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{ PERSON OF THE YEAR }

RichardDavidsonwantsyou
tofreeyourwill,change your
brain,andtakeajourney to
thecenterofyourmind

BY FRANK BURES

PORTRAIT BY MARTHA BUSSE
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ebuildingislocked. Mostofthewin-
dowsaredark.Butinasmallroomon
thefirst floorofthe WaismanCenter, a
group of four is gathered around
Richard Davidson. It's 8:30 p.m.,and
most people are at home letting their
own minds unwind, trying to slough
offadayswork.ButDavidsonhasshown
upinthenighttohavehisbrainscanned,
tohave hismind read. § Actually, he’s
heretoreadhisownmind. 9 Theroomislinedwithcom-
puterscreens,andthereisasmallwindowthatlooksinto
thenextroomtothegiantwhite MRImachine,which
pullsmountainsofdataoutofpeople’sbrains.Thefour
scientistsareheretoruntheprogramsandsortthrough
thatdata,miningitfornuggetsofscientific gold.q “So,
whatarewedoing?”Davidsonaskscrisply. He'sdressed
injeansandaplaidshirt,asifthiswerenobigdealtobe
here,peeringintohisownbrain.q Drew Fox,oneofthe
projectcoordinators,explainshowtheyaregoingtorun
aprogramthey callthe“amygdalizer, where Davidson
willgointothe MRIand stareatdisturbing,distorted
photossotheycanlocatehis“amygdala,”whichisacti-
vatedbyfearandsurprise.Oncethey findit, Davidson
willwatchhisamygdalaactivityonagraph.Thenhewill
trytotoneitdown,to controlit,toruleitinstead of
beingruledbyit.Itisapilotproject. Itissomethingthat
has never been done before.q “All right,” Davidson
says. “‘Areweready?”

Everyonenods,soDavidsonslipsofthis Birkenstocks,takesoff goesoninourheads.

RichardDavidsonhas

knownallalongthisiswhathewant-
edtodo.YearsbeforehecametoMadi-
son.Yearsbeforetherewassuchathing
asanMRI.Yearsbeforehe’'dbeencho-
senasoneofTime magazinesonehun-
dredmostinfluentialpeopleorhadbeen
summoned to present his work to the
Nobel Committee. Years before any of
thesethings,averyyoungRichieDavid-
sonknewhewantedtounderstandwhat

hisbelt(sothe3-Teslamagnetwon’tripitoff)andwalksintothe
otherroom,whereheliesdownonthetableandgetsstrappedin
sotightthathe cantmove—even twomillimeterscouldruinthe
wholeproject. Hecrosseshislegs,restshisarmsonhis stomach.
Then,slowly,thetableslidesintothemiddleofthemachine,where
hisheadiscenteredandhisfaceisfittedwithgogglesinwhichhe
willwatchtheimages.“Everythingokay?”oneofthescientistsasks
overthespeaker.

“Everything’s fine,” Davidsonsays. Hisvoicecomesbackcalm.On
thescreen,hiseyesblink,thenstareaheadastheexperimentbegins.
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“Iwasfascinatedbythemind,”Davidsonsaysnow,“and I knew
thatthekeytohappiness,tocreatingabetterworld,wasthrough
transformingthemind.Thadthatconvictionfromearlyon.When
Iwasinhighschool,Ibeganreadingextensivelyintheseareas.And
itbecameapparenttomethatthewaytounderstandthemind,in
the West,isthroughthebrain.”

SowhileDavidson’sclassmateswerereadingcomicbooks,hewas
reading about the brain and volunteering at a local hospital’s
sleeplab,doingcrudeEEGreadingsontheonlymachineavailable
toreadthehumanbrain’stinyelectricsignals.
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“When I met him,” says Susan Davidson, his
wifeofmorethanthirtyyearsandaperinatolo-
gist at St. Mary’s Hospital, “he’d already been
cleaning electrodes in a lab line since the age
offourteen.”

Thatmeetingwasin1968,whenthetwosev-
enteen-year-olds showed up at New York Uni-
versity Heightsasfreshmen,andstarted dating.
ButRichie’sscientificacumenand curiositywere
no match for the fact that Richie had been a
speedskater.

“We grew up very close to each other,” she
says,“andwhenIheardhewasontheBrooklyn
Blades,Iwaslike,"Oh,wow!”

