
How One Emotion Connects Altruists,
Psychopaths, and Everyone In Between

Emotions play a central role in shaping our lives. They guide our decisions,
influence our relationships, and determine our overall experiences. One particular
emotion stands out as a common thread connecting individuals who range from
altruists to psychopaths, and that emotion is empathy.

The Power of Empathy

Empathy can be defined as the ability to understand and share the feelings of
others. It goes beyond sympathy, which involves acknowledging someone's
emotions, and delves into the realm of truly sensing another person's
experiences. Empathy allows individuals to connect with others on a deep
emotional level, fostering understanding, compassion, and altruism.
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At one end of the spectrum, altruists are individuals who possess a remarkable
capacity for empathy. They actively seek to help others, even at their own
expense. Research has shown that altruists have heightened activity in brain
regions associated with empathy, suggesting that their ability to understand and
share the feelings of others may be more developed than the average person.

The Empathy Disconnect
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On the other end of the spectrum, psychopaths display a severe lack of empathy.
Psychopathy is characterized by a lack of remorse, shallow emotions, and an
inability to connect with others on an emotional level. Researchers have
discovered that psychopaths have impaired functioning in brain regions
associated with empathy, which helps to explain their detachment from the
feelings and experiences of those around them.

Despite the stark differences between altruists and psychopaths, empathy is
actually a fundamental human trait that exists within all of us. It is manifested in
varying degrees, giving rise to a broad spectrum of empathetic abilities. Some
individuals may naturally possess a high level of empathy, while others may
struggle to connect with the emotions of others due to various factors, such as
genetics, upbringing, or life experiences.

Empathy and Society

Empathy is not only a personal characteristic, but it also plays a crucial role in the
fabric of society. When individuals are capable of understanding and sharing the
feelings of others, they are more likely to exhibit prosocial behavior, engage in
acts of kindness, and work towards improving the well-being of their communities.
Empathy fosters cooperation, reduces conflicts, and promotes social harmony.



However, in a world that often seems divided and polarized, empathy can be
challenged. Factors such as prejudice, cultural differences, and the fast-paced
nature of modern life can hinder our ability to fully understand and appreciate the
emotions of others. It is crucial for societies to prioritize empathy as a
fundamental value, promoting empathy-building activities and creating
opportunities for people to connect with and learn from those who are different
from them.

The Journey to Empathy

Cultivating empathy requires effort, self-reflection, and an open mind. It involves
stepping outside of our own perspectives and genuinely listening to the
experiences of others. Reading books, engaging in diverse conversations, and
volunteering are just a few ways to broaden our empathetic capacity. By actively
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embracing empathy, we can bridge the gaps that divide us, foster understanding,
and create a more empathetic and inclusive society.

Empathy is a powerful emotion that connects people across the spectrum of
humanity. It has the ability to bring out the best in individuals, inspiring acts of
kindness and altruism, while also highlighting the challenges faced by those
lacking in empathetic abilities, such as psychopaths. By recognizing empathy as
a fundamental trait and actively working to enhance our own empathetic
capacities, we can foster a more compassionate and understanding world, one
that embraces the diversity of human experiences and ensures that everyone is
seen, heard, and understood.
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In this "compelling scientific detective story," a leading neuroscientist looks for the
nature of human kindness in the brains of heroes and psychopaths (Wall Street
Journal).
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At fourteen, Amber could boast of killing her guinea pig, threatening to burn down
her home, and seducing men in exchange for gifts. She used the tools she had
available to get what she wanted, and, she didn't care about the damage she
inflicted. A few miles away, Lenny Skutnik was so concerned about the life of a
drowning woman that he jumped into the ice-cold river to save her. How could
Amber care so little about others' lives, while Lenny cared so much?
Abigail Marsh studied the brains of both psychopathic children and extreme
altruists and found that the answer lies in our ability to recognize others' fear. And
as The Fear Factor argues, by studying people who demonstrate heroic and evil
behaviors, we can learn more about how human morality is coded in the brain.
A path-breaking read, The Fear Factor is essential for anyone seeking to
understand the heights and depths of human nature.
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