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An important discovery in neurosciences over the last years has been that of a

mechanism that unifies action execution and action perception. The essence of this

mechanism –the mirror mechanism- is the following. When individuals observe an

action belonging to their motor repertoire done by others, neurons that encode that

action are activated in the observer’s motor system. Since the observers are aware of the

outcome of their internally generated motor acts, they also understand the goal of

others’ actions without the necessity of an intermediate cognitive mediation.

In my talk, I will review first some data on the mirror mechanism of the monkey. I will

present then evidence that also humans possess the mirror mechanism. I will show then

that there is overwhelming evidence that the mirror mechanism exists also in centers

related to emotions like the anterior insula and the anterior cingulate cortex. The mirror

mechanism of these centers are activated by natural stimuli (e.g. disgusting odorants,

painful stimuli) as well as by the observation of individuals that feel emotions

determined by those stimuli. Because the same neuronal populations are activated by

natural and by social stimuli, it follows that we can not only understand others’

emotions cognitively, but also feel them empathically sharing them with others. This

empathic mechanism may be potentiated or inhibited by cultural factors.
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I will posit that certain ideologies (e.g. Nazism) may inhibit it, thus transforming “the

other” into a “thing”. In contrast, ethical precepts present in the Bible as well in the

texts of others religions are fundamental to reinforce it.
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