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Introduction
Most people today do not question or consider whether emotions have something of a

cultural character. Tied to interiority and personal experience, emotions are understood as natural
and therefore not relevant to a sociocultural analysis (Abu-Lughod 2008, Abu-Lughod & Lutz
2008, Beatty 2013, 2014, Lutz 1988, 2008, 2017, Lutz & White 1986). Compassion, though a
typically interpersonal feeling, remains one of those taken-for-granted emotions. It implies feeling
with another person who suffers while simultaneously feeling motivated to relieve that suffering,
and yet it is generally viewed as a psychobiological process within one’s body or a natural reaction
to environmental factors (Berlant 2004). This is a limiting frame, especially because compassion
is a motivation for social action for many people. It is intrinsically linked to volunteerism, where
people donate time and effort to assist others in need. Volunteerism has long been a unique part of
American culture, and the United States ranks number one on the list of most volunteering nations
worldwide. Every day people meet throughout communities in response to economic, social, and
environmental stresses, and for many volunteers, an experience of compassion lies at the heart of
their explanation for volunteering.
Historically, volunteerism has been a gendered domain, and still today, women undertake
most volunteering in America. The underlying idea is that women are more compassionate than
men, therefore more suited for the caring work of the volunteer. This also plays into the narrative
of emotions as universally felt, only differentiated by gender and other personal attributes. But
what happens if we take a step back and stop thinking about feelings as inborn and instead
approach them as products of culture? Of history? Of politics even? What if we bring into question
the universality of ways we think and talk about emotions? By deconstructing emotions, what can
we learn about the power relations in our society?
1

In this thesis, I challenge the idea that compassion is a universal and instinctive emotion.
Instead, I focus on the relationship between emotions, society, and power. I explore how
compassion emerges from historical processes and manifests itself in one’s mind and body as a
deeply personal feeling. While I examine the tensions in volunteerism that compassion creates
between the giver and the receiver, I look primarily at how emotion discourses establish and
reinforce power and status differences. Although it is assumed to be a natural emotion that
responds to all humans in need, I instead explore compassion's multiple layers.
Drawing on the methods of ethnographic research, I focus on ordinary volunteers’ own
understandings of motivations, their explanations for volunteering, and how compassion plays a
part in their thinking about social belonging more generally. Volunteerism is generally perceived
as a selfless act, but several ethnographic studies from other countries reveal that volunteering is
often accompanied by an expectation of reciprocity or some kind of personal reward, and these
expectations are articulated in people’s motivations to volunteer. That is, many people volunteer
for reasons that finally lead back to themselves, often to the point where they “disrupt the affective
underpinnings of altruism” (Mittermaier 2014: 519). In a study of one of Egypt’s largest volunteerdriven charity organizations, Mittermaier has found that volunteering is practiced as a tool of
reaching paradise or enacting religious duties, and Trundle points to how volunteering is a way of
creating social ties for Anglo-American women in Italy. (Mittermaier 2014, Trundle 2014) Also
in Italy, in an ethnography on welfare and citizenship, Muehlebach discusses how volunteering is
performed to live up to the duty of being a good citizen (Muehlebach 2012). While this thesis
focuses on volunteerism in an American context, insights from these ethnographies suggest that
although expectations and motivations differ, there are similarities to be found in volunteerism
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around the world. In this thesis, I look at what expectations volunteerism is associated with within
an American context and how this affects the act of volunteering and the people involved.
This anthropological thesis, thus, is concerned with the everyday moral lives and
experiences of the volunteers I have come to know through my research at Community Helpers 1
and how compassion plays into their work and affects the people coming to the center for
assistance. Community Helpers is a small volunteer-driven organization in a suburb in Connecticut
one hour north of New York City that distributes food and clothing to financially struggling
individuals and families from surrounding towns. Although the organization has a few full-time
staff members, it relies on thousands of volunteers who come to sort donated clothing, pack food
items, or answer phones. Throughout May 2021, I engaged with the volunteers of Community
Helpers in their daily routines, discussing their engagement in the organization’s activities as
motivated by compassion toward disadvantaged members of the community where they live.
Through my research, I look at how compassion has manifested itself in a paradoxical
combination of heart and reason, a feeling of both sympathy and will to end or ease the hardship
that other people are experiencing (Fassin 2012: 1). I ask questions such as: what is compassion?
What world views does this emotion entail? What happens when compassion comes with a price?
What does it mean for the act of volunteerism that it is so closely associated with compassion?
What does it mean for the woman that volunteers that compassion is an essential and expected
virtue to fulfill her role? And what happens when an emotion dictates social status in society? I
document compassion's motivations and explore how the volunteers’ talk of compassion reflects
a gendering of emotion that supports and contributes to broader gender ideologies. I look at