Incollege,RichieDavidsonglidedthoughhis
coursesalmostasfastashe’dskated.He finished
hisundergrad work by the time he was twenty,
whenheand SusanmovedtoBostonsothathe
couldenrollat Harvard.He finishedhisPh.D.by
thetimehewastwenty-four.

“One thing I remember about Richie from
graduate school,” says Dan Goleman, the best-
selling author of Emotional Intelligenceand a
friend of Davidson’s from Harvard, “was that
doingmydissertationwasoneofthemostdiffi-

cultthingsI'veeverdone.Iltwentonforever,and
was just agony. Then Richie polished his off in
aboutthreeweeks,thenhepublisheditasanarti-
cle.Ithinkhe’skindofascientist-savant.Ithink
hewasborntobeatthetopofthefield.”
(Actually, Davidsonsays,itonlytookhimsix-
teendays.)
Butaftergraduateschool,Davidsondidhitsome
roughice,ashesentoutapplicationsandwentto

interviews,onlytofindthatnoonewouldhirehim.
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BRAIN TRUST: (Left)
Davidson has been
studying the science of
the mind with Buddhist
monks, including the
Dalai Lama, for fifteen
years. (Right) The pro-
fessor lectures on brain
imaging and behavior.

Todayit'shecome
oneofthehottest
areasofbrain
researchinthe
world.Butinthe
end,thecreationof
anew field ofsci-
encemaynotbe
Davidson’s biggest
achievement.That
willbesomething
elseentirely.
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“Peoplewouldhavehimoutforjobtalks,”
Susanrecalls,“andthey’d go, ‘Wow,you’re
reallyinteresting,butyou’retooclinicalfor
ourphysiologicalline,oryouretoo physi-
ological forour cognitiveline,and you're
too this for our that” Nobody wanted to
commit their line that they had to him,
becausehedidn’t fitneatlyintoanybox.”

Eventually, Davidsonfound auniversi-
ty—State University of New York-Pur-
chase—that wasjust startingup,andjust
buildingitslabanditspsychologydepart-
ment,sohecouldbasicallybuild hisown
box and fillitwith EEGmachines. It was
therethat Davidson did some of his pio-
neering work, which found that certain
partsofthebrainwerespeciallylinked to
positiveandnegativeemotions.

Thiswassomethingofarevelation.Until
then, no one thought about the human
brain’sroleinemotions.Infact,theentire
field of cognitive neuroscience saw the
mind as a cold, calculating machine. It
onlydealtwithmemory,language,reason-
ing and other logical faculties. This dis-
crepancywouldlaterlead Davidsontocall
forthecreationofawholenew fieldcalled
“affectiveneuroscience.”

Today it’s become one of the hottest
areasofbrainresearchintheworld.Butin
theend,thecreationofanew field of sci-
encemaynotbe Davidson'sbiggestachieve-
ment.

Thatwillbesomethingelseentirely.

Theseare strangetimes.
Anxioustimes. For many of us, these are
depressingtimes.We findourselvessadand
lonelyandfeelasifthere’snothingwecan
doaboutit,shortof goingtoadoctorand
tweakingourbiochemistry.
Itisacreepingsensationthat startedin
thenineties,andhasgrownsincethen. It
may have started with the invention of
Prozac, an amazing drug that could cure
the seemingly incurable: clinical depres-
sion.Itsdiscoverywasrevolutionary,andto
the casual observer heldasimplelesson:
Yourbrainischemical,andifthechemicals
are wrong, you have to fix it with more
chemicals.Itgaveusthesensethatweare
notincontrolofourownminds.
Ontopofthiscamethegrowingdomi-
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nance of evolutionary science, and the
apparentlocationofmanyobscurehuman
behaviors deep in our evolutionary past.
Fromstereovisiontobasicmoralitytoour
tasteforfat, everythingseemedtohaveits
rootinsomeancient purpose foraworld
thathaddisappeared.
Thentherewasgenetics—thecode,the
plan for how everything should unfold,
theblueprintforthehumanbeing. When
thecodewassequenced,itseemedasifall
ofoursecretswouldsoonbelaidbare.
Takentogether,thesedevelopmentshave
givenusasenseofhelplessness,afeeling
that we are hostage to our genes, to our
chemistryandtoourpast.
“Alotofthemediadescriptionsofneu-
roscienceresearch,andlaypeople’sunder-
standingofthiswork,leadthemtoakind

“Whetheryvoulook
atmentalillness
orevensomethin
likediscontentan
unhappinessthe
researchjust keeps
chipgingaway at
theideathatanyof
thatissetin stone.”

