker argues that we are all susceptible to these categorisations: ‘Eliminating the people [of a genocide] is enabled by nothing fancier in our psychology than the fact that human sympathy can be turned on or off depending on how another person is categorised.’4 Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS, wrote adoring letters to his wife, Marga, in which he matter-of-factly recorded that he was off to visit Auschwitz and rounded off with ‘enjoy your days with our little daughter. Many warm greetings and kisses!’5


We’ll look at the Armenian massacre shortly. But there were other critical differences between the Turks involved in it and the Nazis. The Turks had clear political as well as racial motivations, because their neighbours, the Russians, were using this minority as an excuse to invade. The German Jews were not allied to any foreign power in this way. The Nazis carefully developed a corrosive ideology over twenty years and promulgated it with modern media techniques. They then used the apparatus of the state in an attempt to wipe out an entire race across a whole continent and they invented a sophisticated bureaucracy and technology to prosecute it. These are the reasons why the Holocaust is unprecedented and different from other genocides, including the killings in Rwanda.


In November 1938, nine months before the outbreak of war, the official SS newspaper, Schwarze Korps, referred to ‘the actual and definitive end of Jewry in Germany, its total extermination’.6


The means by which this would be achieved was already in train. From July 1939 the T4 euthanasia programme was implemented in psychiatric institutions. Those deemed ‘unfit for further existence’ were either gassed or shot. By 1940, after the invasion of Poland, 5,000 patients a month were being murdered in the T4 units operating in both countries. And Jews in the occupied territories such as Poland, Czechoslovakia and the Ukraine were being rounded up and killed by SS divisions in arbitrary and opportunistic rampages. Then came the Ermächtigung, the infamous ‘authorisation’ by Marshal of the Reich Hermann Göring in July 1941:




I hereby assign you [Reinhard Heydrich, head of the Gestapo and the SD] the task of making all the necessary organisational, practical and financial preparations in order to facilitate a total solution to the Jewish question in all the territories of Europe under German occupation.7





Nineteen-forty-one saw the establishment of ghettos into which Jews were herded, there to suffer unspeakable starvation and disease. Others were despatched to forced-labour camps. And in November the Germans built their first concentration camp specifically for the purpose of extermination. It was constructed at Bełżec near Lublin in Poland. Soon Auschwitz was also in operation, where the poison gas Zyklon B was in use from the beginning. This was a tipping point from appalling, widespread violence to state-sponsored extermination. As we know, with chilling simplicity the Nazis called it Endlösung der Judenfrage, or ‘the Final Solution to the Jewish Question’.


On 20 January 1942, Heydrich called a meeting in a comfortable, bourgeois villa on the southern outskirts of Berlin. By now he was the Acting Protector of Bohemia/Moravia, where he had been ruthlessly implementing the ghettos policy. This committee of Nazi bureaucrats, under Heydrich’s chairmanship, coolly drew up a detailed plan for the mass extermination of Europe’s Jewish population in concentration camps. It’s now known as the Wannsee Conference and it formalised the Final Solution for Hermann Göring and Heinrich Himmler. In his book about the Second World War, All Hell Let Loose, Max Hastings records the terrible speed with which this plan was carried out. In mid-March 1942, almost three-quarters of those who perished in the Holocaust were still alive. Eleven months later, the same proportion were dead. When Heydrich was shot and killed in Prague a few months later, Himmler said in his eulogy: ‘He was filled with an incorruptible sense of justice. Truthful and decent people could always rely on his chivalrous sentiment and humane understanding.’8


In 1933 Europe’s Jews numbered nine million. By 1945 six million of them had died, some from disease and starvation but most murdered industrially by the Nazis and their collaborators. In all the territories the Nazis occupied lived citizens who enthusiastically took part in the attack on Europe’s Jewry, or simply stood by. But there was a minority which showed a different side of human nature. We know of numerous acts of bravery in Germany itself, for which many lost their lives. We know about figures from elsewhere, such as Oskar Schindler and Nicholas Winton, who saved hundreds from the gas chambers. Consider the behaviour, though, of two Polish citizens among the few who did not collaborate or stand by. Anti-Semitism was as prevalent in Poland as it was in Germany. And in October 1941, the Nazis decreed that any Jew leaving the ghetto would be liable to the death penalty. They added that the same penalty applied to persons who sheltered such Jews. The fate of someone found hiding Jews was often also death at the hands of fellow Poles (even after the war had ended).


