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The Buddha’s Compassion 
 

“All beings tremble before violence. All love life. All fear death. See yourself in others. 

Then whom can you hurt? What harm can you do?”… “He, who injures living beings, is not 

Noble. He is called Noble, because he is gentle and kind towards all living beings.” — 

Buddha 

‘Go forth, bhikkhus, for the good of the many, for the happiness of the many, out of 

compassion for the world, for the good, benefit, and happiness of men.’ 

Vimånavatthu I, 20 

‘Of all the teachings, the ultimate is emptiness, of which compassion is the very essence. It is 

like a very powerful medicine, a panacea that can cure every disease in the world. And just like 

that very powerful medicine, realization of the truth of emptiness, the nature of reality, is the 

remedy for all the different negative emotions.’ 

Atiśa Dipankara Shrijnana (980–1054 CE) 
 

Compassion 

Compassion (karunā) is as important an aspect of the Path as Wisdom. The Buddha 

often spoke of compassion – understanding that there is suffering and doing what will best 

help to alleviate that suffering – as the most beneficial and moral of all behaviors. Knowing 

that there is dukkha is the strongest incentive for living a life of compassionate behavior 

toward ourselves as well as toward others. Compassion for ourselves and compassion for 

others are not mutually exclusive. As we advance on the Path to Enlightenment by 

progressively developing purified mental dispositions and behaviors, we gain insight into 

the subjectivity of our identity and how we confound our understanding of the world 

through the misconception of an inherent dualistic reality. As we become less enchanted 

and fascinated with our ‘I’ and we begin to detach from our cravings and identifications, we 

 



develop both wisdom and compassion. Like two wings that work together in flight, each of 

these qualities supports the other. Wisdom distinguishes beneficial from non-beneficial, 

while compassion moves us to action. 

In modern terms, in his discussions of these two attributes, the Buddha was 

essentially speaking of empathy for another’s suffering and the desire to alleviate it. 

According to modern psychology, empathy both precedes and is a prerequisite for 

compassion. Fundamentally, to have empathy is to understand another’s feelings. It is to put 

ourselves emotionally in the place of another. The ability to empathize, however, depends 

on our capability to feel our own feelings and identify them, because to recognize them in 

others we need to be able to recognize them in ourselves. To play with the clichés that 

capture this notion, empathy is walking in another’s shoes or hearing with someone else’s 

ears. We can understand the common connotation of empathy in this way; nonetheless, it is 

useful to break the idea down and consider its more specific components. 

Empathy for You and Me 

Scholars who study empathy have noted several ways in which the word can capture 

the variety of emotional and cognitive responses it suggests: recognizing someone else’s 

internal state, including the other’s thoughts and feelings; intuiting or projecting oneself 

into another’s situation; feeling empathic concern upon witnessing another person’s 

suffering; and wanting to help the person. One capacity, while still hotly discussed as to its 

nature and origin, is called metarepresentational abilities. As we have learned, our cognitive 

systems have the ability to construct and process representations of objects and situations.  

The branch of cognitive science that studies how we represent and try to understand our 

and other minds is called ‘theory of mind’. We humans have a natural basic comprehension 

of our cognitive functions such as perception and memory. We can also attribute to one 

another beliefs and desires. In fact, we humans may be the only living creature on earth to 

succeed in metarepresenting other people’s thoughts as well as our owns.  

From a very early age, possibly from birth, Meltzoff and Moore, 1977, have suggest 

that there are innate links between a child’s perception of the actions of others and their 

perception of their own internal body states.1 Young babies also have an unlearned ability to 

hear fine differences between consonant sounds and to perceive them categorically. 

Newborns are able to perceptually represent and imitate another person’s movements, e.g. 

the neonate will imitatively stick out his or her tongue after seeing an adult do this. Infants 

respond differently to people than they do to objects and seem to expect people to behave 

differently than objects do. In fact, 5 to 8-week-old babies imitate mouth openings and 

tongue protrusions produced by an adult but not similar-looking behaviors produced by an 

object. Infants try to retrieve a just-disappeared object by reaching toward its place of 

disappearance and try to retrieve a just-disappeared person by vocalizing to the person. Very 

young infants indicate special preferences for certain human faces and voices and engage in 

complex nonverbal communicative interactions with others. Butterworth has shown that by 

nine months infants begin to follow the gaze of others and to point objects out to them.2 In 

the behavior known as ‘social referencing,’ infants who are faced with an ambiguous 



situation turn to check the adult's facial expression and regulate their actions in accordance 

with it.3  

These very early abilities suggest that there is a strong innate component to our 

‘theory of mind.’ As children mature, they develop a succession of theories of the mind that 

they use to explain their experience and the behavior of themselves and others. These 

simple theories provide predictions, interpretations, and explanations through postulating 

mental entities and regulations. The theories change as children discover counterevidence, 

gain new data, and test their assumptions. Therefore, fairly soon they discover that the ‘I’ 

authority can be incorrect and, perhaps, eventually, the insight can occur that what we 

know about our minds is as much a construction or assumption as what we can know of the 

minds of others- ‘Your thoughts are not who you are.’ 

