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C. TAYLOR 

SYMPATHY 

(Received 1 October 1997; accepted 8 July 1998) 

ABSTRACT. In this article I examine an example of sympathy 
- the actions of one woman 

who rescued Jews during their persecution in Nazi Europe. I argue that this woman's 

account of her actions here suggests that sympathy is a primitive response to the suffer 

ing of another. By "primitive" here I mean: first, that these responses are immediate and 

unthinking; and second, that these responses are explanatorily basic, that they cannot be 

explained in terms of some more fundamental feature of human nature - such as some 

particular desire or sentiment that we possess. My conclusion is then that our sympathetic 

responses are themselves partially constitutive of our conception of what is to be a human 

being. 

KEYWORDS: compassion, Hume, primitive responses, Schopenhauer, sympathy 

Sympathy, the phenomenon of being moved by the suffering of another, is 

I claim an essential element of the moral life. But attempts to explain why 
the suffering of another should move us often distort the very phenomenon 

they attempt to explain. This distortion, I will argue, flows from a failure 

to see our sympathetic responses to others as explanatorily basic in our 

conception of human nature. Consider an example. 
Samuel and Pearl Oliner interviewed a woman who rescued Jews dur 

ing their persecution in Nazi Europe. She "went to great lengths to explain 

why she rejects the title of 'hero' or 'Righteous Gentile' ... Labels, she 

argued, that distort the true meaning of events...".] 

We are now called "Righteous Gentiles" or even sometimes "heroes." We very much object 
to this title, and I can tell you why. One day there was an air raid on the German barracks 

near our house, some five kilometres away. My husband happened to be there_When 

it was over, the barracks were very badly hit. A German soldier came running out with his 

head practically destroyed. He was bleeding heavily and was obviously in shock. He was 

running in panic. My husband saw that within minutes he would fall down and bleed to 

death. So my husband put him on his bicycle 
- without thinking about it - and brought him 

to the commandant's house. He put him on the step, rang the bell, waited to see the door 

open, and left. Later some of our friends and people who we were hiding with us heard 

about it and said: "You are a traitor because you helped the enemy." My husband replied: 

"No, the moment the man was badly wounded, he was not an enemy any more but simply 
a human being in need." As little as we could accept the title of "traitor," so little can we 

1 
S. P. and P. M. Oliner, The Altruistic Personality: Rescuers of the Jews in Nazi Europe 

(New York: The Free Press, 1988), p. 228. 
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accept the title of "hero" for the things we did to help Jewish people. We just helped human 

beings who were in need.2 

Those who call this woman a Righteous Gentile fail to understand the 

nature of her response in helping the Jews persecuted under the Nazis. Her 

story suggests that in order to understand why both she and her husband 

were wrongly called Righteous Gentiles or heroes, you need to understand 

why their friends were wrong to call her husband a traitor - in two respects. 

First, in pointing out how her husband helped the wounded German 

soldier just because he was suffering and in need, she is illustrating how 

they would respond to any human being who was suffering and in need 

in just the same way as they responded to the suffering of the Jews; she 

is suggesting, that is, that it is the suffering that really concerns them. But 

second, when she says that her husband put the wounded German soldier 

on his bicycle "without thinking about it" she is illustrating how their 

response to human suffering is in some respect automatic or immediate. 

She and her husband helped the Jews simply because they were suffering, 
and they did so immediately. 

In rejecting the labels of both "Righteous Gentile" and "traitor," she is 

saying that these labels present a misleading account of why she and her 

husband helped the Jews. On the one hand, the label "traitor" might imply 
that this couple had already been acting as part of some larger group with 

a specific commitment to fighting Nazi fascism - a commitment that the 

woman's husband betrayed in helping the wounded soldier. On the other 

hand, to call the couple "Righteous Gentiles" seems to suggest that they 
acted out of consideration of some quite general moral principle. But the 

woman's point is precisely to deny that they helped the Jews because of 

any particular commitment either to fighting fascism (or to the cause of 

Judaism), or that they helped the Jews because that was morally the right 

thing to do. Rather, she is suggesting that they helped the Jews, as they 
would help anyone in similar circumstances, without any consideration for 

such reasons, without thinking any further at all - that their actions were 

an unthinking and immediate response to human suffering. This woman is 

saying: "If you want to understand what we did for the Jews, you need to 

understand how we are moved immediately by the suffering of any human 

being." 

