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Appendix 3 
 
Joseph Butler: on sympathy  
 
Joseph Butler, Fifteen sermons , preached ad the Rolls Chapel Etc. (with introd., Analises, and 
Notes by W:R: Matthews), G. Bell & Sons, London, 1964. 
 
 
 
 From Sermon V Upon Compassion  
 
 

"Rejoice with them that do rejoice, and weep with them that weep."- Rom. xii. 15. 

 

§1 

EVERY man is to be considered in two capacities, the private and public; as designed to pursue 
his own interest, and likewise to contribute to the good of others. Whoever will consider, may see, 
that in general there is no contrariety between these; but that from the original constitution of 
man, and the circumstances he is placed in, they perfectly coincide, and mutually carry on each 
other. But, amongst the great variety of affections or principles of action in our nature, some in 
their primary intention and design seem to belong to the single or private, others to the public or 
social capacity. The affections required in the text are of the latter sort. When we rejoice in the 
prosperity of others, and compassionate their distresses, we, as it were, substitute them for 
ourselves, their interest for our own; and have the same kind of pleasure in their prosperity, and 
sorrow in their distress, as we have from reflection upon our own. Now there is nothing strange or 
unaccountable in our being thus carried out, and affected towards the interests of others. For, if 
there be any appetite, or any inward principle besides self-love; why may there not be an affection 
to the good of our fellow-creatures, and delight from that affection's being gratified, and 
uneasiness from things going contrary to it1? 

 
1  There being manifestly this appearance of men's substituting others for themselves, and 

being carried out and affected towards them as towards themselves; some persons, who have a 
system which excludes every affection of this sort, have taken a pleasant method to solve it; and 
tell you it is not another you are at all concerned about, but your self only, when you feel the 
affection called compassion, i. e., Here is a plain matter of fact, which men cannot reconcile with 
the general account they think fit to give of things: they therefore, instead of that manifest fact, 
substitute another, which is reconcilable to their own scheme. For does not everybody by 
compassion mean an affection, the object of which is another in distress? Instead of this, but 
designing to have it mistaken for this, they speak of an affection or passion, the object of which is 
ourselves, or danger to ourselves. Hobbes defines pity, imagination, or fiction of future calamity to 
ourselves, proceeding from the sense (he means sight or knowledge) of another man's calamity. 
Thus fear and compassion would be the same idea, and a fearful and a compassionate man the 
same character, which every man immediately sees are totally different. Further, to those who 
give any scope to their affections, there is no perception or inward feeling more universal than 
this: that one who has been merciful and compassionate throughout the course of his behaviour, 
should himself be treated with kindness, if he happens to fall into circumstances of distress. Is 
fear, then, or cowardice, so great a recommendation to the favour of the bulk of mankind? Or is it 
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not plain, that mere fearlessness (and therefore not the contrary) is one of the most popular 
qualifications ?This shows that mankind are not affected towards compassion as fear, but as 
somewhat totally different. 

Nothing would more expose such accounts as these of the affections which are favourable and 
friendly to our fellow-creatures, than to substitute the definitions, which this author, and others 
who follow his steps, give of such affections, instead of the words by which they are commonly 
expressed. Hobbes, after having laid down, that pity or compassion is only fear for ourselves, goes 
on to explain the reason why we pity our friends in distress more than others. Now substitute the 
definition instead of the word pity in this place, and the inquiry will be, why we fear our friends, 
&c., which words (since he really does not mean why we are afraid of them) make no question or 
sentence at all. So that common language, the words to compassionate, to pity, cannot be 
accommodated to his account of compassion. The very joining of the words to pity our friends, is a 
direct contradiction to his definition of pity: because those words, so joined, necessarily express 
that our friends are the objects of the passion: whereas his definition of it asserts, that ourselves 
(or danger to ourselves) are the only objects of it. He might indeed have avoided this absurdity, by 
plainly saying what he is going to account for; namely, why the sight of the innocent, or of our 
friends in distress, raises greater fear for ourselves than the sight of other persons in distress. But 
had he put the thing thus plainly, the fact itself would have been doubted; that the sight of our 
friends in distress raises in us greater fear for ourselves, than the sight of others in distress. And in 
the next place it would immediately have occurred to every one, that the fact now mentioned, 
which at least is doubtful, whether true or false, was not the same with this fact, which nobody 
ever doubted, that the sight of our friends in distress raises in us greater compassion than the sight 
of others in distress: every one, I say, would have seen that these are not the same, but two 
different inquiries; and consequently, that fear and compassion are not the same. Suppose a 
person to be in real danger, and by some means or other to have forgot it; any trifling accident, 
any sound might alarm him, recall the danger to his remembrance, and renew his fear: but it is 
almost too grossly ridiculous (though it is to show an absurdity) to speak of that sound or accident 
as an object of compassion; and yet, according to Mr. Hobbes, our greatest friend in distress is no 
more to us, no more the object of compassion, or of any affection in our heart: neither the one 
nor the other raises any emotion in our mind, but only the thoughts of our liableness to calamity, 
and the fear of it; and both equally do this. It is fit such sort of accounts of human nature should 
be shown to be what they really are, because there is raised upon them a general scheme which 
undermines the whole foundation of common justice and honesty. See Hobbes of Human Nature, 
c. 9, § 10. 