Josef Placzek was a builder near the village of Bobolice in southern Poland. He concealed Zissel Zborowski, her two sons and her daughter for twenty months in hiding places specially constructed in the attic and cellar. He would come in once a day to empty their chamber pots and give them any news. By doing this he was risking not only his life but those of his wife and daughter too. He had to feed this additional family of four, in times of great scarcity, throughout 1943 and up to August 1944. At that point a policeman tipped him off that rumours were spreading about his clandestine house guests. They moved on and so were not there when the house was searched a week later. The Zborowskis survived the war.9


Zofia Kossak had been a bestselling novelist before the war and the head of the Catholic Front for the Reborn Poland. If that sounds sinister, then you’re right: she was a prominent anti-Semite who said the Jews were the enemies of Poland. But she could not tolerate the savagery of the Nazis. In this battle for her soul, decency won out. She issued a public appeal in August 1942:




The total number of Jews killed already exceeds a million, and the number enlarges with each passing day. Everyone dies. The wealthy and the impoverished, the elderly, women, men, youth, infants … Who remains silent in the face of slaughter – becomes an enabler of the murderer. Who does not condemn – then consents.10





A month later Kossak set up Zegota, which is a Polish acronym standing for Council for Assistance to the Jews. Zegota would save thousands of Jewish children, spiriting them out of ghettos into orphanages, convents and private homes. Several of the members of Zegota were arrested, tortured and sent to Auschwitz, including Kossak herself. But, despite having both legs broken by her interrogators, she survived and never denounced her co-conspirators. The late historian Martin Gilbert paid tribute to all the individuals whose extraordinary bravery saved so many from the Holocaust. In his book The Righteous, he speculates on their motives:




Dislike of Nazism and its racial doctrines; a refusal to succumb to them, a refusal to be bullied, even by superior force; an unwillingness to allow evil to triumph … contempt for prejudice, a sense of decency: each played its part in making acts of rescue possible, even desirable.11





In the United Kingdom today survivors of the camps still tour schools to give their testimony to the next generation. They are mostly in their nineties now and many have already died. The former Prime Minister David Cameron set up a Commission in 2013 to recommend ways in which the Holocaust could be commemorated in the future, after the survivors are gone. The Commission, of which I was a member, recommended a new memorial in central London, renewed programmes of education and recording the testimony of these primary witnesses:




In educating young people about the Holocaust, Britain reaffirms its commitment to stand up against prejudice and hatred in all its forms. The prize is empathetic citizens with tolerance for the beliefs and cultures of others. But eternal vigilance is needed to instil this in every generation.12





Among those nonagenarians bearing witness in 2016 for the first time was Sara Sonja Griffin, a Jewish toddler hidden in Haarlem during the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands. Her story includes a small act of mercy with a profound consequence. She survived the war and now has great-grandchildren:




There was a time when we had been hiding in a house, where there were other Jewish people. There was a raid. I had been crying. People had been complaining that I was keeping them awake and so my mother had moved me into the loft space. They were all taken away. A German soldier came up the ladder and found me and my mother. She was trying to keep me quiet. He took me out of my mother’s arms and shouted, ‘All is clear up here!’ He left me with my mother. I used to dream about him.13





[image: Image Missing]




Hitler, Stalin and Mao


In her family history Wild Swans, Jung Chang wrote the definitive account of destitution and persecution during Mao’s Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976. When she was twelve my daughter read it. She asked why a ‘great leader’ would starve and torture his people. She couldn’t comprehend the level of cruelty or see any possible logic to Mao’s tyranny. When more than a hundred million were liquidated by the actions of Mao, Stalin and Hitler it does seem to make the question too vast, too terrible to answer satisfactorily.


