
John Locke, Second treatise of Government, 1689
Ch. II

The state of Nature has a law of Nature to govern it, which obliges every one, and reason, which
is that law, teaches all mankind who will but consult it, that being all equal and independent, no
one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty or possessions; for men being all the
workmanship of one omnipotent and infinitely wise Maker; all the servants of one sovereign
Master, sent into the world by His order and about His business; they are His property, whose
workmanship they are made to last during His, not one another's pleasure. And, being furnished
with like faculties, sharing all in one community of Nature, there cannot be supposed any such
subordination among us that may authorise us to destroy one another, as if we were made for one
another's uses, as the inferior ranks of creatures are for ours. Every one as he is bound to preserve
himself, and not to quit his station wilfully, so by the like reason, when his own preservation
comes not in competition, ought he as much as he can to preserve the rest of mankind, and not
unless it be to do justice on an offender, take away or impair the life, or what tends to the
preservation of the life, the liberty, health, limb, or goods of another.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, 1755
Part I

There is another principle which has escaped Hobbes; which, having been bestowed on mankind,
to moderate, on certain occasions, the impetuosity of egoism, or, before its birth, the desire of
self-preservation, tempers the ardour with which he pursues his own welfare, by an innate
repugnance at seeing a fellow-creature suffer.  I think I need not fear contradiction in holding
man to be possessed of the only natural virtue, which could not be denied him by the most
violent detractor of human virtue. I am speaking of compassion, which is a disposition suitable to
creatures so weak and subject to so many evils as we certainly are: by so much the more
universal and useful to mankind, as it comes before any kind of reflection; and at the same time
so natural, that the very brutes themselves sometimes give evident proofs of it. Not to mention
the tenderness of mothers for their offspring and the perils they encounter to save them from
danger, it is well known that horses show a reluctance to trample on living bodies. One animal
never passes by the dead body of another of its species: there are even some which give their
fellows a sort of burial; while the mournful lowings of the cattle when they enter the slaughter-
house show the impressions made on them by the horrible spectacle which meets them. We find,
with pleasure, the author of the Fable of the Bees [Bernard Mandeville] obliged to own that man
is a compassionate and sensible being, and laying aside his cold subtlety of style, in the example
he gives, to present us with the pathetic description of a man who, from a place of confinement,
is compelled to behold a wild beast tear a child from the arms of its mother, grinding its tender
limbs with its murderous teeth, and tearing its palpitating entrails with its claws. What horrid
agitation must not the eyewitness of such a scene experience, although he would not be



personally concerned! What anxiety would he not suffer at not being able to give any assistance
to the fainting mother and the dying infant! 

Such is the pure emotion of nature, prior to all kinds of reflection! Such is the force of natural
compassion, which the greatest depravity of morals has as yet hardly been able to destroy!...

...compassion must, in fact, be the stronger, the more the animal beholding any kind of distress
identifies himself with the animal that suffers. Now, it is plain that such identification must have
been much more perfect in a state of nature than it is in a state of reason. It is reason that
engenders self-respect, and reflection that confirms it: it is reason which turns man's mind back
upon itself, and divides him from everything that could disturb or afflict him. It is philosophy
that isolates him, and bids him say, at sight of the misfortunes of others: "Perish if you will, I am
secure." Nothing but such general evils as threaten the whole community can disturb the tranquil
sleep of the philosopher, or tear him from his bed. A murder may with impunity be committed
under his window; he has only to put his hands to his ears and argue a little with himself, to
prevent nature, which is shocked within him, from identifying itself with the unfortunate sufferer.
Uncivilised man has not this admirable talent; and for want of reason and wisdom, is always
foolishly ready to obey the first promptings of humanity. It is the populace that flocks together at
riots and street-brawls, while the wise man prudently makes off. It is the mob and the market-
women, who part the combatants, and hinder gentle-folks from cutting one another's throats.

