Chapter 10.  COMPASSION

     If you have come to help me you are wasting your time.  But if you 

      have come because your life and your liberation are bound up with 

                   mine, then let us work together. 

                                                                                     - Unknown

In the introduction to this Handbook we offered the following definition.

     Compassion, in a narrow sense, is the awareness of and sympathy for the suffering

     of another, a taking upon ourselves of that suffering, and the desire to relieve that    

     suffering.  In a broader sense compassion recognizes systemic problems in the world, 

     that lead to continued suffering for large groups of persons, and that lead us to a 

     sense of solidarity with the suffering, and again the desire to relieve that suffering.

In this section we explore this interesting subject in more detail, and relate it to the profession of engineering.  Specifically we address seven questions, and then finish as usual with some cases.  Here are the questions we ask.

· Can compassion be taught?

· Why is compassion commendable?

· What evokes compassion?

· When does compassion go wrong?

· What inhibits compassion?

· What is the role of compassion in the life of the engineer?

· What is the Arrupe Center?

10.1   Can Compassion Be Taught?

We start with this question so that you will have a clearer idea of what we are trying to do in this chapter.  So, let’s say it up front.  We cannot teach you to be compassionate by having you read essays and consider ideas, just as we can not teach you to be ethical.  But you can learn compassion through exposure to the sufferings of people.  One approach to this is through community-based learning, in which you work in the community outside the walls of the University.  Such programs are run by the Arrupe Center for Community-Based Learning, which we will talk about later.

What we do in this section is to introduce some ideas that will help you think about this very important subject.  You will, without question, face situations in life that call upon your compassion.  It will be better for you if you recognize certain aspects of the matter.  This should enhance your ability to make wise decisions.  Even though we cannot teach you to be compassionate we consider compassion to be of extraordinary importance in your life.  Remember the three cornerstones of a Santa Clara education.

· Competence

· Conscience

· Compassion

The University believes deeply that your education will be successful only if these three characteristics are a part of your life in the years ahead.  We believe that with them you will know a life well-lived, a life of true joy, and that the world will be a better place for all of us to live in.  So, let’s see what compassion is all about.

10.2  Why is Compassion Commendable?

Is compassion to be commended?  Is it desirable that each of us be compassionate?   We offer two simple arguments in support of compassion.  The first is an argument from consensus.  It says that almost all societies, almost all groups of people, believe that compassion is a virtue, that is a characteristic to be sought in people.  The argument says that if so many people say that compassion is commendable, then it must be so.  Sometimes arguments from consensus turn out to be wrong, but they nonetheless deserve some attention.  Let’s move on to a second approach.

It seems as though compassion is important to the health of the community (which is no doubt what led to the consensus position above in the first place).  Compassion seems to foster community by leading us to correct problems, disruptions, breakdowns in groups or in individuals.  Healing our wounds seems to strengthen community.

10.3  What Evokes Compassion?

Why do we feel compassion?  Where does it come from?  Well, let’s start with an exercise.  Get out a piece of paper and write down the things in life that are fundamentally important to you.  I will start you out with two – how about life and health?  Can you come up with a half dozen more?  Don’t peek below.

Do you have your list?  Good.  Here is one that I came up with.  These are some things that I really desire in life.

· Life

· Health

· Shelter

· Food

· Freedom from pain

· Satisfaction with work and play

· Tranquility

· Friendship and love

If you compare your list with mine, or with others, I suspect that you will find much common ground.  Most of us want pretty much the same fundamental things in life - the things that make for the “good life”.  Now here is the interesting thing.  Most of us also seem to want these things for others, as well as for ourselves.  It is interesting to speculate why this is the case.  Perhaps it is a survival of the fittest issue.  Maybe those of us who survived the evolutionary selection process were those who cared for each other, those who believed in community, and saw that compassion was a way of sustaining community.  Whatever the root cause, compassion is a common characteristic of our species.  Most people are generally compassionate.  Sometimes that breaks down, and we’ll talk about why in a later section.

Suffering is the word we use to describe the lack of one or more of these desires or needs.  They suffer from a lack of food.  She is suffering because she lacks decent shelter.  His fear is making his life miserable.  Her life is unbearable because she has lost her best friend.