2 
Ibid. Lawrence Blum gives an interesting analysis of this work which contrasts quite 

sharply with my analysis of the passage I have quoted. See L. Blum, "Altruism and the 

moral value of rescue: resisting persecution, racism, and genocide," in Lawrence Blum, 

Moral Perception and Particularity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). See 

also footnote 11. 
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This example brings out clearly certain features of our sympathetic 

responses to other human beings that are essential to understanding this 

moral phenomenon. First, in the case of sympathy, we are moved by 
the suffering of another, and second, our responses are immediate and 

unthinking. Now there is a sense in which one might accept this woman's 

complaint as I have characterized it; we might easily accept that she did 

not act on any general principle or because she objected to fascism, but 

simply because the Jews were suffering. Nevertheless, it might be thought 
that there must be some further explanation for her response, for her being 

moved by the suffering of another. For our question might not simply be 

about why (in the sense alluded to above) she acted as she did - we know 

that, she tells us why 
- but also, and more fundamentally, about why the 

suffering of the Jews or indeed of anyone should have moved this woman. 

Now that question 
- 

why should suffering move us - is not merely about 

the reasons agents may give for acting in some way, but a question about 

the agents themselves - a question about their nature, or about human 

nature generally. What is the source of the motivation within a particular 

agent, or within human beings generally, which underlies the reasons an 

agent gives for acting, and which directly explains their being moved? 

We might answer that this woman acted as she did because she had some 

desire or sentiment to relieve another's suffering; or, to give another kind 

of answer, we might think that this woman acted as she did because it is 

the nature of fully rational agents to be so moved.3 

But to ask the question 
- 

why suffering should move anyone 
- at all 

is to suppose that a person's moral actions, and maybe more generally all 

their intentional actions, can always be explained in terms of an indepen 
dent account of their nature - an account, that is to say, that can itself be 

thoroughly explicated without needing to refer to the very actions that it 

purports to explain. The supposition is that with respect to human agency 
we can always provide some explanation of the form: this feature of an 

agent (for example, this desire, tendency, even rational capacity) explains 
the occurrence of this action (for example, saving someone from certain 

death, eating chocolate cake, or whatever other intentional action you like). 
In the most general terms, such accounts of human agency suppose that a 

person's actions can always be explained as flowing from certain features 

of that agent or of human beings generally, so that a person's actions never 

3 
Roughly, explanations of the first kind, inspired by David Hume, explain human 

agency generally as flowing from some deliberation over beliefs and desires, and add that 

among our desires is some desire for the welfare of others; explanations of the second kind, 

inspired by Immanuel Kant, take it that we have reason, merely in virtue of our rational 

nature, to pursue the interest of others and not just our own. 
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themselves feature at the most basic level in our conception of human 

nature.4 

I will argue, first, that this supposition is bound to distort our under 

standing of examples like the one I have given. I will then argue that a 

proper understanding of such examples depends on our recognizing how 

sympathy is a primitive response to the suffering of another. Now when 

I say that our sympathetic responses are "primitive" I mean to make two 

claims. First, we respond to the suffering of another in certain characteris 

tic ways without thinking. Second, these responses are a basic feature of 

human life; they cannot be broken down and explained in terms of some 

thing more fundamental like some motive or tendency that we possess. Let 

me first defend the claim that appeal to an independent account of human 

nature distorts the phenomenon of sympathy. 

1. HUME ON BENEVOLENCE 

In A Treatise of Human Nature,5 David Hume famously defended the view 

that the source of all human motivation is some passion, a propensity or 

aversion towards some object. For Hume, any act of volition in respect 
to some object is traceable to a passion, that is to certain particular desires 

implanted in our nature, or to a general desire for good and aversion to evil. 