But one answer is a psychological one: not only Mao, but also Hitler and Stalin, were classic psychopaths. As we’ll see in Chapter 2, this meant they lacked crucial aspects of empathy. In his book Zero Degrees of Empathy (2011), the Cambridge psychologist Simon Baron-Cohen lists the signs indicating those with antisocial personality disorder, a proportion of whom are psychopaths:




	Failure to conform to social norms of lawfulness


	Deceitfulness


	Impulsivity or failure to plan ahead


	Irritability and aggression


	Reckless disregard for the safety of others or oneself


	Consistent irresponsibility


	Lack of remorse14





Had we the benefit of today’s diagnostic tools, chiefly fMRI scanners, we might have seen some serious abnormalities in the three dictators’ brain functions. Instead we rely on memoirs and historians. Mao’s doctor and sole confidant described him as voracious for flattery, demanding of sexual servicing and devoid of warmth or compassion.15 


In his monumental biography of Stalin, Simon Sebag Montefiore records how, during the inexplicable ‘Great Terror’, Stalin drove the massacre of thousands of innocent officials with chilling instructions. For instance, scrawling on a memo which survives, ‘Shoot all 138 of them.’16 


Hugh Trevor-Roper interviewed Hitler’s architect, Albert Speer, in 1946, about how they had all been led to perdition by the Führer: ‘he [Speer] could not withstand the mysterious intensity of those chill, glaucous eyes, the messianic egotism of that harsh, oracular voice’.17


Steven Pinker sums up these three men who plundered the twentieth century by observing they were ideologically driven and believed any means justified the end: ‘Let these ingredients brew in the mind of a narcissist with a lack of empathy, a need for admiration, and fantasies of unlimited success, power, brilliance, and goodness, and the result can be a drive to implement a belief system that results in the deaths of millions.’18
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THE ARMENIAN MASSACRE


Before the Holocaust there had been other mass racial murders (though they were not termed ‘genocide’ until 1944). In fact, human history is littered with the corpses of tribal exterminations.19 Few were as terrible as that which befell the Armenian Christians of Anatolia in the early twentieth century. In February 1915, Dr Sakir, a member of the Ottoman Empire’s Central Committee, returned to Istanbul from the Caucasus front where the Turks were fighting the Imperial Russian forces.20 He reported the situation to two committee colleagues, Dr Nazim and Talaat Pasha, the Interior Minister. Sakir’s particular concern was ‘the enemy within’ – the Christian Armenian population in Anatolia who were sympathetic to the Russians and, in some places, overtly supporting them. No paperwork exists to show what these three men concluded. We do know they gave orders for mass deportations of Armenians (enshrined in law by the Ottoman Council of Ministers in May 1915). Written deportation orders were sent to provincial governors and the task began almost immediately. Police with fixed bayonets drove families out of their houses. Muslims were then settled in vacated Armenian properties.


It’s now widely accepted that these three ‘Young Turks’ also made the decision on that February day to go further and annihilate the Armenian population of two million. The Interior Ministry, carefully issuing oral orders only, instructed that the menfolk should be killed and the rest expelled. Armed gangs were recruited wherever those thuggish enough could be found, including from among convicted murderers in the prisons. Armenians were gassed, poisoned, crucified, burnt alive, as well as shot or starved. A district governor in Diyarbakır Province bravely asked for written confirmation of the mass-murder decree. He was recalled to Diyarbakır and assassinated en route.


In the city of Van, near the Russian front, 16,000 Muslims and 13,500 Armenians coexisted. The Armenians rose up to defend themselves and were shelled by the Turkish army, which set about massacring as many of them as it could. A Venezuelan mercenary serving the Ottomans later recalled the carnage. When he confronted an official and demanded the killing be stopped, he was told that the orders from the Governor of Van were to ‘exterminate all Armenian males of twelve years of age and over’.