-SharonBegley

of deterministic viewpoint,” says David-
son, “particularly in light of genetic
research, and the thought that we're all
geneticallypredetermined,thatthereareall
kindsofpredispositionstoillness,andit’s
reallyoutofourhands.”

“In my view, the rigorous, hard-nosed,
neuroscientificresearchcouldnotpainta
moredifferentpicture.”

Davidsonisoneofahandfulofscientists
whose work is overturning this conven-
tionalwisdom,andsheddinglightonwhat
is called neuroplasticity, the fact that
the brain is much more flexible, adapt-
able, and trainable than anyone had
everthought.

SharonBegleyisascience columnistfor
Newsweek and author of the best-selling
book TrainYourMind,ChangeYourBrain,

whichfeaturesachapteronDavidsonswork.

“Anyone who believes in what’s called
‘neurogenetic determinism’ is like a polar
bear on ashrinkingice floe,” says Begley.
“There’sjustlessandlessgroundtostand
on.Whetheryoulook atmentalillnessor
evensomethinglikediscontentandunhap-
pines,theresearchjust keepschippingaway
attheideathatanyofthatissetin stone.”

Muchofour“hardwiring”isn’tsohard
after all, this research shows. And just
because your brain is doing something
doesn’tmeanthat’swhatyourbrainmust
do.Thisisoneofthethings Davidsonhas
beenshowinginhislaboverandover.

“Wehavefarmorecontroloverourwell-
being,overhowwerespondtotheworld,
thanasimplistic,deterministicviewwould
permit,” says Davidson.“Thisworkleaves
us with a much more hopeful and opti-
misticmessage. Italsoplacesmorerespon-
sibility on us. Insome sense, thisworkis
reallyacallforustotakeownershipover
ourownminds.

“We have an extraordinary ability to
transformourminds,ifwesochoose.”

RichieDavidson’s firstglimpse
oftheabilitycameyearsago,longbeforehe
came to Madison, and very far from any
laboratory. Itwashighinthemountainsof
northern India, where he and his then-
girlfriend, Susan, were on a meditation
retreat.

For two weeks, they peered into their
thoughtsand emotionsinsilence (except
forthewhisperedrumorsaboutNixon’sres-
ignation)beforecomingbacktotherigid,
scientific world of Harvard, circa 1974.
Because even though Davidson had wit-
nessed firsthand the mind’s power to
reshapeitselfthroughtraining,itwouldbe
yearsbeforehecouldturntothisasalegit-
imatetopicofresearch.Instead,aftertak-
ing a good look at his equipment, at the
means for investigating the mind, at the
moodofthetimesandattheclimateinthe
scientificcommunity, Davidsondecidedto
keep his head down and stay on what
looked like the mostpromisingtrack: his
workonemotionandthebrain.

Sohewentabouthisbusinesscollecting
dataonhisEEGmachine,discoveringhow
asymmetrical thebrainis, and layingthe
groundwork for the establishment of the



field of affective neuroscience. He and
Susan moved to Madison in 1985 with
their daughter Amelie (they would soon
haveason,Seth),andDavidsonwasmade
associate professor of psychology. Once
here,hebegantobuildwhatwouldbecome
oneofthemostimportantandproductive
brainresearchprogramsintheworld.

Butwhenhewasn’tbusywithhiswork
ontheemotionalbrain,Davidsonwasstill
meditatingonhisown,stillthinkingabout
the mind, still remembering his time in
India,andwonderingwhatdiscoverieslay
alongthatpath.

Thenonedayin1992,Davidsongotafax
fromtheDalaiLama,whohadheardabout
hisworkon positiveemotions. The letter
invitedDavidsontoDharamsala,India,to
investigate the brains oflong-term medi-
tators. At first, he didn’t think it was for
real,butheinvestigatedandsureenough,
itwasarealfaxfromthereal DalaiLama,
theexiled spiritualand politicalleaderof
Tibet. He'dcaughtwindof Davidson’swork
throughthe Mind & Life Institute, a col-
laboration of brain scientists and Bud-
dhistslooking atimplications of the new
scienceofthemind.

