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d sometimes corrected. But this sort of reevaluation does

i an

::cg)?télways lead to moral improvement. Finding himself strongly

conflicted, a person can abandon the prefense of holding himself

by standards that have caused him the. pains of regret. Sometimes

motions in the direction of greater unification can lead to greater
focuses strongly on the effects of

moral callousness. Regret that
gency, are more piecemeal, less

one’s actions, rather than on one’s a
use they do not require secondary (and often

integrative; but beca
they can permit the person to attend more

defensive) postures
directly to remedial or retributive action.’

NOTE

and Rousseau provide excellent philosophic ground
the best and most extensive discussions of regret fall
The richest, bordering on the indigestible
m the Underground, and in Augustine’s

1. Although Hume, Spinoza
for discussions of the emotions,
outside canonic philosophical analyses.

are to be found in Dostoyevsky’s Notes Frol
Confessions. There is some account of related attitudes in Nietzsche’s discussion of

slave mentality in The Genealogy of Morals. Less dramatic but equally subtle
sources are the novels of Jane Austen, George Eliot, Thomas Hardy, Henry James,
and Iris Murdoch. I am also grateful to Genevieve Lloyd, William Ruddick, and

Bernard Williams for their discussions of the issues raised in this paper.

XXI

COMPASSION

LAWRENCE BLuM

This paper offers an account of compassion as a moral pheno
non. I regard compassion as a kind of emotion or emotional :tl: -
tude; though it differs from paradigmatic emotions such as fea;-
anger, distress, love, it has, I will argue, an irreducible affectivé
dimension.

Compas.sion is one among a number of attitudes, emotions, or
virtues which can be called “‘altruistic’” in that they involve a reg’ard
for the good of other persons. Some others are pity, helpfulness
well-wishing. Such phenomena and the distinctions t;etween then;
have been given insufficient attention in current moral philosophy
By distinguishing compassion from some of these other altruistic;
phenomena I want to bring out compassion’s particular moral
value, as well as some of its limitations.'

My context for this inquiry is an interest in developing an alter-
natlv.e to'Kantianism, in particular to its minimization of the role of
en;otnon in morality and its exclusive emphasis on duty and ration-
ahty. I am influenced here by Schopenhauer’s critique of Kant’s
et'thS zfnd by his view of compassion as central to morality.? But
discussion of the specific views of these two philosophers will be

peripheral to my task here.

THE OBJECTS OF COMPASSION

;?I:vp::slis; :fzczl;l‘pais’ionate per§on view somegne in ord?r to have
bleof fell or l;m (t';‘ompassmn seexps restricted .to beings capa-
sion for plaﬁts a(:_ng lan_m:d'. B)_rpassmg {he question of compas-
s com’ imals, msututfons, I w1.ll focus_qn persons as

passion. A person in a negative condition, suffering



508 LAWRENCE BLUM

some harm, difficulty, danger (past, present, or future) is 8
priate object of compassion. But there are many negatiye
ons and not all are possible objects of compassion. The i
ce and irritation of a short detour for a driver on his way
to a casual visit are not compassion-grounding conditions.* The
negative condition must be relatively central to a person’s life anq
well-being, describable as pain, misery, hardship, suffering, afflic.
tion, and the like. Although it is the person and not merely the neg.
ative condition which is the object of compassion, the focus of
compassion is the condition.

Compassion can be part of a complex attitude toward its object;
it is possible to have compassion for someone in a difficult or mis-
e situation without judging his overall condition to be difficult
rable. It is therefore necessary to distinguish the conditions
ne being an appropriate object of compassion from the

conditions for compassion being the appropriate dominant re-
sponse to the person. One might predominantly admire and take
pleasure in the happiness of a blind person who has gotten through
college, found a rewarding job, made close friends—someone
whose life is generally happy and who does not dwell on what he
misses by being blind. Nevertheless one can also feel compassion
for him because his life is deficient and damaged by his blindness.

It is not necessary that the object of compassion be aware of his
condition; he might be deceiving himself with regard to it. Nor, as
in the case of the happy blind man, need he think of it as a substan-
tial affliction, even if he is aware of it as a deficiency.

That compassion is limited to grave or serious negative condi-
tions does not exclude other altruistic emotions from being 2:_”8_«
appropriate to less serious states. One can feel sorry for, 83::%7
ate with, or feel sympathy for a person’s irritation, discomfort, in-
convenience, displeasure. Nor are all altruistic attitudes primarily
directed to particular persons: they can be directed to classes o.m per-
sons (the blind) or to general conditions (poverty). In maa_:a.v:.
there are altruistic virtues not so clearly involving emotions, s_:.n:
come into play in regard to less serious negative noz&:o:.mn consid-
erateness, thoughtfulness, helpfulness. It would be considerate Of
thoughtful to warn an acquaintance of an unexpected detour SO
that he could avoid needless inconvenience and irritation. mm% vir-
tues as these, while not necessarily involving emotion or feeling, do

appro
conditi
convenien

erabl
or mise
for someo
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involve attention to another’s situation and a genuine regard for
he other’s good, even when more self-regarding attitudes are con-
joitly brought into play