There are often three distinct perceptions or inward feelings upon sight of persons in distress: 
real sorrow and concern for the misery of our fellow-creatures; some degree of satisfaction from a 
consciousness of our freedom from that misery; and as the mind passes on from one thing to 
another, it is not unnatural from such an occasion to reflect upon our liableness to the same or 
other calamities. The two last frequently accompany the first, but it is the first only which is proper 
compassion, of which the distressed are objects, and which directly carries us with calmness and 
thought to their assistance. Any one of these, from various and complicated reasons, may in 
particular cases prevail over the other two; and there are, I suppose, instances, where the bare 
sight of distress, without our feeling any compassion for it, may be the occasion of either or both 
of the two latter perceptions. One might add, that if there be really any such thing as the fiction or 
imagination of danger to ourselves from the sight of the misery of others, which Hobbes speaks of, 
and which he has absurdly mistaken for the whole of compassion; if there be anything of this sort 
common to mankind, distinct from the reflection of reason, it would be a most remarkable 
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§2  
Of these two, delight in the prosperity of others, and compassion for their distresses, the last is 

felt much more generally than the former. Though men do not universally rejoice with all whom 
they see rejoice, yet, accidental obstacles removed, they naturally compassionate all, in some 
degree, whom they see in distress; so far as they have any real perception or sense of that 
distress; insomuch that words expressing this latter, pity, compassion, frequently occur; whereas 
we have scarce any single one, by which the former is distinctly expressed. Congratulation indeed 
answers condolence: but both these words are intended to signify certain forms of civility, rather 
than any inward sensation or feeling. This difference or inequality is so remarkable, that we plainly 
consider compassion as itself an original, distinct, particular affection in human nature; whereas to 
rejoice in the good of others, is only a consequence of the general affection of love and good-will 
to them. The reason and account of which matter is this: when a man has obtained any particular 
advantage or felicity, his end is gained; and he does not in that particular want the assistance of 
another: there was therefore no need of a distinct affection towards that felicity of another 
already obtained: neither would such affection directly carry him on to do good to that person: 
whereas men in distress want assistance; and compassion leads us directly to assist them. The 
object of the former is the present felicity of another; the object of the latter is the present misery 
of another. It is easy to see that the latter wants a particular affection for its relief, and that the 
former does not want one, because it does not want assistance. And upon supposition of a distinct 
affection in both cases, the one must rest in the exercise of itself, having nothing further to gain; 
the other does not rest in itself, but carries us on to assist the distressed. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

instance of what was furthest from the thoughts, namely, of a mutual sympathy between each 
particular of the species, a fellow feeling common to mankind. It would not indeed be an example 
of our substituting others for ourselves, but it would be an example of substituting ourselves for 
others. And as it would not be an instance of benevolence, so neither would it be an instance of 
self-love: for this phantom of danger to ourselves, naturally rising to view upon sight of the 
distresses of others, would be no more an instance of love to ourselves, than the pain of hunger is. 
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Sermon X Upon self-deceit  §15   (pag 162 mio testo)  
 
Thirdly. It would very much prevent our being misled by this self-partiality, to reduce that 

practical rule of our Saviour, Whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, even so do unto 
them, to our judgment and way of thinking. This rule, you see, consists of two parts. One is, to 
substitute another for yourself, when you take a survey of any part of your behaviour, or consider 
what is proper and fit and reasonable for you to do upon any occasion: the other part is, that you 
substitute yourself in the room of another; consider yourself as the person affected by such a 
behaviour, or towards whom such an action is done: and then you would not only see, but likewise 
feel, the reasonableness or unreasonableness of such an action or behaviour. But, alas! the rule 
itself may be dishonestly applied: there are persons who have not impartiality enough with 
respect to themselves, nor regard enough for others, to be able to make a just application of it. 
This just application, if men would honestly make it, is in effect all that I have been 
recommending; it is the whole thing, the direct contrary to that inward dishonesty as respecting 
our intercourse with our fellow-creatures. And even the bearing this rule in their thoughts may be 
of some service; the attempt thus to apply it, is an attempt towards being fair and impartial, and 
may chance unawares to show them to themselves, to show them the truth of the case they are 
considering. 

 
 
sermon XI §.10   (mio testo p. 172) 
"But who, except the most sordidly covetous, ever thought there was any rivalship between 

the love of greatness, honour, power, or between sensual appetites, and self-love? No, there is a 
perfect harmony between them. It is by means of these particular appetites and affections that 
self-love is gratified in enjoyment, happiness, and satisfaction. The competition and rivalship is 
between self-love and the love of our neighbour: that affection which leads us out of ourselves, 
makes us regardless of our own interest, and substitute that of another in its stead." Whether, 
then, there be any peculiar competition and contrariety in this case, shall now be considered. 

 