Davidson accepted the invitation and
organized a trip to India with two other
neuroscientists. They lugged along heavy
brain-scanningequipment,butdidn’thave
muchluck: Notmanyofthe monkscould
seethe use for Davidson’s science. In the
end, the group did manage to convince
one monk to come back to Madison for
sometesting. Theamountofdatathey got
wasn'tmuch.Butitwasabeginning.

“Itwascleartomethatthatwasthetime
tocomeoutofthecloset with myinterest
inthisarea,”Davidsonsays.“BythenIhad
already had a very successful academic
careerandhadwonnumerousawardsfor
mybasicresearch,soldidn’thavetoworry
about my credibility. Rather I felt that I
couldharnessthatcredibility to effective-
ly change the scientific view toward this
wholearea.”

After that, Davidson became more
deeplyinvolvedwiththeMind & Life Insti-
tute.Thegroupholdsfrequentmeetingsto
discussthestateofthisresearch,andatthe
2000 meeting in Dharamsala, when the
Dalai Lama began peppering Davidson
withquestionsabouthowthemachineslike
MRIand EEGwork,Davidsoninvitedhim
tocomeseeforhimself. Thefollowingyear,

he did, and after that visit, a parade of
robed monks began making their way to
Madison,toDavidson’slab,wherescientists
triedtofinddifferencesintheirbrainsand
seeiftheiryearsofmentaltraininghadhad
physicaleffects.

One of those monks whose brain was
examinedwasMatthieuRicard,aFrench-
bornBuddhistmonkwhohaslivedinthe
Himalayas for thirty-five years (and who
hasa Ph.D. in genetics). He’s been a key
playerinthemonkexperiments.Inaninter-
viewfromFrance,hehadonlygoodthingsto
say about Davidson and the work being
doneinhislab.

“Onapersonallevel,Richiereallystands
out as such a remarkable person,” says
Ricard.“Heissoincrediblykind,andpolite,
and always trying to see the constructive
aspectsofthingsandemphasizewhatwill
move us toward a more compassionate
society.”

“Atthesametime,therigor! Hedoesn’t
jumptoconclusions. WhenIcometothe
labandwegetsomeexcitingthings,andI
think,‘Oh,that’sreallygood!’andIexpect
therewillbeapaperafterafewweeks.But
it takes years, because he really wants
robustandsolidanalyses.”

What those analyses have shown has
beenstartling. Theyhavefoundthatmed-
itationcanincreaseactivityinareasofthe
brainassociatedwithhappiness;thatlong-
term meditators have increased “gamma
waves”intheirbrains;thatmeditationcan
increaseyourattentionspanandhelpyour
immunesystem. Itisabodyofworkthat
rivals and may eclipse Davidson’s earlier
work on the emotional brain. Besides,
Davidson has continued that earlier
researchandmademanydiscoveriesthere,
too: Asthma is as much a disease of the
mind as of the lungs; positive emotions
boostyourimmunesystem;theamygdala
plays a large role in autism; clinically
depressedbrainsreactdifferentlytonega-
tivesituations;andsoon.

Thesheervolumeofworkcomingoutof
Davidson’soffice,andthe WaismanCenter,
isamazingtosee,asisthefactthatthetwo
phases of his research are now coming
togetherandintertwiningtoshownotonly
howimportantpositiveemotionsare,but
thattheyarenotfixed,andthatwithmen-
taltraining,wecanchangeourownemo-
tionalbrainpatterns.Itisasynthesisthat
notmanyscientistswould havebeenable

toachieve.

“Richie’s doing about ten times more
thananyoneelse,”says Joe Newman,chair
of the UW-Madison Department of
Psychology. “Hehasthisincredibleenergy,
where he reads everything and knows
everythingandstaysabreast of everything.
And alot of us learn about these things
throughRichie,becausewedon’thavethe
energy to do what he does. Not only can
mostofusnotkeepupwithallthesedevel-
opmentsinthefield,wecan’t evenkeepup
withjustwhatRichie’sdoing.”

“WereveryfortunatetohaveRichiehere
atWisconsin.Hecouldbeatanyuniversi-
ty he wanted to be,” says Davidson’s col-
leagueand collaboratorin the psychiatry
department,NedKalin.Heisreferring,no
doubt,toHarvard’s1998 attempttorecruit
Davidson by giving him a named-chair
position.ButthereisanotherreasonKalin
isgladtohavehimaround:“Hisworkisat
thepointwhereitcanhaveatrueimpact
onpeopleslives.”