It is then certain that compassion is a natural feeling, which, by moderating the violence of love
of self in each individual, contributes to the preservation of the whole species. It is this
compassion that hurries us without reflection to the relief of those who are in distress: it is this
which in a state of nature supplies the place of laws, morals and virtues, with the advantage that
none are tempted to disobey its gentle voice: it is this which will always prevent a sturdy savage
from robbing a weak child or a feeble old man of the sustenance they may have with pain and
difficulty acquired, if he sees a possibility of providing for himself by other means: it is this
which, instead of inculcating that sublime maxim of rational justice. Do to others as you would
have them do unto you, inspires all men with that other maxim of natural goodness, much less
perfect indeed, but perhaps more useful; Do good to yourself with as little evil as possible to
others. In a word, it is rather in this natural feeling than in any subtle arguments that we must
look for the cause of that repugnance, which every man would experience in doing evil, even
independently of the maxims of education. Although it might belong to Socrates and other minds
of the like craft to acquire virtue by reason, the human race would long since have ceased to be,
had its preservation depended only on the reasonings of the individuals composing it.

Adam Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1759

Can there be greater barbarity for example, than to hurt an infant? Its helplessness, its innocence,
its amiableness, call forth the compassion, even of an enemy, and not to spare that tender age is
regarded as the most furious effort of an enraged and cruel conqueror. What then should we
imagine must be the heart of a parent who could injure that weakness which even a furious
enemy is afraid to violate ? Yet the exposition, that is, the murder of new-born infants, was a



practice allowed of in almost all the states of Greece, even among the polite and civilized
Athenians; and whenever the circumstances of the parent rendered it inconvenient to bring up the
child, to abandon it to hunger, or to wild beasts, was regarded without blame or censure...  When
custom can give sanction to so dreadful a violation of humanity, we may well imagine that there
is scarce any particular practice so gross which it cannot authorise...

Those... who have had the misfortune to be brought up amidst violence, licentiousness,
falsehood, and injustice; lose, though not all sense of the impropriety of such conduct, yet all
sense of its dreadful enormity, or of the vengeance and punishment due to it. They have been
familiarized with it from their infancy, custom has rendered it habitual to them, and they are very
apt to regard it as, what is called, the way of the world, something which either may, or must be
practised, to hinder us from being the dupes of our own integrity. 

Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas

Photographs, of course, are not arguments addressed to the reason; they are simply statements of
fact addressed to the eye. But in that very simplicity there may be some help. Let us see then
whether when we look at the same photographs we feel the same things. Here then on the table
before us are photographs.  The Spanish Government sends them with patient pertinacity about
twice a week. [written in the winter of 1936-7]  They are not pleasant photographs to look upon.
They are photographs of dead bodies for the most part. This morning’s collection contains the
photograph of what might be a man’s body, or a woman’s; it is so mutilated that it might, on the
other hand, be the body of a pig. But those certainly are dead children, and that undoubtedly is
the section of a house. A bomb has torn open the side; there is still a birdcage hanging in what
was presumably the sitting-room, but the rest of the house looks like nothing so much as a bunch
of spillikins suspended in mid air.

Those photographs are not an argument; they are simply a crude statement of fact addressed to
the eye. But the eye is connected with the brain; the brain with the nervous system. That system
sends its messages in a flash through every past memory and present feeling. When we look at
those photographs some fusion takes place within us; however different the education, the
traditions behind us, our sensations are the same; and they are violent. You, Sir, call them ‘horror
and disgust’. We also call them horror and disgust. And the same words rise to our lips. War, you
say, is an abomination; a barbarity; war must be stopped at whatever cost. And we echo your
words. War is an abomination; a barbarity; war must be stopped. For now at last we are looking
at the same picture; we are seeing with you the same dead bodies, the same ruined houses.

Heinrich Himmler (Chief of the SS), From a speech to senior SS officers, Poznan, 4 October
1943; cited in Lucy Davidovich, The Holocaust Reader



I...want to speak to you...of a really grave chapter.  Amongst ourselves...it shall be said quite
openly, but all the same we will never speak about it in public...  I am referring... to the
extermination of the Jewish people... Most of you men know what it is like to see 100 corpses
side by side, or 500, or 1,000.  To have stood fast through this and ... to have stayed decent – that
has made us hard.  This is an unwritten and never-to-be-written page of glory in our history...  All
in all..., we can say that we have carried out this most difficult of tasks in a spirit of love for our
people.  And we have suffered no harm to our inner being, our soul, our character.

Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 1961

The face resists possession, resists my powers... paralyses my powers and from the depths of
defenceless eyes rises firm and absolute in its nudity and destitution...