On the night of 23 April, back in the capital, the government arrested 240 of the leading Armenians. Only a few of these politicians, writers, clerics and teachers would survive. They joined a perilous forced march to desert settlements in Syria and Iraq, alongside those who’d not already been murdered in their towns and villages, that is, mostly the women and children. One of those arrested was a priest, Grigoris Balakian, who somehow managed to survive and who published his testimony after the war.21 Armed gangs of bandits and local Kurdish villagers stripped them of their few remaining possessions. If they stopped walking they were shot, perhaps a more merciful fate than undergoing the multiple tortures of eye-gouging, genital mutilation and disembowelling along the way. Manuel Lerkyasharian was a nine-year-old boy accompanying his mother. Her feet swelled so much that she could not go on. She persuaded a relative to cast her into the Euphrates, which she preferred to the torture she’d otherwise receive from the Ottoman soldiers. Manuel witnessed his mother being carried off by the current. It is said that in places the Euphrates changed course, impeded by the weight of corpses.


By the autumn of 1915 word of this catastrophe was spreading far and wide. That year the New York Times published a total of 145 articles about the Armenian massacres. From then until the end of the war the newspaper regularly used phrases like ‘organized by government’ and ‘systematic race extermination’.22 But despite being reported contemporaneously, and notwithstanding the accounts published later, it is still known as the ‘forgotten genocide’. In 2016 it remains a crime in Turkey to refer to the episode as ‘genocide’. The Turkish government still argues that what happened was legitimate action against the state’s enemies. Even in Britain today, in the niceties of Foreign Office argot, our diplomats are not permitted to use the ‘g-word’. But the cold fact is that by 1922 only about 400,000 Armenians remained in the Ottoman Empire. Between 600,000 and 1.5 million had been expunged, with the most likely figure for the number of victims exceeding one million. Mass, state-sponsored killings do not occur spontaneously, without cause. What were the roots of the Armenian genocide?


The Armenians were Christians whose homelands had been absorbed into the Muslim Ottoman Empire in the fifteenth century. They were never given the same political and legal status as the Muslims and so concentrated on commerce, with many becoming wealthy merchants. They agitated for equality and, in the 1870s, were used as a pretext by Russia to annex Ottoman territory, for the Armenians’ ‘protection’. There had been bitter pogroms in the mid-1890s in which hundreds of thousands of Armenians died at the hands of the Turks. So they were outsiders, a minority, seen to be wealthy, the subject of discrimination and persecution in the past – this familiar pattern would, of course, give rise to further terrible events in the twentieth century. Whole communities switched off their empathy to do cruel things to their fellow citizens. Of those Turks who did experience a sense of empathy for the plight of the Armenians, most did nothing as a result. However, a few did act – no society was completely without compassion.


Mehmed Jelal was the distinguished Governor-General of Aleppo. He’d previously headed the empire’s civil service college and three other provinces. He knew and respected many Armenians and regarded them as friends and not enemies. In 1915 he received the same orders to begin the persecution. At considerable personal risk he replied, ‘Each human has the right to live.’ In June 1915 he was removed by the government and sent in disgrace to another, less critical province, Konya. From there he wrote to the Central Committee, trying a more pragmatic argument:




The Armenian race constitutes a significant part of our country’s population. Armenians hold a significant part of the general wealth and they run half the country’s commercial activities. Trying to destroy them will cause damage to the country. If all our enemies sat down and thought for a month, they couldn’t find a more damaging thing for us.23





He received no reply, so he went to Istanbul. There he thought he’d secured an agreement to stop deporting Armenians living in Konya. But on his return he found thousands more had been rounded up and assembled at the railway station to begin the exodus to Syria. He sent them back to their homes. A multitude came through the railhead from other regions on their way to exile. This he could not stop, but he managed to provide some refugee funding so as to alleviate their suffering. The local Armenians were never deported and he even managed to rescue and settle locally another 30,000 passing through. But he couldn’t prevent this massive, state exercise in what we now call ethnic cleansing:




In Konya, I was like a person sitting by the side of a river, with absolutely no way to save anyone. Blood was flowing in the river and thousands of innocent children, blameless old people, helpless women, and strong young men were carried down this river toward oblivion. Anyone I could save with my bare hands, I saved; the others, I suppose, were carried down the river, never to return.24





