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The Root Causes of COVID-19 Screech for Compassion
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Aristotle proposed that unwise people react to things whereas
wise people inquire about their root causes and aim to derive
global principles. The pandemic of the 2019 novel coronavi-
rus (causing the disease COVID-19) has expanded from
Wuhan throughout China and has spread to more than 200
countries, with millions of people becoming infected and hun-
dreds of thousands losing their lives to the disease (World
Health Organization 2020). How did this happen, and what
are the root causes?

The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
estimates that three-quarters of new or emerging diseases that
infect humans originate in animals. Biological research sug-
gests that COVID-19 and a high proportion of emerging and
re-emerging infectious diseases are zoonoses derived from
wildlife (Jones et al. 2008). Among the wildlife capable of
transmitting viral infections to humans, bats seem to be in
the frontline. In many respects, bats represent the perfect res-
ervoir for emerging zoonotic pathogens because they harbor
more zoonotic viruses per species than other animals such as
rodents (Luis et al. 2013). Bats often live in large colonies or
roosts; through flight, they can travel and disseminate viruses
over considerable distances, and they enjoy remarkable lon-
gevity for their body size. Actually, some of the worst viral
disease outbreaks in recent years, including the Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), the Middle East Respiratory
Syndrome (MERS), Ebola, Marburg, and most likely now
SARS-CoV-2 virus (or the 2019 novel coronavirus) originat-
ed in bats (University of California - Berkeley 2020).
Henipaviruses, coronaviruses, filoviruses, and the rabies-
causing lyssaviruses have all been shown to be transmissible
from bats to humans. Research suggests that outbreaks of
animal-borne and other infectious diseases, such as Ebola,

SARS, bird flu, and now Covid-19, caused by a novel coro-
navirus, are on the rise (Smith et al. 2014). Pathogens are
crossing from animals to humans, and many can spread quick-
ly to new places.

The mechanisms of transmission of viruses such as SARS-
CoV-2 from bats to humans are not yet fully understood but
can originate in a direct encounter between bats and humans;
for example, during hunting as bats are consumed as food in
some corners of the world. Another possible route of trans-
mission involves inhalation of infectious particles by humans.
These infective aerosols could arise from the secretions (e.g.,
saliva) of the bats (Wong et al. 2007). A third route for trans-
mission is via a secondary intermediate vertebrate host serving
as an amplifying host. This last scenario seems to fit other
recent outbreaks of coronavirus-caused disease in humans,
such as SARS, which arose from cat-like civets, and MERS,
which arose from camels (Andersen et al. 2020).

Despite the obvious risk that bat viruses pose to human
health, it must be acknowledged that most outbreaks of bat-
borne zoonotic diseases are a consequence of human activities
(Wynne and Wang 2013). Anthropogenic activities such as
habitat loss, human encroachment, and the destruction of nat-
ural feeding and roosting habitats caused by urban sprawl and
agricultural expansion are increasing the interactions between
bats, humans, and livestock, thereby heightening the zoonotic
potential conferred by those characteristics. Researchers have
found that disrupting bat habitats and hunting them appears to
stress the bats, causing them to shed even more virus in their
saliva, urine, and feces, which can then infect other animals
(University of California, Berkeley, 2020). Preliminary links
have been established between loss of bat habitat and the
spillover of bat viruses into other animals and humans
(Jones et al. 2013). It is clear that human actions, such as the
hunting of wild animals and mindless destruction of biodiver-
sity, create the underlying favorable conditions for new virus-
es and diseases such as Covid-19, which threaten the existence
of humanity itself, so how come humans still engage in de-
structive behaviors that threaten their own existence?
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Obvious reasons relate to accessing more food sources,
exploiting additional land, extending agriculture, and further-
ing economic growth in order to provide resources for a grow-
ing human population. However, such motives, although im-
portant, do not explain why humans are failing to balance their
needs with the well-being of the planet and animals. To an-
swer this question, it is necessary to turn to Buddhist
philosophy.

In Buddhism, the human condition is divided into
two states: wholesome (kusala) and unwholesome
(akusala) (Le Duc 2017). Unwholesome states lead to
suffering and their origins are rooted in greed (rāga),
hatred (dosa), and delusion (moha) (Kornfield 2011).
Greed refers to any form of over-attachment to a sen-
sory object. In this case, greed can be manifested
through exploiting the planet, destruction of natural hab-
itats, and taking advantage of animals, without ever
attaining satisfaction. Hate is the opposite of greed, de-
fined as the drive to avoid, resist, or even destroy
things someone does not want. A subtle form of hatred
is apathy. Apathy can be manifested by a lack of con-
cern to the suffering of others and by justifying it at
times as necessary for economic growth. Apathy plays a
central role in the persistence of the ecological crisis
(Le Duc 2017), the current surge of infectious diseases,
and the transmission of viruses, such as the novel coro-
navirus, from animals to humans. Delusion is the inabil-
ity to perceive reality and phenomena as they really are
due to being trapped between the poles of greed and
hatred/apathy (Khoury 2019). Another form of delusion
is ignorance, such as denying empirical scientific facts
in order to continue indulging in selfish desires while
discounting the well-being of others, including animals
and nature. Delusion can result from ideological notions
supporting, for example, the stance that human beings
can exercise absolute domination over nature and ani-
mals according to some sort of divine ordination, while
denying the impacts of such actions on nature, animals,
and therefore humans (Le Duc 2017).

