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Empathy and Altruism:
Transcending the Egoistic and Altruistic

Distinction in Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism

Lee, Shui-chuen *

ABSTRACT:

Contemporary western ethics is basically rationalistic and principle
orientated. While action is taken as self-regarding as it comes from the
agent’s decision to act and must be in accordance with the agent’s self and
very often egoistic interest. Altruism is deeply in doubt and often refuted
out of hand as an illusion or a distorted egoistic action. Based upon the
phenomenon of empathy between people and between human being and
other sentient beings I argue that Homo sapiens in its long natural selection
have expressed an inborn compassionate relation between lives and hence
altruistic action is a fact. This paper presents the three important
philosophies of Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism to show the meaning
and significance of empathy in human life. These three philosophies
converge in the insight of seeing that life is in itself a root that transcends the
division of me against him or her, man against other living things and is the
ground of altruism. Confucianism employs the notion of ren ({—), empathy
with compassion, as the building block of the unity or oneness of human
being with all things in the Universe. Daoism regards human being as
originally born and united with all things on Earth, and hence naturally
inter-related with all other things. Buddhism sees that nothing is permanent

*
Professor, Graduate Institute of Philosophy, National Central University
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and each one is without any abiding self and suffers in the endless cycle of
ignorance. Bodhisattvas’ practice of giving help is purely an altruistic act.
This paper shows that life’s empathy towards the sufferings of the others is
the source of morality and there comes our unconditional duty towards the
helping of others. Moral act is basically an act of absolving the division of
matter and mind, the elimination of subject-object dichotomy is the basic
meaning and function of empathy. I argue that the compassionate empathy of
human life transcends the opposition of egoistic and altruistic division and
human being is born with a sense of unity with all life so that its finitude is
absolved and expanded. Lastly, I make a number of critical observations on
the illegitimate presuppositions of egoism and reductionism in western ethics
discourses.

Keywords: altruism, empathy, Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism
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2 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, first edition,
1888), reprinted in 1968, p.415. 5[5 : Ehi4 » (ki) (&L =REF
1993 4F) > H 116 -
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H, Thomas Nagel, The Possiblity of Altruism (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1978), p.3.
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° £ K Paul Bloom’s “Against Empathy” in the Forum Against Empathy organized
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by Boston Review on September 10, 2014, and the responses from a number of
scholars, including Peter Singer and others.
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7 2: K, Joseph Butler, Stephen L. Darwall (ed.), Five Sermons Preached at the Rolls
Chapel and A Dissertation upon the Nature of Virtue (Indianapolis: Hackett Publ.
Com., 1983)
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1% Daniel C. Batson, “Aversive-Arousal Reduction,” in The Altruism Question:
Toward a Social-Psychological Answer (Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum
Association, 1991), pp.109-127.8#5[H Thomas Jay Oord (ed.) The Altruism
Reader: Selections from Writings on Love, Religion, and Science (West

Conshohocken , PA: Templeton Foundation Press, 2008), pp.313-329.
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