A belief represents the world, like a picture in the head. If this representation 

matches up with the accepted norm of the world, then the belief is considered true. A false 

belief is thought to misrepresent the world. When we believe we know about another 

person’s beliefs and desires, we automatically infer mental states (mental states are desires, 

percepts, beliefs, knowledge, thoughts, intentions, feelings, etc.) from their behavior. This 

inference ability is very adaptive because we predict other people’s behavior based on what 

we know about them. This ability at prediction, explanation and interpretation of other 

people uses an internally represented knowledge structure often called- a folk psychology. 

Our understanding of mental states develops from childhood into adulthood. So, to reason 

hypothetically, a person must be able to represent a belief as separate from the world it is 

representing, and this is the so-called decoupling skills—the mental abilities that allow us to 

mark a belief as a hypothetical statement of the world rather than a real one. As Harris 

(1991) has argued, we mirror our understanding of the mind which reflects an increasing 

ability to imagine the experiences of others.4 In other words, we begin to assume knowledge 

of others feelings and thoughts. We become empathetic. So metarepresentation—the 

representation of one’s own representations—allows self-critical perspectives that are a 

unique to human cognition. Beliefs about how well we are forming beliefs become possible 

because of metarepresentation, as does the ability to evaluate one’s own desires (to desire to 

desire differently).  

Key findings suggest that the mirror neuron system plays a vital role in our ability to 

empathize and socialize with others. In fact, some think that empathy involves the mirror 

neuron system we have discussed in an earlier chapter. Evolution has given us general 

abilities, called contextual priming, for survival and reproduction, and culture and early 

learning fine-tune these adaptive unconscious processes to the specific local conditions we 

grow up in. This is what allows us to make accurate adjustments to present time events and 

people by automatically activating our cognitive representations of them, and concurrently, 

all of the information (goals, knowledge, affect) that we associate with that. This process of a 

close, automatic connection between perception and behavior has been discovered with the 

mirror neurons in the premotor cortex, which becomes active both when we perceive a type 

of action by another person as well as when we engage in that action ourselves.5 Neurons 



with this capacity to match similar observed and executed actions, code not only the 

observed actions of ‘my action’ and ‘your action’, such as grasping a cup, but, also codes the 

intention behind the action like, ‘that’s a grasp to drink’ or ‘that’s a grasp to accept the 

pouring of a liquid into the cup’. 

This finding suggests that mirror neurons allow us to determine other people’s 

intentions as well as their actions. For example, with the facial expression of a smile, 

whether we observe it or make it ourselves, the same regions of our brain become activated. 

The more active our mirror neuron system, the better we are at interpreting facial 

expressions. Data from the latest research confirms that the mirror neuron system 

underpins our capacity to empathize. With this ability we do not just ‘see’ an action, an 

emotion, or a sensation. Along with the sensory description of the observed stimuli, internal 

representations of the body states associated with them are evoked in the observer, ‘as if’ 

he/she would be doing a similar action or experiencing a similar emotion or sensation. So, 

the embodied simulation is based on our experience/contact with the world, while the 

second mechanism is an abstraction or cognitive description of that experience. The 

proposed, cognitively ‘mind reading’ ability is built on the embodied experience. This ability 

of sharing the intentional relations of others, by means of the shared neural state, produces 

intentional attunement which then produces the quality of familiarity that we identify with 

others. This is ‘being empathic’. By means of a shared neural state that obey to the same 

morpho-functional rules, the ‘objectified other’ becomes ‘a similar to self’. This cognitive 

ability, so natural and immensely engaged in almost every moment of our life, is a very 

important evolutionary development that promotes human survival and community.  

When we perceive others expressing an emotion such as sadness, the same brain 

areas are activated as when we also experience the same emotion. Similar direct matching 

has also been described for the perception of pain and touch, so taken together these results 

suggest that our capacity to empathize with others is mediated by embodied simulation 

processes; that is, by the activation of the same neural circuits underpinning our own 

emotional and sensory experiences.6 These data support  the idea that mirror neurons are 

important for the effortless, automatic understanding of the mental states of other people,7 

and may also be the basis of automatic imitation.8 While a deficient ability of these 

processes could have a responsibility for autistic spectrum disorders9, it cannot now be 

assumed as the necessary cause of autistic dysfunction. However, when the simulation 

process is not present or malfunctioning, there is empathic impairment in autism indicated 

by a reduced tendency toward automatic imitation and a small, detached consideration of 

the social experiences of others. 