What does it take to stand up, almost alone, against the state? Why did Mehmed Jelal have such compassionate instincts for a different race and such a keen sense of justice? Where did his altruism spring from, how did he bring himself to recognise the suffering of the Armenians? Was it by imagining how they felt about the destruction of their lives? He demonstrated the power of empathy all the more vividly by acting at a moment when his fellow Turks had switched their own empathy instinct off.
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Altruism


The debate about whether there’s any such thing as a truly selfless act is ancient. In 1975 the psychologist Dennis Krebs took an important and somewhat diabolical step forward in the debate by constructing a special game of roulette. Players received money on even numbers and an electric shock on the odd squares. In fact, the apparatus was not electrified; the players merely acted as if they had been shocked. Krebs’ focus was on the students he’d invited to watch the spectacle. He told some of them that the player they were watching was a fellow student with a similar personality, and others that he or she was an outsider with a different personality. Only when the spectators saw fellow students get shocked did their hearts pound and their sweat break out. They were even willing to suffer a shock themselves to save their co-students. This they would not do for the others. On the basis of his experiment, Krebs put forward the empathy–altruism hypothesis: that empathy induces altruism. 


But it was still possible that the spectators had taken the shock for their fellows because it was a price worth paying for avoiding the even greater distress of watching the shock. Did their behaviour only resemble altruism? That’s where Daniel Batson came in. In the 1980s he conducted similar experiments to Krebs’. The key difference was that some of the spectators had the option of leaving the building halfway through. Batson reasoned that if they did this it would prove that their primary motivation was to avoid distress. It turned out that when the spectators believed they had things in common with the person getting shocked, they were still willing to get shocked in their place. This was in keeping with the empathy–altruism hypothesis.25


Batson also recognises the importance of moral motivation, where we act in accordance with a fair and reasoned principle.26 This allows those who do not identify with others also to show empathy, overriding their natural bias and promoting altruistic behaviour towards individuals and groups with whom they don’t have much in common. 


The psychiatrist Iain McGilchrist sees altruism as a ‘necessary consequence of empathy’ and a positive force which comes from more than mere reciprocation, a concern for one’s friends and family or a desire for good reputation: ‘It is mutuality not reciprocity, fellow feeling not calculation, which is both the motive and the reward for successful co-operation. And the outcome, in utilitarian terms, is not the important point: it is the process, the relationship, that matters.’27


He notes that the exercise of this ‘mutuality’ lights up parts of our brain associated with pleasure. Altruism may have its evolutionary roots in beneficially cooperative behaviour within a tribe. But, unmoored from this, the genuinely selfless act exists.


Pearl and Samuel Oliner conducted a landmark study of altruism in the 1980s. They investigated Germans who had helped rescue Jews during the Second World War. One of the strongest predictors of their heroic behaviour was having memories of growing up in a family that valued compassion. They concluded that children with parents who are compassionate tend to be more altruistic.28 
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THE RWANDAN GENOCIDE


In July 1993 a new radio station crackled into life in Rwanda. With its charismatic disc jockeys, Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines (RTLMC) attracted a devoted young audience. Amid the cool, contemporary music tracks they frequently heard other apparently mysterious messages: ‘cut down the tall trees … clear the bush … finish the work’.29 But everyone understood these sinister metaphors. The ‘tall trees’ were the minority Tutsis, generally greater in height than the majority Hutus. The population of this Central/Eastern African country was being treated to sustained and insidious incitement to kill the Tutsis (mark Goebbels’ words in 1933: ‘It would not have been possible for us to take power or to use it in the ways we have without the radio …’).30


On 6 April 1994 the Rwandan President, a Hutu called Juvénal Habyarimana, died when his private aeroplane was shot down. It’s never been established whether this was the work of Hutu militia or rebel Tutsis. But it proved to be the spark that ignited the volatile country. A small cabal of Hutus unleashed a terrible genocide. The inner circle included Habyarimana’s wife Agathe and another Tutsi hater, Théonaste Bagosora. This murderous conspiracy was known as Akazu, or ‘little house’.