At the same time, Hume argues that reason has no direct influence on the 

will. The role of reason is simply to direct our volition in appropriate ways 
towards those objects through which we may best satisfy our passions or 

desires and tendencies.6 

As is well known, Hume offers a very specific account of sympathy 
in the Treatise. Sympathy is not a distinctive kind of motivation but a 

mechanism through which the sentiments of another are communicated 

4 
So, for example, Bernard Williams has suggested that what moves an agent to act in 

some way is always some element in what he has called that agent's "subjective motiva 

tional set 5". According to Williams, while the elements of S might be described formally 
as desires, this set in fact contains "such things as dispositions of evaluation, patterns 

of emotional reaction, personal loyalties, and various projects, as they may be abstractly 

called, embodying commitments of the agent" [Bernard Williams, "Internal and external 

reasons," in his Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 105]. 
5 

David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, P. Didditch (ed.) (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1978). Hereafter referred to as "Treatise." 
6 

According to Hume, "[t]is from the prospect of pain or pleasure that the aversion or 

propensity arises towards any object: And these emotions extend themselves to the causes 

and effects of that object, as they are pointed out to us by reason and experience 
... [and] 

'tis plain that, as reason is nothing but the discovery of this connexion, it cannot be by its 

means that the object is able to affect us." (Treatise, p. 414) 
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to us, communicated, that is to say, in the sense that we come to experi 
ence a sentiment of the very same type as the one they are experiencing. 

Prima facie this cannot show how we might be moved by the suffering of 

another. Suppose that the man in my example comes through the operation 
of sympathy to suffer as the German soldier did. This certainly shows how 

the man in my example has a motive to act. But it no longer makes sense of 

this explanation for it; for now it will be his suffering and not the German 

soldier's that moves him. 

We might, however, be able to elaborate a Humean account. Perhaps 
the right explanation for the man helping the wounded German solider 

depends not so much on the operation of sympathy (in Hume's sense) 
as on his having some other-directed desire or tendency. After all, Hume 

himself is aware of the necessity to posit such a form of human motiva 

tion. He claims in the Treatise for example that benevolence, a natural 

desire for the welfare of others, is one of the motives that are "implanted 
in our nature." Further, in his Enquiries? Hume tells us that in all of us 

"there is some benevolence, however small, infused into our bosom; some 

spark of friendship for human kind;" and that this sentiment alone stands 

against self-love and provides a basis for morals (Enquiries, pp. 271-2). 
So Hume could account for the man helping the wounded German soldier 

by suggesting that this man was moved by his benevolent tendencies. 

However, this explanation distorts events as the woman in my example 

presents them. Her husband makes it clear that his actions were directed 

at the suffering of the wounded soldier, not at the soldier's interests and 

general well-being. Benevolence, however, cannot simply be identified 

with being moved by another person's suffering. For I might act out of 

benevolence even if a person is not suffering; the desire for a person's well 

being is not restricted either intuitively or by anything Hume says to cases 

where they are suffering. So, my benevolent tendencies will naturally have 

application beyond those instances where another person is suffering. Of 

course someone might argue that being moved by another's suffering must 

involve some concern for their interests, even that one's actions here are 

really one instance of the exercise of one's benevolent tendencies. But this 

is not necessarily so. To explain, a mother concerned for her son's self 

esteem may act benevolently precisely by not responding to his obvious 

suffering during the last leg of a school marathon. Conversely, when the 

woman in my example describes how her husband helped "the enemy" 
she is indicating how we might be moved by another's suffering where 

D. Hume, Enquiries concerning Human Understanding and Concerning the Prin 

ciples of Morals, P. Didditch (ed.) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975). Hereafter 
referred to as "Enquiries." 
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we have no concern for their interests more generally. Indeed, the whole 

point of the woman's relating this story is to make it clear that it was not 

most fundamentally the general interest and well being of the Jews that 

concerned them - after all, maybe they would undermine or betray that 

objective in helping wounded soldiers - but the fact that the Jews (like the 

wounded soldier) were suffering and in need of help. 
The example I have been discussing presents then a very general prob 

lem for Hume's account of human nature and agency. If a man acts from 

Humean sympathy, then he is moved by the suffering of others sympa 

thetically communicated to him, so it is his suffering that moves him; and 

so it seems his motive must be self-interest. If a man acts from Humean 

benevolence, it is a general desire for the well-being of others that moves 

him and not, specifically, their suffering. In either case the Humean account 

falls short. 