Emotional responses elicited by and consonant with the welfare of others and oneself 

may include sympathy, compassion, tenderness, and the like, and all of these aspects of the 

basic condition of empathy are consistent with the varied experiences that the Buddha 

described as indicating the presence of compassion. The Buddha taught that the wisest way 

to practice altruism is to help people help themselves while giving them emotional support 

as well as skill development when possible. It is not unusual, however, for pre-enlightened 



altruistic behavior to become enmeshed with selfishness and greed, thereby creating 

problems for others instead of helping them – for as long as our ‘I’ and self-interest are 

involved, we tend to look for some kind of payback or self-gratification for our actions. 

Therefore, we need to scrutinize carefully our intentions behind our altruistic behaviors. 

The Buddha emphasized that a necessary beginning for the cultivation of empathy 

includes empathy for oneself as well as empathy for the well-being of others. The Kandaraka 

Sutta, for example, describes the correct path as that of a person who ‘does not torment 

himself or others.’ Until we are able to accept ourselves and feel empathy toward ourselves, 

we cannot correctly understand what others feel and so cannot show them empathy with 

wisdom. It is critical to understand here that altruism toward the self is not egoism, which is 

actually the enemy of altruism. Egoism seeks to use others for one’s material welfare and 

gain. Its concern is possessive and manipulative. As selfishness is minimized and empathy 

develops, altruism becomes real. Empathy toward self and empathy toward others are 

inseparable. Recognizing and cultivating empathy toward self and toward others is a critical 

step toward removing egotism with its focus on separation and alienation, and instead, 

increasing selflessness, happiness and affinity with the other sentient beings inhabiting this 

world. 

The Four Jhanas 

earning empathy can take a variety of paths, and its development plays an essential part 

in the form of meditation that leads toward wisdom and the destruction of craving. 

Meditating in the advanced states called the jhanas has the power to weaken the 

defilements of lust, ill will, and delusion, and to bring the mind to a state of peace. The 

four jhanas consist of friendliness or kindness (metta), compassion (karunā), sympathetic 

joy (mudita), and equanimity (upekkhā). The importance of these meditations should not be 

underestimated. 

In his book What the Buddha Taught, Richard Gombrich argues that the Buddha saw the 

need to learn empathy as being so important that he considered the jhanas to be redemptive 

states through which Nibbāna could be achieved directly. This runs counter to the more 

conventional view, which holds that the Buddha thought that the only solution to life’s 

problems lay in eliminating emotion. Gombrich believes that this is a misapprehension, and 

he asserts instead that the Buddha found a way to salvation through emotion – emotion 

purified of selfishness. Moreover, Gombrich asserts, the common denigration of early 

Buddhism as selfish is grossly inaccurate. Instead, he maintains, the Buddha introduced love 

and compassion into Indian religion. 

Although Gombrich’s writings about the jhanas as a way to salvation are controversial, all 

of the branches of Buddhism stress empathy for all sentient beings. In fact, for the Buddha, 

empathy was not a distant esoteric condition but an innate capacity embedded in all human 

beings (many now believe it to be innate in other mammalian species as well). 

Similar to the Buddha’s perspective is Evan Thompson’s reasoning as set out in his book 
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Mind in Life: Biology, Phenomenology, and the Sciences of Mind; Thompson posits that we 

possess an innate capacity for empathy – that our living experience contains an intrinsic 

dynamic possibility of openness and relatedness between self and other. There is an original 

capability of relatedness that can be established between two or more people, and this 

intersubjectivity appears prior to our creation of abstractions about self and other. 

Actually, Buddhism teaches that humans are merely one small ephemeral part of an 

interconnected and interdependent universe. The world was not created specifically for the 

benefit and pleasure of human beings, and Buddhists show empathy not only to other 

people but also to nonhuman creatures. Because the Buddha’s teachings move us away from 

an egotistical, anthropomorphic, and self-centered worldview, it only makes sense that we 

should come to see the other creatures with whom we share the earth as having as rightful a 

place as do human beings. Thich Nhat Hanh writes: ‘A human being is an animal, a part of 

nature. But we single ourselves out from the rest of nature. We classify other animals and 

living beings as nature, as if we ourselves are not part of it. Then we pose the question, “How 

should I deal with Nature?” We should deal with nature the way we deal with ourselves. . . ! 

Harming nature is harming ourselves, and vice versa.’ 

