
Can Compassion Be Taught? 

  

As bombs fall on Lebanon and casualties mount in Afghanistan and Iraq, I feel sadness, 

and wonder how people can return to compassion.  

  

When asked if compassion can be taught, Marshall Rosenberg, author of Non-violent 

Communication, A Language of Life, responded that compassion is a “natural trait”. “It’s 

not that we have to learn how to be compassionate”, Rosenberg continues, but that “we 

have to unlearn what we’ve been taught and get back to compassion.” 

  

These lessons that need to be unlearned are the Four D’s of Disconnection – Denial of 

Responsibility, Diagnosis, Deserving, and Demanding. I will address the first here and 

the following three in the weeks to come. 

  

Denial of responsibility, We have all been taught that we have no real power to choose, 

that our actions are dictated by forces beyond our control. Churches dictate our moral and 

ethical behaviour, schools determine what and how we think, and the state regulates 

virtually every other aspect of our lives.  

  

As a result, our inner self talk is filled with language that denies our responsibility for our 

own thoughts, feelings and actions. Self-messages such as ‘I can’t’, ‘I have to’, ‘I must’, 

‘I should’, ‘I ought to’ affirm our lack of personal power, can give rise to feelings of 

incarceration, and block our spontaneous expression of compassion. Denying that we are 

responsible for our actions can lead, ultimately, to horrific violence – Adolph Eichmann, 

for example, dismissed his role in the deaths of millions of concentration camp victims 

by claiming that he “was only following orders”. 

  

Sometimes the outside forces to which we attribute our actions are vague and impersonal:  

   “I cleaned my house because I had to.”  

   “I go to work because that is my role as a husband and father.”  

  

At other times we target specific individuals or structures:   

   “I took drugs because all my friends did”  

   “I punished her because it is school policy”  

  

The fact is, however, that while we may not always like the choices available to us, we 

can choose what we think and how we respond to life. Acknowledging our own 

responsibility is both empowering and liberating: 

   “I CHOOSE to clean my house because it meets my needs for order and 

comfort. 

    “I CHOOSE not to go to war because I am committed to other ways of 

resolving conflict.” 

  

  

  

  



Can Compassion Be Taught? Part 2 

 

We talked last week about the fact that compassion is a natural human trait but we have 

been educated in ways that block its spontaneous expression. Denial of the responsibility 

of choice is one of the four D’s of Disconnection or blocks to our expression of 

compassion. (See last week) 

 

Another block to the expression of compassion is Diagnosis. It can also be called 

comparison, analysis, evaluation or criticism. Another word for this is judgment. 

Certain types of analytic thinking occur constantly as part of living and in fact are 

necessary for life. We are comparing prices in the store, evaluating which foods are 

healthier for our body, analyzing what might be the best strategy to accomplish a task. In 

short these are life-serving judgments about how we can best meet our needs. 

 

However there are also ways of analyzing or judging that we call ‘moralistic’. These are 

ways of using language to compartmentalize people and events into categories. The 

categories often fall into two larger overall categories of right/wrong, good/bad, 

appropriate/inappropriate. This kind of thinking attempts to make the moving process of 

life into a static ‘thing’ that might seem to be easier to cope with and understand.  

For example: you sometimes hear “Well what do you expect, he is a ____ (…selfish 

person, a conservative, a free spirit…) Sometimes making the assumption that we ‘know 

what to expect’ even if it is something quite painful, provides a false sense of security. It 

might be compared to sticking a pin in a bug and adding it to a particular compartment or 

category of our collection.  

 

This can seem to meet a need for order and predictability. At least now we think that we 

know where the person is and what they will and won’t do. Many times the judgment is 

silent and communication is not verbal or open to discussion. However, verbal or not, 

people will often disagree with their assigned compartment or category and judging in 

this context usually leads to argument, disagreement and disconnection. This type of 

disconnection has become so familiar to us that it may seem normal, but violence is often 

the result when we see people in categories that are not only ‘wrong’ and ‘bad’ but also 

‘other’, ‘alien’ or ‘different’ from us. We can then discount them as less than human. 

They become the enemy and violence can seem justified.  

 

Instead of diagnosing or judging ‘Hesbola as monsters’ or the ‘Israelis as evil’, we could 

judge the strategies they are both using to meet their needs as extremely costly and not 

really very effective. We could then look for strategies to help both sides meet their needs 

in way that does not jeopardize harmony and peace. 

