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‘Let us suppose that the great empire of China, with all its myriads of inhabitants, was 
suddenly swallowed up by an earthquake, and let us consider how a man of humanity in 
Europe, who had no sort of connexion with that part of the world, would be affected upon 
receiving intelligence of this dreadful calamity. 

He would, I imagine, first of all, express very strongly his sorrow for the misfortune of that 
unhappy people, he would make many melancholy reflections upon the precariousness of 
human life, and the vanity of all the labours of man, which could thus he annihilated in a 
moment ... 

And when all this fine philosophy was over, when all these humane sentiments had been 
once fairly expressed, he would pursue his business or his pleasure, take his repose or his 
diversion, with the same ease and tranquillity, as if no such accident had happened. 

The most frivolous disaster which could befal himself would occasion a more real 
disturbance. If he was to lose his little finger to-morrow, he would not sleep to-night; but, 
provided he never saw them, he will snore with the more profound security over the ruin 
of a hundred millions of his brethren’ 







Feelings…

• ‘Love in this way produces real geological upheavals of thought’ 
(Proust; Epigraph to this book)

• Catalepsis

• Traditionally: animal instincts
‘animal energies or impulses that have no connections with our thoughts, 
imaginings, and appraisals’

• But for Nussbaum, they are cognitive judgements
‘intelligent responses to the perception of value … part and parcel of the system 
of ethical reasoning’

… ‘We will have to grapple with the messy material of grief and love’…





Nussbaum’s Neo-Stoic theory

Value judgements: 
‘emotions are appraisals or value judgments, which ascribe to things and 
persons outside the person’s own control great importance for that person’s 
own flourishing’ 

They involve

1. a cognitive appraisal or evaluation 

2. an idea of one’s own flourishing

3. the salience of external objects as part of one’s own goals. 





Nussbaum’s Neo-Stoic theory

But the emotions are not inherently reliable. Why?

• Lack of self-control: shows we are vulnerable to events outside of our 
control (and in turn, that we cannot control our emotions)

• Self-centred: represents the world from our own goals and needs

• Ambivalence: we resent what we love and depend on (…?)



‘the story of human birth is the story of the emergence of a sentient 
being from the womb of secure narcissism to the sharp perception that 
it is cast adrift in a world of objects, a world that it has not made and 
does not control. 

In that world, the infant is aware of being an unnaturally weak and 
helpless being. Bodily pain is nothing by contrast to the terrifying 
awareness of helplessness, close to unendurable without the shelter of 
a womblike sleep. When we wake up, we have to figure out how to live 
in that world of objects. 

Without the intelligence of the emotions, we have little hope of 
confronting that problem well.’ (16)



‘their urgency and heat; 
their tendency to take over 
the personality and to 
move it to action with 
overwhelming force; their 
connection with important 
attachments, in terms of 
which a person defines her 
life 
… acknowledgements of 
neediness and lack of self-
sufficiency’(22)







Aristotle on compassion

‘pain at … the misfortune one believes to have 
befallen another’. 

Three elements: 

1. the belief that the suffering is serious. 

2. the person does not deserve it. 

3. the sufferer is considered similar to us

Limits: we may consider someone’s suffering as not 
serious (Q), or they may not consider it suffering (R)



Eudaimonistic judgement

‘in order for compassion to be present, the person must consider the 
suffering of another as a significant part of his or her own scheme of 
goals and ends. She must take that person's ill as affecting her own 
flourishing. In effect, she must make herself vulnerable in the person of 
another. It is that eudaimonistic judgment, not the judgment of similar 
possibilities, that seems to be a necessary constituent of compassion’ 
(319)

an ‘indispensable epistemological requirement’



Over to you

What did you think of Nussbaum’s 
argument that compassion involves 
recognising our vulnerability in 
another person, and recognising them 
as part of our goals? 

Do you recognise what you would call 
compassion in her argument, more 
broadly?



Eudaimonistic judgement

• ‘Compassion, then, has three cognitive elements: the judgment of 
size (a serious bad event has befallen someone); the judgment of 
nondesert (this person did not bring the suffering on himself or 
herself); and the eudaimonistic judgment (this person, or creature, is 
a significant element in my scheme of goals and projects, an end 
whose good is to be promoted)’

• ‘It is possible to make a moral judgment concerning someone’s action 
or character, to hold him fully responsible for a serious failure, and to 
feel compassion for him at the same time.’ – Diana Fritz Cates

• E.g. the Dalai Lama and China; the Parable of the Prodigal Son





Rousseau on compassion

‘To see without feeling it, is not to know it’ 

‘Not inexperienced in suffering, I learn how to bring aid to the 
wretched’

‘Why are kings without pity for their subjects? Because they count on 
never being human beings. Why are the rich so hard toward the poor? 
It is because they have no fear of being poor. … Each may be tomorrow 
what the one whom he helps is today.’





The Politics of Compassion

• Arendt: ‘the most powerful and perhaps the most devastating passion 
motivating revolutionaries, the passion of compassion’

• Compassion involves an often illusory identification with the 
sufferings of others. It doesn’t recognise that politics must involve 
pride, distance, dignity and equal respect. Public, not private

• John Rawls, the “Original Position”: appeals to prudential self-concern 
to maximise the position of the worst off

• Nussbaum would reject both: politics should be based on a ‘robust 
concern for the wellbeing of others’





Empathy

What separates empathy from compassion?

• For Nussbaum, empathy involves a ‘twofold attention’ to another.
We imagine ourselves in their place, while aware we are not. 

• We reconstruct that suffering, but possibly incorrectly

• Suffering can be recognised, but might not be considered important 
for us. E.g. a torturer for the tortured, or actors

What do you think of how empathy is separated from compassion?





The good person cannot be harmed

• Marcus Aurelius: view suffering like a child who has lost their toy

• For Nietzsche, compassion is dangerous because it leads to a desire 

for revenge against a bad world that causes suffering. 

• ‘The spirit of revenge, my friends, has so far been the subject of 

man’s best reflection: and where there was suffering, one always 

wanted punishment also.’ (Zarathustra)

• Excessive compassion can be life-denying, moralising, distracting from 

the recognition of rights and responsibilities…

• How then can it best serve the good life?



Next week… Sex and Social Justice

• Nussbaum’s work turns directly to politics from the early 1990s, influenced 
by interests in global development in India and women’s rights

• We will turn to an important work in that turn – Sex and Social Justice, 
which explores the Capabilities approach in relation to gender, sexuality 
and global justice

• Please read the Introduction

• I’ve also included the first chapter, which makes a defence of Liberal 
Feminism against postmodern relativists. If you have time, dive in

• You may also find Nussbaum’s scathing review of Judith Butler up on 
Moodle of interest too

• Questions and thoughts to Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

mailto:Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