The following day the moderate Prime Minister, who might have saved the fragile peace in the country, was hunted down and murdered. The army and paramilitaries set up roadblocks in the capital, Kigali, and other towns and a frenzied murder spree began – of Tutsis, of the other minority group, the Twa, and of any Hutus who got in the way. Before long RTLMC became more explicit: ‘And you people … go out. You will see the [Tutsi rebels’] straw huts in the marsh … I think that those who have guns should immediately go to these [rebels], encircle them and kill them.’31


The extreme racism of the radio station helped attract violent recruits to paramilitaries like the Interahamwe – gangs of young men who then killed with their weapon of choice, the machete. For ninety days a Tutsi was murdered every ten seconds. So widespread and so intense was the pogrom that doctors killed their patients and pastors killed their flocks. Tutsi parishioners of the Seventh-Day Adventist Church in Mugonero wrote a letter to their pastor lamenting that they expected to be killed the following day. He swiftly replied that God had abandoned them and they should prepare to die. Before the end of the catastrophe 75 per cent of the Tutsis living in Rwanda were dead. It’s probable that three-quarters of a million perished.


The Rwandan genocide conformed to several of the norms for these tragedies. The Tutsis were seen as richer and more successful than the Hutus. They amounted to a little over 10 per cent of the population. In colonial times, after the First World War, the Belgians had originally dubbed as Tutsis the taller, richer citizens who owned herds of cattle, and they claimed an ethnically superior, Ethiopian origin for them. After the Second World War the Hutu majority was increasingly seen as downtrodden at the expense of the Tutsi elite. As independence approached in 1962 the Belgians turned a blind eye to a number of pogroms carried out against the Tutsis by the Hutus. After independence, serial tribal violence continued. This resulted in one million Tutsis going into exile in neighbouring countries. It was in Uganda that they developed the largest Tutsi rebel army, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). These troops invaded Rwanda in 1990, only to be driven back out. Earlier, in the 1950s, Tutsi loyalist rebels had referred to themselves as inyenzi, cockroaches (tough and able to creep out unexpectedly from anywhere). Thus they helped write the racist propaganda which would be used against their kind, along with other epithets we are familiar with: dirty, dishonest, traitorous, dangerous. A peace treaty in 1992 was only a sticking plaster over a running sore.


In the mayhem unleashed by the Akazu, the RPF took the opportunity to invade again. With political ambition they swept rapidly towards the capital. The RPF had little difficulty with the Hutu army, preoccupied as it was with genocide. They took Kigali on 4 July 1994. The genocide was then over, but the wells were poisoned with corpses and 100,000 households had children with no adults. There was a mental-health crisis among the survivors. And the arduous task of trying to reintegrate the two communities, while prosecuting the war criminals, had to begin. (For the story of how the radio then reversed into a medium for empathy, see Chapter 8.)


The active participation of doctors and priests is, perhaps, the single most shocking detail in a series of ghastly events. But, once again, there were Hutus whose empathy stretched beyond their own tribe. Baudouin Busunyu was an assistant priest whose superior backed the genocide and whose own father was a leader of the Interahamwe. He worked secretly with a network of other pastors, smuggling Tutsis across the border into the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). He was harassed and beaten up but kept the operation going to the end of the genocide. He ended up in a Hutu refugee camp in the DRC and was murdered in 1997, probably by the Interahamwe, who controlled the camps.


Gabriel Mvunganyi was an elderly man living on the outskirts of Kigali. He was religious and a longstanding opponent of ethnic discrimination. He helped several Tutsis to evade capture. His house was frequently searched. Even during this time he successfully hid two Tutsi girls. But in May 1994, while he was out with his daughter, he was spotted and apprehended. He was physically humiliated and then shot.


Sula Karuhimbi was a widowed farmer and healer living in the Ntongwe commune in Gitarama. She hid Tutsis on her farm in agricultural buildings, feeding them with her own produce. Trigger-happy militias attempted to search her property on several occasions, but she rebuffed them, suggesting that she could command evil spirits to harm them. It’s thought she saved seventeen Tutsis in all, and she survived the conflict.


In Rwanda today there’s a genocide memorial day on 7 July, followed by a week’s mourning. There are laws which prohibit discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, race or religion. It’s important for a country’s national days and laws to assert its community’s values. But to tackle such deep-seated, visceral sentiments we all need to understand how fundamental tribalism is to our culture and psyche.