Rectifying unwholesome states of mind requires engaging
in daily practices of mindfulness and compassion.
Mindfulness can be defined as an embodied non-judgmental
attention and lucid awareness of oneself, others, and the envi-
ronment (Khoury 2018; Khoury et al. 2017, 2019, 2020).
Compassion can be defined as an embodied, integrated state
with cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions that is
characterized by an altruistic attitude, an emphatic concern,
and a desire to alleviate suffering in oneself and in others
(Khoury 2019). The Dalai Lama (2005a) included wisdom
as an integral part of compassion, writing “Genuine compas-
sion must have both wisdom and loving kindness. That is to
say, one must understand the nature of the suffering from
which we wish to free others (this is wisdom), and one must

experience deep intimacy and empathy with other sentient
beings (this is loving kindness)” (p. 49). Thus, compassion
implies non-cruelty and harmlessness towards all sentient be-
ings including animals (Finnigan 2017). Empirical studies
have shown positive associations between mindfulness and
nature connectedness (Howell et al. 2011), ecological sustain-
ability (Amel et al. 2009; Jacob et al. 2009), and ecological
behaviors (Geiger et al. 2018). Similar studies have shown
positive associations between compassion to other human be-
ings and pro-environmental tendencies, including values, in-
tentions, and actions (Pfattheicher et al. 2016), as well as com-
passion towards animals in lab settings and the well-being of
research personnel (LaFollette et al. 2020).

According to Buddhism, mindfulness and compassion
should be taught as part of several complementary perspec-
tives or ethics (Shonin et al. 2014). Such perspectives include
the concepts of “non-self,” “non-attachment,” “imperma-
nence,” and “inter-connectedness.” The term “non-self” refers
to the realization that the self has no intrinsic existence (Dalai
Lama 2005b). “Non-attachment” can be defined as the liber-
ation from excessive craving or clinging that is favored by a
vision of all objects and living beings as void of any lasting
self and by the impermanent nature of all phenomena.
“Impermanence” refers to the notion that all phenomena are
transient occurrences and are subject to decay and dissolution
(Rinpoche 1998). Finally, the term “interconnectedness” is
used in Buddhism to refer to the interconnected nature of all
phenomena (called also interbeing) (Nhat Hanh 1992).

Practices of mindfulness and compassion such as concen-
trative meditation (samatha), insight meditation (vipassana),
and loving-kindness meditation (metta), along with non-
formal mindfulness practices during daily activities, facilitate
the recognition of the interconnectedness between humans,
animals, and nature. This interconnectedness implies that the
well-being and safety of humans depend on the well-being
and safety of animals and of nature. In line with that, planetary
health is emerging as a new discipline that focuses on the
increasingly visible connections between the well-being of
humans, other living things, and entire ecosystems (Vidal
2020). Mindfulness and compassion practices rooted in
Buddhist ethics allow for overcoming greed by cultivating
non-attachment, generosity, and humbleness; hatred through
generating loving-kindness to all sentient beings and to nature;
and delusion by recognizing the realities of impermanence,
non-self, and interconnectedness.

Mindfulness and compassion practices do not preach apa-
thy and non-doing, but rather the opposite. They cultivate a
radical commitment to act in order to reduce the suffering of
all sentient beings and to approach nature with awareness and
kindness. A commitment to act should include the cultivation
of social, racial, ethnic, and gender equalities based on a just,
mindful, and non-competitive sharing of the natural resources
and beauties of the planet. While social and political activism
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should be a core element of mindfulness and compassion
practices, it is paramount that activism is conducted in a totally
peaceful, non-violent, and wholesome manner. Any use of
unwholesome or violent means would defeat the underlying
purpose of such a movement.

In summary, biological, pharmacological, and medical in-
terventions are highly needed to overcome the current
COVID-19 pandemic. However, it is essential to understand
its root causes in order to undertake a real, sustainable, and
profound transformation of our state of mind, moment to mo-
ment, and therefore, in our actions towards all sentient beings
and the surrounding environment. Mindfulness and compas-
sion, when used skillfully and ethically, are among the most
influential practices to facilitate change and transformation on
an individual, inter-individual, social, environmental, and
planetary scale. Perhaps, if we start listening to the screeches
of bats with awareness and warm heartedness, and responding
to them with compassion, we can start to reverse the destruc-
tion of the earth and save its sentient habitants, humans, and
animals alike.
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