EMPATHIC CIVILIZATION

We're killing our planet.

Who knows what Greenhouse Effect is?

The greenhouse effect is a process by which thermal radiation from a planetary surface is absorbed by atmospheric 

gas" 
greenhouse gases
, and is re-radiated in all directions. Since part of this re-radiation is back towards the surface, energy is transferred to the surface and the lower atmosphere. As a result, the temperature there is higher than it would be if direct heating by solar radiation were the only warming mechanism.[1]

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greenhouse_effect" \l "cite_note-ipcc-AR4WG1-1" [2]
Greenhouse gases are Carbon Dioxide, Methane, Ozone -- some of these are byproducts of burning oil -- fossil fuel.

Yesterday Emmy kept asking "why can't we all just get along?" at Ben's lecture.  And the idea was that "why can't be do the right thing?"  And everyone's answer seems to be -- we're bad people.
Humans are generally thought of as utilitarian, predatory, materialistic

But -- over the last 10 years there have been some interesting developments in the fields of Evolutionary Biology, Neuro-cognitive science, child development

The results of which have challenged much of what we think of as typical or standard.  Specifically how we do business, how we do educate, and how governments think.
Let's jump to the tiny town of Parma Italy, 1990.
Scientists had a Macaque monkey hooked up to an MRI machine, which takes pictures of it's brain.  Who knows what a neuron is?

It's a cell that transmits information using electrical and chemical signaling (draw one).
When a signal jumps this space - called a synapis - it registers on the MRI machine.

So this monkey was hooked up to the machine and given a nut, and they were looking for which neurons light up on the machine when he was trying to open the nut.  So the monkey's trying to open up the nut and they're watching how the neurons light up.

While this was going on one of the scientists - completely by accident - walked in and said "hey a bowl of nuts - I love nuts" and opened up a nut.  The monkey shocked at this invader to his space just starred at this guy, but what they saw was -- as the monkey watched the man opening up HIS own nut -- the SAME neurons lit up in the monkey's brain as when had opened the nut himself.

They thought the MRI machine had broken.  This seemed to make no sense.  So they started putting the MRI machine on other kinds of animals (primates) similar to ourselves -- especially chimpanzes, who have a much larger neocortex (where most of the high end cognitive functions happen).  Then they went to humans.

What they found over and over again what they would later name "mirror neurons" - which is a neuron that fires when an animal acts and when the animals observes the same actions performed by another.

What does that mean for us?

It means that when I'm observing you - your anger, your frustration, your sense of rejection, you joy, whatever it is -- I'll sort of feel like you feel -- because the same neurons are lighting up in me as if I'm having that  experience myself.  There's a word for that -- anyone want to guess.

Empathy, which is defined as the capacity to recognize and - to some extent - share feelings that are being experienced by others.  And to be compassionate (one of our 3 "C"s -- we need empathy first… empathy gets us to compassion).   Sociopaths & psychopaths don’t feel empathy.

This isn't all that unusual, and we see examples of it almost daily.  If you see a big fat spider crawling up your friends arm -- what happens?  You get a creepy feeling.  Maybe some screaming, maybe some running around -- the point is that your response is a product of your empathy.  So it seems we're wired to feel another's plight as if we're experiencing it ourselves.

But this is just the beginning…

It seems there's a whole range of research going on in Neuro-psychology, brain research and child development that suggests we are wired NOT for aggression, violence, self-interest, but for sociability, attachment, affection, companionship…  the research suggests that our 1st drive is a drive to belong -- it's an empathic drive.
What is empathy?

It isn't just "I feel your pain".

When little babies are in a nursery and one cries -- the other babies will all start to cry -- they just don't know why.  That's called empathic distress, and it's built into their biology.  At 2 and a half years, a child is able to recognize themselves in a mirror -- that's when you start to see empathy as a cultural phenomenon, because the idea of self-hood -- the idea of self-recognition, goes hand in hand with empathic development.  Around 8 years of age, a child learns about birth and death, where they came from, that they have a 1 and only life, that life is fragile and vulnerable, and one day - we're all going to die.  When a child learns about birth and death and have fragile our existence is, and that every moment is precious and that they have their own unique history -- this allows the child to then experience another plight in that same way.  That that other creature has a unique one-and-only life, that it's tough to be alive, that they're struggling to flourish and be.  So if you think about the times that we've felt empathy for another you've felt their struggle.  You feel their struggle to be and to flourish and - through are compassion - we show solidarity (who knows what solidarity means?  United as one).
Empathy is grounded in the acknowledgement of death and the celebration of life and the rooting for each other to flourish and be.  It's based on our frailties and imperfections.  So if we start talking about building an empathic civilization -- we're talking about the ability of human beings to show solidarity, not only with each other, but with our fellow creatures who also have a one-and-only-life on this little planet.

Here's the question -- research has show that consciousness changes based on history.  In other words how our brains are wired, are different from how a dude from medievil times are wired, which is different from how a caveman's brain is wired 30,000 years ago.
Is it possible that we could extend our empathy to the entire human race… and to other creatures on the planet… and to the biosphere as our common community?  If it's possible to imagine that, that it may be possible to save our species and save our planet.