Not all altruistic waoﬁ._oa. are focused on negative states. Some-
one might take delight E.m_S:m pleasure to others. Though this
altruistic wEEam shares with ooﬂummmmos a regard for the good of
others, oanmmm_w: focuses on pain, suffering, and damage, where-
as this other wz_ﬁ.cno focuses on pleasure. The capacity for one
altruistic attitude is no assurance of the capacity for others. It is
quite possible for a compassionate person to be insensitive to the
pleasures of others. >.mon=m on misery and suffering in the absence
of regard for others’ joys and pleasures constitutes a limitation in
the moral consciousness of the merely compassionate person.*

THE EMOTIONAL ATTITUDE OF COMPASSION

The compassionate person does not merely believe that the object
suffers some serious harm or injury; such a belief is compatible
with indifference, malicious delight in his suffering, or intense
intellectual interest, for example of a novelist or psychologist for
whom the suffering is primarily material for contemplation or
investigation. Evena genuine interest in relieving someone’s suffer-
ing can stem from meeting an intellectual or professional challenge
rather than from compassion.

Compassion is not a simple feeling-state but a complex emotional
attitude toward another, characteristically involving imaginative
dwelling on the condition of the other person, an active regard for
his good, a view of him as a fellow human being, and emotional
responses of a certain degree of intensity.

Imaginatively reconstructing someone’s condition is distinct
.:os several sorts of ““identification’’ with the other person. For
instance, it does not involve an identity confusion in which the
compassionate person fails to distinguish his feelings and situation
from the other person’s.® Such a pathological condition actually.
wﬂn_c%m .mSE:n compassion because it blurs the distinction be-

en subject and object.
Shsow.mnoo:a type of Eo.::mnmaos the subject “‘identifies” with
ject because of having had an experience similar to his, the

illlk’
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memory of which his experience evokes. (‘I can identify with what
you are going through, since I've §uff§r§d from the same problem
myself.”’) Here no identity conf'usxon is {nvol.ved.. While such idep.-
tification can promote compassion and imaginative understanding
it is not required for it. For compassion does not require even that
its subject have experienced the sort of suffering that occasions it.
We can commiserate with someone who has lost a child in a fire,
even if we do not have a child or have never lost someone we love,
The reason for this is that the imaginative reconstruction involved
in compassion consists in imagining what the other person, given
his character, beliefs, and values is undergoing, rather than what
we ourselves would feel in his situation. For example I might regard
my son’s decision to work for the CIA with distress, while someone
with different beliefs and values might regard such a decision with
pride; yet this other person may well be able to understand my reac-
tion and to feel compassion for me in regard to it.

The degree of imaginative reconstruction need not be great. The
friend in the previous example might find it difficult to reconstruct
for herself the outlook and set of values within which my son’s
decision is viewed with distress. But to have compassion she must at
least dwell in her imagination on the fact that I am distressed. So
some imaginative representation is a necessary condition for com-
passion, though the degree can be minimal. Certainly a detfalled
and rich understanding of another person’s outlook and conscious-
ness, of the sort available only to persons of exceptional powers of
imagination, is not required for compassion.

Nevertheless, as a matter of empirical fact, we often do come to
understand someone’s condition by imagining what our own reac-
tions would be. So expanding our powers of imagination expands
our capacity for compassion. And conversely the limits of a per-
son’s capacities for imaginative reconstruction set limits on her
capacity for compassion. Finding another person’s experience
opaque may well get in the way of compassion. Persons who are In
general quite poor at imagining the experiences of others who are
different from themselves, may well be less likely to have compas-
sion for them. Yet this failure of imagination is typically not 2
purely intellectual or cognitive failure; for it can itself be part of
more general failure to regard the other as fully human, or t0 tal‘(e
that humanity sufficiently seriously. That a white colonialist 10
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Africa does not imagine to himself the ca :
placks whom he rules cannot be separater:sf::; Stlllufefefggtg stho e
does not see them as fully human. e
A se.confj constituent of compassion is concern for or regard for
the object’s good. It is not enough that we imaginatively recon-
struct someone’s suffering; for, like belief, such imagining is com-
patible with malice and mere intellectual curiosity. (In fact it is
likely to be a component of them.) In addition we must care about
that suffering and desire its alleviation. Suppose a neighbor’s house
burns down, though no one is hurt. Compassion would involve not
only imagining what it is like for the neighbor to be homeless but
also concerned responses such as the following: being upset, dis-
tressed, regretting the different aspects of his plight (his homeless-
ness, his loss of prized possessions, his terror when inside the burn-
ing house, etc.); wishing the tragedy had not happened; giving
thought to that might be done to alleviate the neighbor’s situation;
worrying whether he will be able to find another place to live; hop-
ing that he will obtain a decent settlement from the insurance com-
pany; hoping and desiring that, in general, his suffering will be no
greater than necessary.