EMPATHY, TRIBALISM AND GROUP-THINK


I once disappointed (and possibly outraged) a very idealistic Swede who had come to London to investigate how arts and cultural projects can form a bridge between communities. I told him that we’re tribal by nature and that, left to our own devices and prejudices, we instinctively prefer our own kind. Why do we have such careful criteria and protocols for professional job interviews? To correct this unconscious bias. My view is that we should openly accept this trait, the better to tackle it. In other words, admitting we’re racist is the best way to do something about it. My guest was adamant: our natural state is one of being colour-blind, gender-blind, deaf to different accents and so on. For him our anti-social behaviour was solely down to our upbringing and the societies which nurture us. I countered by asking where these ungenerous, unempathetic traits came from in the first place. He was not impressed. But I’m not budging: we are by nature tribal. For the primatologist Frans de Waal, this has its origin in necessity:




As is true for many mammals, every human life cycle includes stages at which we either depend on others (when we are young, old or sick) or others depend on us (when we care for the young, old or sick). We very much rely on one another for survival.32





De Waal points to Charles Darwin, in The Descent of Man, seeing this gregariousness as the origin of morality: ‘Any animal whatever, endowed with well-marked social instincts … would inevitably acquire a moral sense or conscience, as soon as its intellectual powers had become as well developed, or nearly as well developed, as in man.’33


We may buy Darwin’s argument as it relates to the promotion of empathetic behaviour towards those in our group – family, friend, co-religionist, work colleague, football fan of the same team or fellow countryman. But we should side with the philosopher John Stuart Mill when it comes to how we feel about others. In 1875, he wrote of ‘sympathetic selfishness’: ‘[sympathetic characters] may be very amiable and delightful to those with whom they sympathise, and grossly unjust and unfeeling to the rest of the world’.34


Jean Decety, a Chicago professor of psychology, has recently surveyed these in-group/out-group attitudes, assisted by the insights afforded by fMRI. His work owes much to that of Dennis Krebs before him. He based his 2015 paper ‘Empathy, Justice, and Moral Behavior’ on analysis of our brain activity when confronted with other people in distress:




The neural response elicited by the perception of others in distress is either strengthened or weakened by interpersonal relationships, implicit attitudes and group preferences … notably … the response … to viewing others in pain decreased remarkably when participants viewed faces of racial out-group members relative to in-group members … Another study demonstrated that the failures of an in-group member are painful, whereas those of a rival out-group member give pleasure – a feeling that may motivate harming rivals.35





In a 2010 study, Decety asked participants in an MRI scanner to watch animations of hands and feet in painful contortions.36 When the spectators imagined that the bodies belonged to loved ones, they reported more intense pain than when they imagined they were watching strangers. And the fMRI scans demonstrated this at the neural level.


It would appear that this prejudice in favour of our own kind is something baked into us. Martha Nussbaum is a professor of law and ethics, interested in the power of love and empathy in overcoming our baser instincts. She points to the findings of a psychologist who studies infants: ‘Babies, like nonhuman animals, are biased toward their own kind. They prefer the faces of a racial type that is most familiar to those of unfamiliar races; they prefer speakers of their language to speakers of a foreign language.’37


And we take these preferences into our adult life: we unconsciously favour those with the same colour skin, those speaking the same language, even folk with the same accent. This is the raw material so skilfully manipulated by the Young Turks, the Nazis and the Hutu militias. Add a foe (external if you like, but internal is even more threatening), a sense of injustice and, if possible, alienation or full-blown disgust, and you have the conditions for genocide. Mass killings require this sort of general complicity by the population. The inspiration of the European Union after the Second World War (whatever we may feel about it today) was to obviate such conflict. Many of the nations in the EU – Holland, Denmark, Belgium – no longer sabre-rattle at their own citizens or seek dominion over other parts of the world.