Compassion happens when we observe that people are suffering, and when we do what we can to alleviate that suffering.  If the second part is not there we might call it sympathy or perhaps pity, but not compassion.

We said above that most people seem to be compassionate, at least in many situations.  Let’s look at some examples from real life.

Suppose that you are walking down the road and a child is struck by a car and thrown to the ground.  Bystanders rush to the scene trying to offer assistance, to alleviate the pain of the child.  Why?  Well, the cynic might wonder about motives, but most of us would agree that we feel that child’s pain.  We are hurt.  We can feel the rocks dig into our skin as she slides along the street.  There is a commonality here.  We are one with this child, and we want to fix things.

Our friend has just lost her spouse.  We hold her in our arms and comfort her.  She is sobbing, and suddenly we find that there are tears in our eyes, we become choked up, and can barely whisper the words of comfort.  We become one with her for this moment.

An old man sits on the curb.  His sign says, “I am so hungry.”  And suddenly you feel less hungry than you did when you bought that Big Mac, and you feel his hunger.  If you feel sorry for him, that’s sympathy.  If you give him the Big Mac, that’s compassion.

10.4   When Does Compassion Go Wrong?

Compassion, like all of our human virtues, can go wrong.  Aristotle spoke of our virtues as being “Golden Means” between two undesired extremes.  Thus courage is the mean between cowardice and rashness.  Aristotle did not speak of compassion as a virtue, but we might say that compassion is the mean between callousness and misdirected social action.  Compassion requires not only sympathy but also action that is chosen wisely, action that succeeds in alleviating the suffering.  What are some examples of misdirected social action.

Suppose that your friend is deeply in debt because of a gambling addiction.  He is about to lose his home, and you feel very sorry about that.  He wants to borrow money from you.  But you know that his addiction is too strong, and that he will gamble with your money, encouraging his addiction in the process.

Perhaps you are a university professor and a student comes to you begging for an extension on a paper because of the death of a best friend.  But supposing that there was no death.  This is just a story to arouse your sympathy.  If you give him the extension you encourage him to lie again, and you are unfair to the other members of the class.

10.5  What Inhibits Compassion

People may be generally compassionate, but compassionate acts don’t happen all the time.  Why not?   The first problem is that we may not notice the suffering.  When we studied ethics we saw that there is no ethical reflection until we recognize the situation as an ethical problem.  Similarly, we have to recognize suffering if there is to be any compassion.  Some people are not very observant, some spend most of their time with their head in the sand.  But even if we recognize suffering we may not react to it, for lots of reasons.  Here are some.

· Fear

· Greed

· Isms (sexism, racism, ageism, etc.)

We may fear that getting involved will disturb our life too much.  Consoling a sick friend may cause us too much mental anguish, or embarrass us.  Coming to the aid of a stranger in a burning car may put us at risk of physical harm.

We may be unwilling to give up any of our worldly goods.

The ISMs may convince us that the sufferer is not worthy of help, or should not have gotten into trouble in the first place, or simply is not of interest to us.  If we don’t like “those kind of people”, we are not so likely to come to their aid. 

10.6   What is the Role of Compassion in the Life of the Engineer?

Compassion again is much like ethics in this regard.  Engineers have special professional obligations to society in light of their work.  But we also live lives outside the profession.  All of us ought to be compassionate when we observe suffering.  Within their professional work engineers may choose a career that helps alleviate systematic suffering, perhaps due to hunger, or disease, or lack of adequate water supply.  If they do not choose quite so noble a path there are still many ways in which the working engineer can feel compassion, perhaps for colleagues who experience some personal disaster, perhaps for the eventual users of the products of engineering.  There were engineers involved in the design and subsequent deaths related to the Ford Pinto with the gas tank in the wrong place.  Once the problem became clear, and a number of people had died, where was the compassion that should have led to the recall of the car?

10.7   What is the Arrupe Center?

The Pedro Arrupe, S.J. Center for Community-Based Learning at Santa Clara University provides a way for students to experience the lives of the less fortunate, and to help make those lives better.  The Center facilitates the connection of students to meaningful projects in the community.  Details of the Center’s work, along with a list of available projects can be found at: http://www.scu.edu/arrupe/#Core.