 

 



Can Compassion Be Taught? Part 3 

 

‘DESERVE’- ‘The most dangerous word in the English language’ 

(Part three of a four part series- Can Compassion be Taught?) 

 

In the past two installments, we talked about two of the four “D’s of Disconnection” – 

Denial of Responsibility and Diagnosis – that lead us to block the spontaneous expression 

of our natural compassion. The third of these D’s is “Deserving”.  

 

In his book, Nonviolent Communication, a Language for Life, Marshall Rosenberg calls 

the word deserve “the most dangerous word in the English language”, because it justifies 

the control of society through a retributive or punitive system of justice. In such a system, 

people who do bad deeds are made to suffer for being ‘evil’, while those who behave 

well are rewarded for being ‘good’. For this system to be seen as fair, society must 

believe that both sides deserve what they get. For thousands of years, it has been those 

with ‘power over’ others in society –  the church, the state, educators, employers – who 

have decided what constitutes good and bad, right and wrong, and who have thus 

determined who deserves to be rewarded or punished. This punitive model can control 

behaviour in some limited ways, but the effect is temporary, usually fosters resentment 

and can even lead to retaliation. Further, it negates self-motivation, and the inspiration to 

learn and grow –things that are enhanced when we are connected to our needs and values. 

 

If we look closely at those things we see as wrong or bad, we will usually discover them 

to be failed or inappropriate strategies employed to meet legitimate needs – conversely, 

those behaviours we see as good or right are generally seen as such because they do 

successfully meet our needs. If we realize that need is the underlying motive for action, 

we gain clarity and better understand both our choices and those of others. Recognizing 

that behaviour is a strategy employed to meet a need, enables us to consider whether the 

strategy is effective, and how costly it is to others and to ourselves.  

 

Clearly understanding our needs and judging the effectiveness and cost of our strategies 

is the basis of restorative (as opposed to punitive) justice. By focusing on what people 

need rather than what they deserve, restorative justice seeks to restore peace and foster a 

condition where people care about the well-being of others, where people can come to a 

place of understanding and learning, repair relationships and be reintegrated into their 

community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Can Compassion be Taught? part 4 

 

We have now talked about the fact that compassion is a natural human trait but we have 

been educated in ways that block its spontaneous expression. These ways include denial 

of the responsibility, diagnosis or judgment, the concept of deserving and the final and 

fourth block involves the concept of demanding.  

 

We cannot make people do things but we can make demands and attempt to coerce 

people in ways that block compassionate expression, both our own and theirs. Implicit 

and sometimes explicit in a demand is the threat that blame or punishment will result 

unless there is compliance to the demand.  It is often used by authority figures in groups 

or gangs, like motorcycle or street gangs; corporations, or government gangs. Sometimes 

even parents or teachers can be demanding.  

 

When people hear demands they usually see two options, submit or rebel. Both of these 

are losing propositions. The implicit or explicit threat often triggers people to choose not 

to comply or rebel because their need for choice and authenticity are not met. Even when 

they choose to comply or submit, it often evolves from fear or concern about the 

threatened outcome and not from a genuine desire to meet a need for contribution.  

Resentment, anger and depression can result then, because again the need for choice and 

authenticity are not met by the action. They will eventually express their resentment and 

anger in retaliatory and sometimes violent ways, either overtly or indirectly. 

 

To determine whether a statement is a request or demand, check what happens when the 

response is no.  If anger, frustration or blame is expressed, then it was a demand.  Often 

needs are confused with strategies.  When this happens we can become ‘attached’ to a 

strategy because we think that it is a need. This attachment energy causes a request to be 

perceived as a demand.  This affords an opportunity to revisit and honour the needs 

involved in order to find another strategy that might meet those needs 

 

 

 

Mary Ellen is a certified counsellor working in Kelowna. She specializes in group 

presentations, workshops and individual counselling and teaches Non-violent 

Communication (Compassionate Communication). She will be presenting an introductory 

workshop on Non-violent Communication September 23
rd

 2006. 

 

She has an office at 230-1855 Kirschner Rd, and can be reached at (250)-864-8664 or 

maryellenmc@gmail.com  
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