2. Schopenhauer on Compassion 

Let us consider the merits of a different account. In On the Basis of 

Morality? Arthur Schopenhauer sets himself to find "the objectively true 

foundations of morals, and consequently of morality as well" (p. 39). But 

in order to achieve this, Schopenhauer argues, it is first necessary to engage 
in a critical examination of what he takes to be the prevailing orthodoxy, 
the Kantian foundation for morality. For according to Schopenhauer, 

the criticism of Kant's foundation of morals will be ... the best preparation and guide 
- in 

fact the direct path 
- to my own foundation of morals, for opposites illustrate each other, 

and my foundation is, in essentials, diametrically opposed to his. (p. 47) 

Immanuel Kant held that for an action to be genuinely moral it must not 

flow from any contingent feature of our human constitution, neither from 

any particular desire or inclination nor from any inclination implanted in 

human nature, but merely from consideration of what Kant calls the moral 

law, a law to which all rational creatures must conceive of themselves 

as subject merely by virtue of their rational nature. The statement of this 

law, therefore - the Categorical Imperative 
- is purely formal: it is to be 

established a priori through reason alone. So morality "does not rest on 

anything empirical, that is, on anything either objective in the external 

world or subjectively in consciousness, such as any feeling, inclination, 
or impulse' (p. 70). But Schopenhauer protests that only the empirical, or 

8 
Arthur Schopenhauer, On The Basis of Morality, E. F. J. Payne (trans.) (Indianapolis: 

Bobbs-Merrill, 1965). All references to Schopenhauer are to this work. 
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what is assumed as having a possible empirical existence, has reality for 

man... [Mjorality is concerned with the actual conduct of man" (p. 75), 
with precisely what Kant denies, that is, feeling, inclination and impulse. 

When we do consider the actual conduct of man we find first of all that 

"[t]he chief and fundamental incentive in man as in the animal is egoism, 
thai is, the craving for existence and well-being" (p. 131). Egoism, or com 

plete self-interest, is the most powerful and immediately obvious motive 

we can observe, and it explains a great deal of human action. But acting on 

the basis of egoistic motivations cannot generate any moral action, since 

the characteristic feature [of actions with real moral worth] is the exclusion of that class of 

motives whereby all human actions are otherwise prompted, namely, those of self-interest 
... [and]... The absence of all egoistic motivation is, therefore the criterion of an action of 

moral worth, (pp. 139-40) 

Schopenhauer's account of moral incentive then runs roughly as fol 

lows. According to Schopenhauer, "what moves the will is simply weal and 

woe in general." But, "[e]very action which has as its ultimate object the 

weal and woe of the doer himself is egoistic." And, since "egoism and the 

moral worth of an action absolutely exclude each other," actions of moral 

worth must take as their object the weal and woe of another (pp. 141? 

2). And in fact, Schopenhauer thinks, we find that we are moved to act 

against self-interest; that we act on the basis of the "weal and woe" of 

others. To be moved to relieve another's woe, or to advance their weal, is 

what Schopenhauer calls compassion, and this, finally, is the only genuine 
moral incentive. "Only in so far as an action has sprung from compassion 
does it have moral value; and every action resulting from any other motives 

has none" (p. 144).9 

But, Schopenhauer asks, 

[h]ow is it possible for another's weal and woe to move my will immediately, that is to 

say, in exactly the same way in which it is usually moved only by my own weal and woe? 

Thus, how is it possible for another's weal and woe to become directly my motive, and this 

sometimes to such a degree that I more or less subordinate to them my own weal and woe, 

normally the sole source of my motives? (p. 143) 

Consequently, as we shall see, compassion cannot be explained by empir 
ical inquiry. But I shall suggest that this makes problematic any attempt 
to explain our sympathetic responses to others in terms of some motive 

specifiable independently. 

9 I should note here that Schopenhauer discovers a third motive for the will, distinct 

from both egoism and compassion, that is, malice. Malice, which need not concern us here, 

is that motive through which we pursue another's misfortune and which, as Schopenhauer 

says, "goes to the limits of extreme cruelty." (p. 145) 
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Schopenhauer is careful not to assimilate our compassion either to some 

general desire for another's well-being (such as benevolence in Hume), or 

to our being moved by our own suffering (in the mechanism of sympathy in 

Hume). He makes it clear that it is essential to the phenomenon of compas 
sion that we preserve the distinction between my being moved directly by 

my suffering and my being moved directly by another person's suffering. 
And so, while my being moved by another's woe presupposes that "I suffer 