 Given that our sense inputs are specific to our senses’ capabilities (the khandhas), and 

that animals, as compared to humans, have differently sensitive sense organs (and 

sometimes altogether different sense organs), we can assume that different species live in 

different ‘worlds’ – perhaps not in a constructed cognitive sense but surely in an enactive 

one. There is no reason to think the world that humans live in has any special claim to being 

the only enacted reality or world-in-itself. A human perspective cognizant of the Buddha’s 

teachings on humans and other creatures – that they are all able to live successfully in the 

very different worlds constituted by their unique perceptual systems – cannot justify any 

argument that privileges the human world as the world-in-itself. Secondly, as will be 

discussed shortly, true empathy/compassion is not specific to person or creature. It is 

without limits. 

All religions provide standards of behavior that include altruism, although not all stress 

empathy. In Buddhism, as part of the mental culture of purifying one’s mind, there is great 

focus on living empathetically and on encouraging and teaching empathetic thinking and 

behavior. A core of Buddhist practice is loving-kindness and compassion. One key 

component of this is moral uprightness, and one of the fundamental guidelines for conduct 

is ahimsa, or nonviolence (doing no harm). The first precept condemns killing. The 

perfection of mental purification is preceded by the eight perfections of generosity, virtue, 

renunciation, discipline, patience, tolerance, diligence, and one-pointed concentration. In 

fact, the cultivation of empathy through mental purification enables and is prerequisite to 

the realization of Emptiness and the destruction of craving and suffering. 

The Cultivation of Empathy through Meditation 

or someone whose ethical practice has become more mature through sila, the further 

cultivation of empathy through meditation becomes even more vital a means of continuing 
F 



to train the mind. The emphasis is intensified on each person’s cognitive journey toward 

Nibbāna. The more intensive meditative culture usually begins with the pre-Buddhist 

practices of concentration, which have the goal of attaining tranquillity of mind (samatha 

bhāvanā). 

In meditation, the refined empathy states of the jhanas (kindness, compassion, 

sympathetic joy, and equanimity) are boundless. They envelop and embrace all beings 

without distinction; they are sublime and often described as divine abodes – not divine in 

the sense of being suprahuman, but in that they represent the excellent and most lofty states 

of living. However, with enlightenment, even these most sublime states of mind are not 

attached to because those forms of meditation do not provide the radical reorientation of 

understanding of our cognitive world that is required for enlightenment. For when the truth 

is seen and Nirodha is experienced, there is no longer a need for cultivation, striving, or 

achievement, and there is no attachment to achieving an ideal, a concept, or a cognitive 

construction produced by a thought or a craving. As a result, an empathic response for the 

enlightened is boundless and identified not with the specific person who suffers but with the 

suffering itself. The greatest compassion arises in response to the suffering caused by the 

workings of a pre-enlightened mind. For our empathy to be truly universal, it must be all-

embracing, absent of identity and of distinction. So, the crucial characteristic of true 

empathy is that we are moved to compassionately respond with wisdom solely because of 

suffering or to respond to the possibility of suffering, for example by removing potentially 

dangerous objects from a child’s environment or by reducing energy consumption to help 

slow or end climate change. 

Just like the person in the parable of the magic show who, upon discerning the illusion of 

the magician’s tricks, had a sympatric response and looked down at the mesmerized 

audience, thinking ‘I also have suffered their plight’, the Tathagata is compassionate toward 

the pre-enlightened person’s suffering. The Tathagata acknowledges that human suffering 

comes from ignorance and grasping. 

True compassion entails the skill of correctly perceiving a situation, understanding how it 

would affect us, and empathically projecting our feelings in the most sensitive and 

appropriate way to the other being. We can then reach selflessly out to respond. 

What is important is the felt need for action executed in a skilful or expedient way in 

order to help ease suffering. This spontaneous reaction is an essential characteristic of 

empathy. It also responds to the knowledge that things could be different, just as the 

Buddha felt the need to share his discovery of truth with others. True empathy is based on 

the complete surrender of the experience of separateness: for if I act only as if I am building 

a bridge of goodwill or positive action between myself and others, I maintain a cognitive 

chasm between myself and the other. Often, even with the best of intentions, ordinary 

empathic action still has the residue of self-serving intention disguised in one way or 

another. Therefore, my identity as self remains, with all its accompanying traps with which 

my attachments attempt to satisfy themselves. But with true empathy, empathy realized 



after Nibbāna, one no longer expects recognition, gratitude, paybacks, or even self-

satisfaction. The action is done and released. There is no lingering. True empathy lies in the 

surrender of separation of a subject/object split, of an ‘I.’ 
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