So the big question is -- does consciousness develop over history?  And if so how?
But the problem is that when you look back at history -- history doesn't help.  Because - by and large - historians chronicle the terrible moments in history (our pathology).  The holocosts, the genocides, the blowbacks, the colonizations, the wars, the explotations, etc.  Why?  Because they're newsworthy.  Why are they newsworthy?  Because they trigger out fight and flight response.  It's not what we see everyday.  But the problem is when you chronicle all of human history with the terrible moments -- you end up with a terrible picture of the human race.

German philosopher George Fredrick Hegel once said "happiness are the blank pages of history".  They are the moments of harmony.  Historians (generally) don't write about them.  And the idea is that if we were as monstrous as the pages of history makes us seem, then we'd have all died out a long time ago.  There's another history… and it's made up of 100 acts of kindness every day.

So let's get back to our question - how does consciousness develop over history and how does empathy develop?

Jeremy Rifkin, noted futurist author, believes that it happens when we change how we use energy, and the accompanying change in communication.
Here's an example:

Semarians (2500 BC) were a culture of people Mesopotamia (around where Iraq is today).  They're accredited with having developed "civilization".  They built huge water systems that captured energy in grain.  They had to build roads, they had to set up complex distribution systems, canals everyone.  It was so complicated that they had to set up a communication system to manage all that madness.  And they invented -- WRITING.  Script.

What's interesting is that if you look through history, where ever these great hydraulic irrigation systems were created -- middle east, india, china, mexico -- independently humans figured out some form of writing to manage it.  Amazing.

Let's skip forward in time to the Industrial Revolution -- early 1800's

Print press had been around since Gutenberg… the Chinese and Korens had their own form of print… and steam technology was introduced into the print press. Between 1830 and 1850 public schools were introduced and mass literacy resulted -- everybody was reading.  So a print literate mind was created to manage this new technology, which was being driven by steam and coal.

20th century -- telephone, cinema, radio, tv, electricity communication converge with the internal combustion engine and oil based energies to created the 2nd industrial revolution.

Let's quickly review

1) Caveman - hunter/foreger society - that was their energy… communicated with oral language and pictures on the wall.  Stories.  They created mythological consciousness.
2) Hydraulic Agricultural societies around the world (like the Sumarians) - harnessing the power of the sun as energy and inventing writing to manage it -- all those socities gave rise to religious consciousness as a byproduct of writing.  Theological consciousness

3) 1st industrial revolution - printing press being used to organize coal and steam power.  We say the emergence of ideological consciousness

4) 20th century - with the electrical communications at it's backbone, we moved from ideological consciousness to psychological consciousness.

Grandma throwing a plate on the ground doesn’t know she may be acting out a passive aggressive behavior.  Grandma, let's talk it out and work it out.  But she doesn't want to.  She's incapable of even thinking this way.

Empathy is the invisible hand.  It allows us to get along in larger social units.  To empathize is to civilize.  To civilize is to empathize.

1) Caveman - communication only extended to the local tribe, and shouting distance.  The guy on the other side of the valley was the alien other.  So empathy only extended to this in the tribe.  Those we "knew"

2) In the great Hydraulic Agricultural societies -- writing let us bring more people together, which lead to the birth of religion and empathy based on that common ground.  Associations based on religion started.  Jews started empathizing with all other jews.  Catholics with all other catholics, etc.

3) Industrial revolution meant that we now start to think of ourselves as a nationstate.  Britian starts thinking of other Brits as extended family.  Germans start thinking of each other as extended family. Americans as Amercans.  Etc.  This allowed to to again extend our family so we could have new loyalties based on complex energy revolutions.

So if we've gone from empathy in blood ties to empathy in religious ties, to empathy based on national identification -- is it a big stretch to imagine the new technologies to allow our empathy to connect to the whole human race, in a single biosphere?

We now have the technology to think as a huge global family.  When that earthquake hit Haiti, everyone was on twitter talking about it.  Within 2 hours cell phone videos hit youtube.  Within 3 hours the entire human race was in an empathic embrace and coming to the aid for poor Haiti.

If we were as utilitarian, predatory, materialistic as we thought -- it couldn't account for the response to Haiti.

The point is we need to start thinking of ourselves as an extended family.  We don't have to lose our old identities of nationhood, or religious identities, or blood-ties -- BUT -- we can extend our identities so we can think of the human race as extentions of ourselves, our fellow creatures as sharing our world, and our biosphere as our community.

So we have to rethink our human narrative.  If we are TRULY to be an Empathic society, then we need to bring out that core nature.  Because when it's repressed by parenting, eductiional systems, business and government -- our secondary drives come into play -- violence, aggression, materialism.

If we could have a global debate let's start here -- to rethink human nature to bring out our empathic nature so we can rethink how we deal with each other, and how we deal with our biosphere.  If we can do that -- we may have enough time to reach biosphere consciousness before we face extinction.

It'll be up to us -- and especially the young people of our world -- to make this happen.