directly with him, I feel his woe just as I ordinarily feel my own" (p. 143), 
Schopenhauer makes it clear that it is another's woe that moves me and not 

my own. That is to say, where we suffer with another "we remain clearly 
conscious that he is suffering, not we; and it is precisely in his person, and 

not in ours, that we feel the suffering ... we feel his pain as his, and do not 

imagine that it is ours" (p. 147). 
But if, in the case of compassion, we do not imagine that another 

person's pain is ours, in what sense do we really suffer with himl What 

does it mean that "it is in his person, and not in ours, that we feel the 

suffering"? Schopenhauer suggests that my directly feeling another's woe 

"requires that I am in some way identified with him, in other words that this 

entire difference between me and everyone else, which is the basis of my 

egoism, is eliminated, to a certain extent at least" (pp. 143^1). And at this 

point he concedes that "the explanation of the possibility of this highly 

important phenomenon [cannot] be reached on the purely psychological 

path" (p. 147). So the phenomenon of compassion cannot in the end have 

an empirical explanation. As Schopenhauer says later, the "conception 
that underlies egoism [as the sole source of human motivation] is, empiri 

cally considered, strictly justified. According to experience the difference 
between my own person and another's appears absolute" (p. 205). The 

sense in which, say, my pain is empirically real, is as the experience of a 

particular, distinct individual. And in order to feel another person's pain 
in this sense we would have to "exist inside another mans skin" (p. 144). 

Schopenhauer's conclusion is that the explanation of compassion "can be 

arrived at only metaphysically" (p. 147).10 

10 
Schopenhauer's argument here is founded on Kant's Transcendental Aesthetic. To 

summarize, according to Schopenhauer, Kant there discovered that the idea of plurality 
is a distinction that occurs only in space and time, "the forms of our faculty of intuitive 

perception" (p. 206). And, therefore, this distinction could not apply to "our innermost 

essence-in-itself that which wills and knows" (p. 206) through this very faculty. What 

follows from this, according to Schopenhauer, is that the distinction between individual 

human beings "belongs only to the phenomenon" so that it remains possible that "one 

and the same essence ... manifests itself in all living things" (p. 209). And now it is this 

possibility that explains a person's being moved by another's weal and woe as he is by 



sympathy 81 

But in this account has Schopenhauer left any role for explanation at 

all? I will argue that Schopenhauer's own account of the phenomenon of 

compassion suggests a problem not just for the possibility of empirical 

explanations, but for any attempt to explain our response to the suffering 
of another in terms of some feature in our account of human nature that we 

might suppose is more basic than these very responses.11 

Schopenhauer asks "[H]ow is it possible for another's weal and woe to 

move my will immediately, that is to say, in exactly the same way in which 

it is usually moved only by my own weal and woe" (my emphasis)? He 

answers with an argument that if I am moved by another's weal and woe in 

just the same immediate way that my own weal and woe normally moves 

me, that could only be because their weal and woe provides me with just 
the same sort of direct motive that my own weal and woe normally do. 

And this leads Schopenhauer to say that in the case of compassion I must 

somehow feel another's pain, for when I am moved by my pain the source 

of my motivation is directly that feeling, i.e. pain. So Schopenhauer's argu 
ment here assumes Hume's suggestion that it is only though the operation 
of some passion or sentiment that "aversion or propensity arises towards 

any object." But whereas Hume would say that in the case of sympathy it is 

something like a reflection or copy of another's pain rather than directly his 

pain that moves us, Schopenhauer suggests that in the case of compassion 
we are moved by our somehow feeling directly another person's actual 

pain. And it is that thought, as I say, that leads Schopenhauer to abandon 

empirical explanation in the case of compassion altogether. 