Cases

Case 11.1:  Professor Payson was clear about one thing from the first day of class.  Your term paper must be handed in by the last day of class – no exceptions, for any reason.  For each day you are late you lose one full course grade.  If you are four days late you fail the course.  This is a course you plan to ace so there is no way you are going to be late.  You put your heart and soul in the paper, and are fully confident of a solid A for the course.  A careful person, you make sure that nothing can go wrong.  You work up to the last minute but keep both soft and hard copies of the paper as it progresses, updating them every day.  You keep a paper copy in your desk, a soft copy on your computer, and every day you give your best friend, who lives in another dorm, a floppy disk with the updated paper.  The night before the class the guys next door have a BIG party.  Decorations include – oh no, not candles.  Yes candles – the breeze that blew the curtains over to the candles didn’t come up until after everyone was sound asleep.  The whole dorm could have burned down.  Fortunately the damage was not too bad.  Your neighbor got by with a charred curtain and some lost clothes.  But somehow the fire spread to your room, and you lost just about everything – computer, desk, books, notes for the paper, just about everything.  Thank goodness for that floppy disc that you gave your neighbor.  You rush over there, hoping that her printer works.  You pop in the disc and scan the contents – there is nothing there, it’s empty.  You must have given her the wrong disc. Tears form in your eyes.  You steel yourself for the long walk across campus to Professor Payson’s office.  You sigh, knock gently on the door.  You tell him the story.

a. What are Professor Payson’s options?

b. Should he follow his rules, or take into account the mitigating circumstances?  (Isn’t it always better to follow the rules?)

c. What do you hope that he does?

d. Suppose that this has not happened to you, but to someone else in the class (who, if the truth were told, you really don’t like very much).  Professor Payson grades on the curve, and you and the other person are essentially in competition for an A.  Besides, you suspect that she plagiarized part of the paper.  Do you thank that Payson should give her an extension?

e. Is it just for Payson to give either one of you an extension?  Isn’t that unfair to the rest of the class?

f. Now it’s a few years later and you are in a leadership role in your company.  Problems like this keep coming up.  Do you always follow the rules – no exceptions?  If you do, explain why you have taken this position.  Or do you let circumstances enter the picture?  If you do, how do you decide when to follow the rules and when not to.

Case 11.2:   The situation in Case 11.1 taken another twist.  It is a few weeks later.  The student who held the party that led to the fire has been called up before the Interdorm Disciplinary Board.  He faces permanent expulsion because he has been involved in numerous other escapades that have threatened the safety of the dorm.  There is no question, he is a threat to your community.  People could get killed.  You might have been killed in that fire that wiped out your room.  But, he comes from a poor family, and is here on a scholarship.  If they toss him out, he probably never will get back to college.  What should be done?  Why?

Case 11.3:  Sometimes a photo can evoke compassion.  One of the most famous examples is called ‘Migrant Mother’, a picture of a migrant worker and her two children taken in 1936.  See it at: http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/128_migm.html.  This picture caught the heart of the American people, themselves deep in the suffering of the Depression.  There was an outpouring of compassion for this woman, and for the millions of others that she represented.  Read Dorethea Lange’s story of how she came to photograph this woman, and then click on Picture 1a.  You can blow it up to get a better sense of the woman’s suffering.  Most great photographers assert that their task is not simply to record reality, but to find their own soul’s in what they picture.  What do you think Lange found in Migrant Mother?

Case 11.4:  Can you feel compassion for potential suffering?  The literature does not seem to speak to this question.  What do you think?  Suppose that you were one of the engineers working on the Challenger Shuttle the night before it was to be launched.  You know that those o-rings could fail, and you can just feel the terrible heat the astronauts will feel if the ship blows up?  You decide to speak out.  Is that compassion, or is the word not appropriate for that situation?

Case 11.5:  Ricky, the company flake, walks into your office.  He says that he knows that the boss is going to ask you whether Ricky really went to the conference last week – which you know he did not.  Ricky begs you to tell the boss he was there.  If you don’t he will probably lose his job, and hey the baby is due next week, and Ricky cannot afford to be without a job.  Give arguments for why you should tell the truth, and for why you should lie.  Bottom line, what do you do?

