
[image: Image Missing]


Also by Peter Bazalgette

The Food Revolution (with T. A. B. Sanders)

You Don’t Have to Diet (with T. A. B. Sanders)

Billion Dollar Game

Egon Ronay


[image: Image Missing]

[image: Image Missing]

www.johnmurray.co.uk



First published in Great Britain in 2017 by John Murray (Publishers)

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Peter Bazalgette 2017

The right of Peter Bazalgette to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978-1-47363-752-8

John Murray (Publishers)

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.johnmurray.co.uk


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

OPS/images/logo.jpg
JOAN MURRAY





OPS/images/title.jpg
THE EMPATHY
INSTINCT

How to Create a
More Civil Society

Peter Bazalgette





OPS/images/cover.jpg
THE
EMPATHY
INSTINCT

how to create a more
civil society

PETER BAZALGETTE