3. Primitive Responses 

Now I accept Schopenhauer's suggestion that in the case of compassion, or 

sympathy, we are moved by the weal and woe of another in the same imme 

diate way that we are moved by our own weal and woe. However, I want to 

suggest a very different interpretation of this phenomenon. Consider again 

my original example. One important feature of this example, I suggested, 
was that the woman's husband responded immediately to the suffering of 

the wounded German soldier. However, what she says here is not that her 

his own. For what occurs here is that "he recognizes that it is his own self [his innermost 

essence-in-itself] which now appears before him" (p. 212). 
11 

So, for example, my argument here applies equally to Lawrence Blum's recent sug 

gestion that our sympathetic responses to others are to be explained as flowing from what 

he has called our "altruistic emotions." See Lawrence Blum, "Altruistic Emotions as Moral 

Motivations," in Lawrence Blum, Friendship, Altruism and Morality (London: Routledge 

& Kegan Paul, 1980). 
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husband was moved directly by some desire, but that he helped the German 

soldier "without thinking about it." It is not clear, I want to suggest, that 

this man acted here on any desire or tendency at all. Schopenhauer wants 

to suggest that in the case of compassion what is immediate or automatic is 

my acting on a desire (to pursue another's weal and avoid another's woe); 

this, he supposes, explains my compassionate response. I want to suggest, 
on the contrary, that what is really immediate or automatic is the response 

itself. So the sense in which our response to the suffering of another is the 

same as our response to our own suffering is simply that in both cases we 

respond immediately, without thinking. 
Consider our responses to our own pain. Schopenhauer's argument was 

that "every motive that moves the will... announces itself automatically" 

(p. 75). So, when he suggests that we are moved immediately by our own 

pain, he means that we are moved directly by a desire to avoid our own 

pain that announces itself automatically. But is it really the case that a 

desire "announces itself to us? Consider, for example, how if I sprain my 
ankle I might respond instinctively by nursing it with my hands. It is not 

clear that I do this because I desire to relieve my pain; rather, it may be just 
that I nurse my ankle without thinking about, or considering, my pain at 

all. I want, that is, to resist the following thought: that wherever I respond 
to my own pain or suffering, the explanation for this must be that I am 

moved because of some motive, say a desire, that announces itself to me. 

You might object that my nursing a sprained ankle is really an example 
of instinctive behaviour, and that what this shows is just that there are, as 

Hume might say, certain instinctive desires or tendencies "implanted in 

our nature." Now I do not object, of course, to the suggestion that human 

beings respond instinctively in various situations. What is problematic, 

however, is the notion that what explains my instinctive responses are cer 

tain instinctive desires and tendencies implanted in my nature. For there to 

be a genuine explanation here, the suggestion that I have certain instinctive 

desires and tendencies must do more than record the fact that I respond in 

certain situations in certain characteristic ways. 
Let me explain my point in more general terms. In many cases, of 

course, an agent's desires do have a substantive role to play, together with 

their beliefs and practical rationality, in explaining their agency. So, for 

example, we might say that my getting on the 38 bus is to be explained 

by my practical deliberation over my desire to go shopping, my beUef that 

this is the bus to town and so on. However in the case of our instinctive 

responses there is no such role for practical rationality and belief. Con 

sider, for example, how even if I desire nothing but my own death I may 

instinctively get out of the way of a bus that is about to run me down. Now 
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if I do get out of the way, it might be thought that I don't want to die after 

all, that some instinctive desire to live has somehow kicked in. But then, 
it is not clear that the claim that I have an instinctive desire to preserve 

my own life means anything more than that faced with my own imminent 

death I will act to avoid it. 

My argument is then that I do not respond to my own pain and suffering 
because of any desire or tendency I possess. Rather, this is something I 

just do immediately; that is to say, my response here is primitive in the 

two senses I have characterised. My responses here are, first, unthinking, 

and, second, they cannot be broken down and explained in terms of some 

thing more fundamental like some motive or tendency that I possess. And 

now, while I agree with Schopenhauer that in the case of sympathy (or 

compassion) we are moved in the same immediate way that we are moved 

by our own suffering, I claim further both are what I am calling "primitive 

responses." More precisely, I claim that sympathy is a primitive response to 

the suffering of another. And, you will recall, I suggested that the response 
is primitive in two ways: First, that it is unthinking; second, that it cannot 

be explained in terms of some more fundamental feature of human nature. 

Consider the second: The notion that our responses can always be 

broken down and explained in terms of something more basic in our con 

ception of human nature is central to the accounts of human agency to 

which I have been objecting. Now I am not denying that in many instances 

our actions are substantively explained as flowing from certain desires. My 
claim is just that we should not think that all human agency is genuinely 

explained in terms of something more fundamental, such as a desire or 

tendency. Nor am I denying that it always makes sense at least to ascribe 

some appropriate desire to an agent who is moved to act in a certain way. 
Thus I am happy to accept that in one sense to get out of the way of an 

oncoming bus just is to have a desire to go on living. But, I claim, to say 
that someone has a desire in this sense is not to have identified the cause 

of their action, but merely to have suggested a logically necessary feature 

of any intentional action. 