“He’s gotavery raresetofqualities,”says
Mind & LifeInstitutedirectorAdamEng]le,
who hasworked with Davidson since the
early1990s.“He’svisionary. He’sbrilliant.
He’scompassionate and kind. And he’s a
very, very good scientist. And what he’s
doneatteststoallthat.”

But what he’s done isn’t immediately
clearwhenyoufirstglanceoverhis87-page
curriculum vitae. Instead, it seeps up
through the details, much as it will seep
intooursociety: Davidsonishelpingtogive
usthetoolstotakeback our mindsfrom
those who took them away, who would
haveleftuswashedup onhistory’sshore,
coveredinneurologicalbarnacles.

No oneis denyingthe power of evolu-
tion.Nooneisdenyingthat Homosapiens
haveadaptedtoliveintheworld.Butwhat
isbeingdeniedistheassumptionthatour
abilitytochangeceasedeonsago. Humans
arenotlikeothercreatures:ourmostpow-
erful evolutionary adaptation is precisely
the ability to change. Our brains are
dynamic, alive, shifting, and with effort
andinput,canbepushedinthedirection
wechoose.

“The brain is the organ that is built to
changeinresponsetoexperiencemorethan
anyotherorgan,” Davidsonsays.“Itisbuilt
to learn. It’s a learning machine. Struc-
turally and functionally it changes as a
functionofnewinformationandnewlearn-
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ing. It forms new connections. It grows
newcells. Allofthisworkisvery,verynew
and it provides an understanding of the
mechanismsbywhichself-regulation,train-
ingthroughmeditation,andotherkindsof
strategiesinvolvechangingthebrain.”

Again,inplainEnglish?

“Thisisreallyacasefortheexerciseofa
certainkindoffreewill,whichwecanuse
tochangeourminds,andtherebychange
ourbrains.”

Ifourbrainscanchange,wecanchange.
Ourmoods—goodandbad—arenotdueto
theFates.Theyarestates.Theyrelearned
patterns.Davidsoncallsthemskills.

The implications of these discoveries
will be far-reaching. They will be social,
because people will have to take more
responsibility for the lives they build
aroundthem.Theywillbepolitical,because
ifthe individual can change, society can
change. Theywillbepersonal,becausewe
willallhave moresayover(andresponsi-
bility for) our lives, our minds and our
happiness.

Itwillnotbeeasy—realchangeneveris.
Andtherearelimits, caveats. Like a good

scientist, Davidsonalwayshedgeshisstate-
ments,carefulnottooverreach.Butthere
doesn’t seem to be any way around the
factthatabigchangeisintheair.

“What myworksuggests,” says Davidson,
“isthatourcapacity to experiencefreewill
is a skill that can, to some extent, be
enhancedthroughtraining.”

In other words, it’s up to you to free
yourwill.

Andsohereweare,atthe
Waisman Center, watching Richie David-
sonthroughthe windowasheliesinthe
centeroftheMRImachineattheheartof
theten-million-dollarlaboratory he’sbuilt.
“Are we ready with the amygdalizer?”
asksoneofthescientists.
“Sure,”answersanother.
“Okay, were goingto start.”
“Three...two...one...”
Thereisaloudrattlingnoiseasthewire
coilsstartspinningandthemachinehums
to life. Through the window, we can see
Davidsonlyingasstillasacorpse.Butthat
stillnessbeliesthestrugglegoingon.Onthe

screen, we can see hisbrain, and a graph
thatshowstheactivity ofhis amygdala. It
spikes upward, and then we watch as
Davidsonwrestlesitdown,workingtocon-
trolit,toincreasehisabilitytomasterit,to
bend it to his will. Up and down it goes,
againandagain.

Around 10:30 p.m, after two hours on
his back, Davidson emerges from the
machine.Helooksrefreshed,relaxed,like
he just went for a run. And though it’s
late,andeveryoneistired,thereisanairof
excitement. Because we knowthat thisis
theedge—thecuttingedge—ofourknowl-
edgeofourbrainsandourselves.

“So,”oneofthescientistssaysto David-
sonasheslipshissandalsbackon, “That
wasyourfirsttasteofseeingyourbrain.”

Davidson smiles a far-off smile, as if
there were more to say, asif he has seen
somethinginthedistancethatpleaseshim,
apromise of somethingthatsomeday we
willallseeforourselves.

Smiling, he nods, and says simply,
“Verycool.

Frank Bures is a contributing writer for
Madison Magazine.
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