Roger Cohen (b. 1955) is a regular columnist for the New York Times and y},

International Herald Tribune. A native of Britain, he studifed history and Fren},
ee in 1977. After working for the Wall Strey

at Oxford, receiving a master’s degr doudl
Journal in Italy and Beirut, Cohen joined the staff of the Times in 1980. He

the coauthor of In the Eye of the Storm (1991), a biography of General Normg,
' Schwarzkopf, and the author of two other books on war and warfare: Hear;
' Grown Brutal (1998), about the conflict in the former Yugoslavia, and Soldier;
and Slaves (2005), an account of American POWs in World War IL In “The
Meaning of Life,” a 2009 op-ed column from the Times, Cohen compares
Canto and Owen, two rhesus monkeys involved in a study of aging at the Uni

versity of Wisconsin.

That's life for? That question stirred as I contemplated two rhesus mon
s, Canto, aged 27, and Owen, aged 29, whose photographs app¢
the New York Times. o ad
s are part of a protracted experiment in aging being conduc
of Wisconsin team. Canto gets a restricted diet with 30

an usual while Owen gets to eat whatever the heck he pleas®™
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p reliminary c‘{‘mclumg‘ns, published in Scienceftwo decades after the
iment began, ‘den‘.lonsfrate? that caloric restriction slows aging 1n a pri-
2 species,” the scientists leading the experiment wrote. While just 13 per-
mat;f the dieting group has died in ways judged due to old age, 37 percent of
fpasting monkeys are already dead.
‘ These conclusions have been contested by other scientists for various rea-
e won't bore you with—boredom definitely shortens life spans.
Meanwhile, before everyone holds the French fries, the issue arises of how
primates——whose average life span in the wild is 27 (with a maximum of
ing and whether these feelings impact their desire to live.

these
4)—are feel

Monkeys' emotions were part of my childhood. My father, a
With some

joctor, worked with them all his life. His thesis at the University of  subjects, you
Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa, was on the men- ';f,k " S
iITrerences

srual cycle of baboons. When he settled in Britain in the 1950s, he ~ ameng the

similarities.
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had some of his baboons (average life span 30)

a couple to the London Zoo. o AR
Upon visiting the zoo much later, he got a Tull- greeting frq, th

baboons, who rushed to the front of their cage to Fe“ him they’d misgseq himy,
Moral of story: Don't underestimate monkeys’ feel'lngS-

Which brings me to low-cal Canto and high-cal Ou‘ren: Canto o},
drawn, weary, ashen, and miserable in his thinness, mouth slightly agape, fo,
tures pinched, eyes blank, his expression screaming, “Please, no, not anothe;
plateful of seeds!”

Well-fed Owen, by contrast, is a happy camper with a wry smile, every
inch the laid-back simian, plump, eyes twinkling, full mouth relaxed skin
glowing, exuding wisdom as if he’s just read Kierkegaard' and concluded thy
“Life must be lived forward, but can only be understood backward.”

It’s the difference between the guy who got the marbleized rib-eye and the
guy who got the oh-so-lean filet. Or between the guy who got a Chateau Grand
Pontet St. Emilion with his brie and the guy who got water. As Edgar notes in
King Lear, “Ripeness is all.”? You don't get to ripeness by eating apple peel for
breakfast. '

Speaking of St. Emilion, scientists, aware that most human beings don't

have the discipline to slash their calorie intake by almost a third, have been
looking for substances that might mimic the effects of caloric restriction. They

shipped over, ultimately donatin
g

-without-pain notion. Duality resides, indissoluble, &
within his breast, Anna Karenina's® shiftin¢

> and magical powers.



P-""

Gohen / The Meaning of Life ‘» 409

: . h ;
55enCe Life .w1t ?ut d-eath would be miserable. Its beauty is bound to i
g{lit}’- Dawn 18 unimaginable without the dusk y is bound to its fra-
hen life extension supplants |; .
W pplants life quality asa goal, you get the desolation 14

Jnto the monkey. Living to 120 hol .

;i’(s: itching to be put out of his misery. S b | o P
| :ilf:uz::rzggfll:s:zfto res'v:eratrol. Sc.)methir-lg-is secreted in the love- 15
sick tha ’ ‘ appfetlte—-calonc restriction—yet scientists have
been lfnable to reproduce thl_S miracle substance, for if they did they would be
Jecoding love. Because love is too close to the divine, life’s essence, it seems to
defy such breakdown.

My mother d_ied of cancer at 69. Her father lived to 98, her mother to 104. 16
[ said my mother died of cancer. But that's not true. She was bipolar and depres-
devastated her. What took her life was misery.

We don’t understand what the mind secretes. The process of aging remains 17

full of enigma. But I'd bet on jovial Owen outliving wretched Canto. [ suspect
those dissenting scientists I didn’t bore you with are right.

My 98-year-old grandfather had a party trick, making crisscross incisions 18
lowing it to fall openin a giant red blossom. [t was
1 vivid, close to what life is for.

sion

into a watermelon, before al
asbeautiful as a lily opening—and, sti

" When my father went to pick up his baboons at Heathrow airport, he 19

hped at a grocery store to buy them a treat. “Two pounds of bananas, please,”

Fld But there were none. «0.K.” he said, “Then T'll take two pounds of
ts.” The shop-keeper gave him a very strange look before hurriedly hand-

the carrots. _
] hear my 88—year-old father’s laughter as he tells this story. Laughter 20
. There’s little of it in the low-cal world and little doubt pudgy Owen

FOR DISCUSSION

. ' hat, of the two

live longer, Cohen says t' )

nits -tll‘liatw(;au?:long t::)e Owen. Why? Is he right or wrong?
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