Thomas Nagel has made essentially the same point concerning the role 

of supposed prudential desires. As Nagel says, 

If the likelihood that an act will promote my future happiness motivates me to perform 
it now, then it is appropriate to ascribe to me a desire for my own future happiness. But 

nothing follows about the role of the desire as a condition contributing to the motivational 

efficacy of those considerations. It is ... 
only a logically necessary condition. It is not 

necessary either as a contributing influence or as a causal condition.12 

12 Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1970), pp. 29-30. 
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I argue similarly that in the case of certain immediate unthinking (primi 

tive) responses, the claim that an agent must have some appropriate desire 

or tendency really does nothing more than record the fact that they are 

moved in certain situations in certain characteristic ways. And, further, if 

this is so, to give an account of human nature will involve at the most basic 

level not just referring to human motives, our desires, tendencies and so 

on, but also to certain characteristic ways of acting. My claim is then that 

certain human responses, including sympathy, have a constitutive role in 

our conception of human nature. 

But consider now the thought that in the case of our primitive responses 
we act without thinking. It could be argued that our sympathetic responses 
to others are surely not primitive in this sense. One might argue that they 
are not so even in the case of the sympathetic responses of the husband and 

wife in my example. Consider the way the woman's husband responded to 

the wounded German soldier. It seems clear that determining that a man 

will shortly bleed to death unless one takes certain fairly definite steps 

requires some reflection. At the very least, it might be thought, determining 
how one is to act here must involve forming certain beliefs about another's 

suffering and some practical reasoning about how best one might then help 
them. 

I do not wish to deny that the man in my example may act on the basis 

of certain beliefs he holds about how the German soldier was suffering, 
or that there is some role here for practical reasoning. What I claim, how 

ever, is that such beliefs, beliefs, that is, about the thoughts and feelings of 

others, are themselves partially constituted by our primitive responses to 

other human beings. So, for example, whether or not other human beings 
feel and suffer, not just on some occasion but at all, is not something that 

is itself subject to thought or reflection. On the contrary, our primitive 

responses to others leave no room for doubting whether they have thoughts 
and feelings. I suggest, though I cannot argue the point here, that this was 

Ludwig Wittgenstein's point when he said: "My attitude towards him is an 

attitude towards a soul. I am not of the opinion that he has a soul."13 

But what does the claim that the responses of the man and wife in my 

example were "immediate and unthinking" then amount to? When I say 
that their responses were "immediate and unthinking" I mean to indicate 

at least this: that they did not deliberate about whether or not the fact that 

another is suffering is a reason to help them. For this couple, given that they 
understand the nature of another person's suffering and what they might 
do to help, there can be no further question about what they are actually 

13 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, G. E. M. Anscombe (trans.) 

(Oxford: Blackwell, 1959), part E, iv. 
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to do. This then indicates an important difference between the couple in 

my example and another kind of agent who might wonder whether there 

was, given his commitments and so on, a reason for him to help a wounded 

German soldier; a different kind of agent, that is to say, might require some 

reason over and above the fact that a person was suffering for him to help. 
It is the kind of primitive response I have outlined above that the woman 

in my original example is really highlighting against attempts by others 

to explain her, and her husband's, reaction to the suffering of the Jews 

in terms of something more fundamental, something, for example, about 

them in particular. She concludes with the remark, "[w]e just helped human 

beings who were in need." These words are a counter-example for those 

who think that the explanation of why she acted as she did must involve 

reference to some motive of hers, say, some particular desire or benevolent 

tendency 
- a motive that was somehow lacking or not as strong in so many 

others. For she insists instead that there is no question but that another 

person's suffering will move us. She assumes that those to whom it is 

addressed recognize, as she and her husband do, that it is a primitive or 

foundational fact about human beings that the suffering of others moves 

us. 