But race is only one example of so-called social dominance – that is, behaving in a tribal way. And we slip into and out of some of these groups very easily. A game of playground football is intense in its passion and comradeship but may be forgotten in minutes. The famous Stanford Prison Experiment (see below), in which ‘guards’ so mistreated ‘prisoners’ that the experiment had to be stopped early, showed how quickly we identify with ‘our side’. And it can change quickly too. We shout and jeer with passion at the fans of another football club during a local derby. The following weekend we’re united in loyalty as we support our national side. There’s a famous ABC documentary from 1970 in which a class teacher takes no more than fifteen minutes to persuade her ten-year-olds to discriminate against those with brown eyes, through her propaganda that blue-eyed pupils are an obviously superior breed. The economist and philosopher Amartya Sen personally experienced the flexibility of our allegiances:




Within-group solidarity can help to feed between-group discord. We may suddenly be informed that we are not just Rwandans but specifically Hutus (‘we hate Tutsis’), or that we are not really mere Yugoslavs but actually Serbs (‘we absolutely don’t like Muslims’). From my own childhood memory of Hindu–Muslim riots in the 1940s, linked with the politics of partition, I recollect the speed with which the broad human beings of January were suddenly transformed into the ruthless Hindus and fierce Muslims of July.38





But Sen is a qualified optimist about our potential as humans. He argues that everybody belongs to multiple groups – based on citizenship, residence, gender, class, politics, profession, employment, food tastes, sports interests, music predilections – and that it’s only over-narrow thinking about the choices we have that leads to violence. We can choose to adopt broader, more empathetic outlooks.
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The Stanford Prison Experiment


Here’s a university study that’s often quoted, but what actually happened and how valid was it? In the summer of 1971 a small ad appeared in a local newspaper in Palo Alto, California: ‘Male college students required for psychological study of prison life’. It was placed by Dr Philip Lombardo of nearby Stanford University. He wanted to conduct a two-week prisoners-and-warders experiment. Around a hundred students applied and, after those with criminal records, mental illness or histories of drug abuse had been eliminated, twenty-four were selected to take part with the promise of fifteen dollars a day. On the flip of a coin, twelve became ‘warders’ and twelve became ‘prisoners’.


Lombardo kitted out ‘cells’ and established a pretty harsh regime for the prisoners from the start, including their being stripped, ‘deloused’ and then dressed in identical smocks with ID numbers rather than names. The guards, also in uniforms, were given dark glasses ‘to prevent anyone from seeing their eyes or reading their emotions’, as Lombardo put it. They soon split into two opposing groups with the prisoners resenting the regime and the guards allowed to create their own rules and methods for keeping order. These turned out to include projecting the fire extinguishers at the inmates, demanding punishment exercises such as push-ups, denial of proper toilet facilities and imposing solitary confinement. Several prisoners had to be released after emotional crises and one even went on hunger strike. After six days Lombardo felt obliged to call the experiment off, because of the extremes that the students were all experiencing.


In the years since then Lombardo has used the experiment to suggest how easily humans can slip into group-led anti-social behaviour and has lectured on prison reform. Critics of the experiment say Lombardo over-influenced the events by the way he set up the project and briefed the warders. Others have pointed to the way the participants self-selected themselves via the newspaper advertisement. A study in 2007 placed two similar small ads, one which mentioned ‘prison’ and one which didn’t.39 They found that those who applied to the former had on average higher levels of aggressiveness and narcissism, and lower levels of empathy and altruism. Perhaps another lesson of the Stanford Prison Experiment, then, is whether we should assess our prisoners and warders for emotional intellience.
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There’s plenty of evidence, from Stanford and elsewhere, that having made a choice and joined a group, we like to conform. First a benign example of this: American sociologists arranged an uncomfortably revealing wine tasting in which four wine samples were all from the same bottle, but one had been spiked with vinegar. They then included some stooges at the tasting who purported to be experts and extolled the refinement and general excellence of the spiked wine. Other members of the group went along with this, even though the sample was mouth-puckeringly sour. Later another stooge broke out of the consensus and declared that the vinegary sample sucked. At this point many of the tasters were prepared to acknowledge how disgusting it was in their private notes, but not in front of everyone else. In the public situation they were inclined to condemn this minority view. They felt most comfortable with the group-think, however far removed it was from their private perception.40
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