The relation between concern for another person’s good and
these thoughts, feelings, hopes, desires is a necessary or conceptual
one; compassionate concern would not be attributed to someone
who lacked them (or at least most of them). This concern is not
merely tacked on to the imaginative reconstruction as a totally inde-
pendent component of compassion. Rather the manner in which we
dwell on the other’s plight expresses the concern for his good.

These concerned reactions must be directed toward the other’s
plight and not merely caused by it. The distress that is part of com-
passion cannot take as its focus the vivid realization that I might be
afflicted with a like misfortune; for it would then be self-regarding
rather than altruistic.

Qompassion also involves viewing the other person and his suf-
fermg in a certain way. I can put this by saying that compassion
involves a sense of shared humanity, of regarding the other as a fel-
low human being. This means that the other person’s suffering
(though. not necessarily their particular afflicting condition) is seen
ia:st(:]fe kind of tbing that could happen to anyone, including oneself

ar as one is a human being.’

A
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This way of viewing the other person contrasts with the attituq
characteristic of pity, in which one hqlds oneself apart from th:
afflicted person and from their suffering thinking of it ag S0iie.
thing that defines that person as fundamem?lly different from ope.
self. In this way the other person’s condition is taken ag given
whereas in compassion the person’s affliction is seen as deviatin
from the general conditions of human flourishing. That is why pit5
(unlike compassion) involve§ a kinq of condescension, and why
compassion is morally superior to pity.

Because compassion involves a sense of shared humanity, it pro.
motes the experience of equality, even when accompanied by ap
acknowledgment of actual social inequality. Compassion forbids
social inequality as establishing human inequality. This is
moral force of compassion: by transcending the recogni-
cial inequality, it promotes the sensed experience of

regarding
part of the

tion of so ‘
equality in common humanity.
Sometimes the reason we feel pity rather than compassion is that

we feel that the object has in some way brought the suffering on
himself or deserved it, or in any case that he has allowed himself to
be humiliated or degraded by it. But such ways of regarding the
object do not necessarily undermine compassion, and they are not
incompatible with it. It would be a mistake to see the essential dif-
ference between pity and compassion in such differing beliefs about
the object’s condition. No matter how pitiful or self-degraded one
regards another human being, it is possible (and not necessarily
unwarranted) to feel compassion and concern for him, simply
because he is suffering.

Nietzsche’s use of the term Mitleid does not distinguish betwe:en
compassion and pity. Because Mitleid is focused on the negative
states of others, Nietzsche saw it as life-denying and without posi-
tive value. But insofar as compassion involves a genuine concern
for the good of others and a “‘living sense of another’s worth,””* 1t
is, unlike pity, fundamentally life-affirming and positive.

A fourth aspect of compassion is its strength and duration. If the
distress, sorrow, hopes, and desires of an altruistic attitudq were
merely passing reactions or twinges of feeling, they would be insuf-
ficient for the level of concern, the imaginative reconstruction, 'aﬂd
the disposition to beneficent action required for compassion.
Though there are degrees of compassion, the threshold of emo-
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tional strength required from compassion (in contrast with other
altruistic attitudes) is relatively high and enduring. Because well-
wishing and pity can be more episodic and less action-guiding, they
are morally inferior to compassion. As the etymology of the word
suggests, compassion involves ‘‘feeling with” the other person,
sharing his feelings. In one sense this means that the subject and the
object have the same feeling-type: distress, sorrow, desire for relief.
But in a more important sense the feelings are not the same; for the
relation between their subjects and their objects are different. The
focus of my neighbor’s distress is his own homelessness; the focus
of my distress in having compassion for him is my neighbor’s
homelessness (or his distress at his homelessness). This can partly
pe expressed as a matter of degree. My neighbor suffers; in “‘suffer-

ing with”” him there is a sense in which I suffer too, but my suffer-
ing is much less than his.

COMPASSION AND BENEFICENT ACTION

When it is possible for her to relieve another person’s suffering
without undue demands on her time, energy, and priorities, the
compassionate person is disposed to attempt to help. We would
hardly attribute compassion to X if she were to saunter by on a
spring day and, seeing an elderly man fall on the sidewalk, walk
right by, perhaps with a sad shudder of dismay, leaving the old man
lying alone.

Characteristically, then, compassion requires the disposition to
perform beneficent actions, and to perform them because the agent
has had a certain sort of imaginative reconstruction of someone’s
condition and has a concern for his good. The steps that the person
takes to ameliorate the condition are guided by and prompted by
tha't imaginative reconstruction and concern. So the beneficent
action ot.” a compassionate person has a specific sort of causal his-
to.ry, which distinguishes it from an equally beneficent action that
might be prompted by other sorts of attitudes and emotions.
fer?x/; s:l\tvr tf'xat. concern exists at different degrees of strength in dif-

uistic emotions and attitudes. Hence its corresponding

- disposition to beneficence exists at different levels of strength also.

The stronger the disposition the more one is willing to go out of

A
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