In making the above claim, however, I do not mean to suggest that those 

who failed to help the Jews in Nazi Europe, or those Jews who think the 

woman's husband treacherous to help the wounded soldier, were some 

how less human. In claiming that sympathetic responses are constitutive 

of human nature I am not claiming that to be fully human one must always 

respond in this way to the suffering of another. It is a further fact about 

human beings that many considerations can, and often do, prevent us from 

being moved by the suffering of another. So, the understandable hatred 

of those this woman was hiding for the Nazi's might block any primitive 

sympathetic response they might have to wounded soldiers. Further, if the 

couple in my example had been helping the Jews as part of a principled 
stand against Nazi fascism they might have resisted helping wounded sol 

diers. But in such cases a person's failure to respond sympathetically to the 

suffering of another does not show that sympathy is no longer a primitive 

response for them but merely that this response has been to some extent 

suppressed or blocked.14 

14 
In an extreme kind of case, however, it may be that some intense passion like hatred, 

so completely blocks a person's sympathetic responses to any and all human beings that 

such responses are no longer primitive for that person, so that in fact there is now for them 

nothing to be suppressed. In such a case, I think it makes some sense to say that a person 

has indeed lost something important of what it is to be human. 
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But if one might be fully human but not respond sympathetically to the 

suffering of another, isn't it then right to say that this husband and wife 

were heroes? For example, those who single this couple out by calling 
them heroes might have been suggesting that their actions, which must 

have involved grave risks to themselves and their friends and family, surely 
show that their primitive sympathetic responses were strengthened by 
some strong commitment to certain principles. As I have already indicated, 
it may be that our sympathetic responses to others are sometimes blocked 

on occasion by various considerations. Above I suggested they may be 

blocked by hatred, maybe the present example indicates how they may also 

be blocked by fear. Indeed if the situation with the wounded soldier had 

been more dangerous (say, if the air raid was still taking place) fear might 
have made even the woman's husband think twice about helping. But are 

our sympathetic responses strengthened by principle? I have argued that 

the husband and wife were not motivated in any respect by principle, but 

that does not mean that certain principles, along with various forms of 

reflection, are not in a more general way important to sustaining, and even 

modifying,15 our primitive sympathetic responses. What I do maintain is 

that such principles and reflection are founded on the fact that the suffering 
of others moves us. I have suggested that our sympathetic responses are 

explanatorily basic for our understanding of moral phenomena such as I 

have described. But I do not mean by this that our understanding of what 

is involved in the moral life ends with such responses. 

Finally, to consider a different kind of objection, in identifying sympa 

thy with being moved by the suffering of another I do not mean to suggest 
that each and every instance of such a response will necessarily count as 

sympathy. Suppose someone who has never lifted a finger to help the poor 

suddenly, as it might be without thinking, throws a couple of coins into the 

cap of someone begging on the street. Is that a case of sympathy? In order 

to determine whether a particular action is a case of genuine sympathy it 

is necessary to see the way in which that response is connected to a much 

larger pattern of responses in that person's life. Indeed, the point of the 

15 I have claimed that sympathy is a primitive response to the suffering of another. How 

ever our understanding of the ways it is possible for a human being to suffer itself depends 
on a good deal of reflection. For this reason, one would expect that our most basic responses 
to physical suffering will be properly modified in the light of such reflections. To illustrate 

how that might be consider the following example. A friend of mine once attempted to 

help a bag-lady on the street by buying her a loaf of bread. Her response was to throw the 

loaf back in his face. One way of understanding this exchange is that he offened or hurt 

the woman's pride. But that clearly depends on our understanding that humiliation is also 

a form of human suffering, one that may require us to modify our responses to hunger and 

other forms of mere physical distress. 
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story the woman tells is to show that her and her husband's response to the 

Jews was in fact sympathy precisely by showing how these responses were 

themselves part of just such a pattern. What that story indicates, then, is not 

that there can be no explanation of why the husband and wife acted as they 
did. Rather, it shows that the explanation is to be found not in an account 

of their motivations, but by considering the way their response to the Jews 

is continuous with other responses 
- such as her husband's response to the 

wounded German soldier. 

The woman in my example introduces her story with these words: "We 

very much object to the title [of Righteous Gentiles], and I can tell you 

why." If she succeeds in explaining why she objects it could only be, I 

suggest, because we understand being human like she does. For we, and 

she, suppose that to be moved immediately and without thinking by the 

suffering of another is some part of what it is to be human. 
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