
Compassion without Results
From the October 2014 issue of Hillsdale’s Imprimis, William
Voegeli writes The Case Against Liberal Compassion

Excerpt:

It follows, then, that the answer to the question of how
liberals who profess to be anguished about other people’s
suffering can be so weirdly complacent regarding wasteful,
misdirected, and above all ineffective government programs
created to relieve that suffering—is that liberals care about
helping  much  less  than  they  care  about  caring.  Because
compassion gives me a self-regarding reason to care about
your suffering, it’s more important for me to dosomething
than to accomplish something. Once I’ve voted for, given a
speech about, written an editorial endorsing, or held forth
at a dinner party on the salutary generosity of some program
to “address” your problem, my work is done, and I can feel
the rush of my own pious reaction. There’s no need to stick
around for the complex, frustrating, mundane work of making
sure the program that made me feel better, just by being
established  and  praised,  has  actually  alleviated  your
suffering.

This assessment also provides an answer to the question of
why liberals always want a bigger welfare state. It’s because
the politics of kindness is about validating oneself rather
than  helping  others,  which  means  the  proper  response  to
suffering is always, “We need to do more,” and never, “We
need to do what we’re already doing better and smarter.” That
is, liberals react to an objective reality in a distinctively
perverse way. The reality is, first, that there are many
instances  of  poverty,  insecurity,  and  suffering  in  our
country and, second, that public expenditures to alleviate
poverty, insecurity, and suffering amount to $3 trillion, or
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some $10,000 per American, much of it spent on the many
millions  of  Americans  who  are  nowhere  near  being
impoverished,  insecure,  or  suffering.  If  the  point  of
liberalism  were  to  alleviate  suffering,  as  opposed  to
preening  about  one’s  abhorrence  of  suffering  and  proud
support  for  government  programs  designed  to  reduce  it,
liberals would get up every morning determined to reduce the
proportion  of  that  $3  trillion  outlay  that  ought  to  be
helping the poor but is instead being squandered in some way,
including by being showered on people who aren’t poor. But
since  the  real  point  of  liberalism  is  to  alleviate  the
suffering of those distressed by others’ suffering, the hard
work of making our $3 trillion welfare state machine work
optimally  is  much  less  attractive—less  gratifying—than
demanding that we expand it, and condemning those who are
skeptical about that expansion for their greed and cruelty.