1

Community Helpers is a consistent pseudonym for the organization where I conducted my fieldwork.
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compassion in the US as an ideological force by studying the historical and political background
for the construction of compassion tracing it to compassionate conservativism and study its
implications for understanding the structuring of social inequalities and the ongoing politics of
social welfare.
While this thesis is a study of the feeling compassion, I must admit having mixed emotions
myself. For the past months, I have immersed myself in anthropological theories on emotions from
early approaches to contemporary research, and I agree with the idea that emotions should be
studied as social constructions. Through this lens, I believe we can understand world views that
we might not otherwise have access to if we were to ignore the world of emotions in people’s lives.
But, when I close my laptop, walk away from my desk, and step into the world filled with human
interaction, I wonder: How can these emotions inside me that feel so profoundly ingrained and
grounded in my physical body not be instinctive? My anger, happiness, sadness, jealousy, shame,
and compassion; how can they possibly be a product of society? When I embrace my daughter
thinking a mother’s love is universal, or when I volunteer out of compassion for people less
fortunate confident that everyone would do the same had they the option, I start doubting whether
this should not, in fact, be a study in psychology, rather than anthropology.
But a revelation came to me this summer as I was in Denmark visiting members of my
family, whom, due to the pandemic, I had not seen for a long time. I was born in Denmark and
grew up in a small suburb 30 minutes outside Copenhagen. My father worked in the family
business, my mother was a stay-at-home-mom, and I was surrounded by my three sisters, two older
and one younger. Little did I know that as a 24-year-old woman with my newborn daughter in my
arms and my husband by my side, I would migrate to the United States and later settle in a suburb
both similar and yet so different to the one I grew up in.
4

Denmark is a welfare state where the government undertakes the responsibility of
protecting those in financial and social need. It offers free health care, unemployment, disability,
and old-age benefits to all Danes financed by taxes, and the Danish people recognize the welfare
program as a social right. The underlying idea is that all citizens are provided with free access to
healthcare and education to ensure economic equality in society.
This background information is relevant to fully appreciate what occurred to me this
summer about the focus of my thesis as well as my own conflictions about emotions as a topic of
anthropology. In a casual conversation with my family, I began explaining the fundamental
concern of my thesis, my research at Community Helpers, and my own experiences volunteering.
I have been an active volunteer for the past ten years in multiple ways, and I have gone through
different phases as a volunteer. My first experience was at my children’s school in New York City,
helping in the classroom. At the time, the volunteering did not feel so voluntary; it felt like an
unspoken obligation tied up to the role of being a good parent. Still relatively new to the country
and its customs, I remember thinking that my volunteering efforts were a waste of time. Later,
however, as I organized and ran a used clothing pop-up shop for charity, I realized how many
people in the near community needed basic necessities and how much impact a few volunteers
could have on people’s lives. So, when I moved to the suburbs, I joined the local organization
Community Helpers. I felt empathetic toward the people who had so little, and I wanted to help as
much as possible. There was a gap between classes that I had never experienced in Denmark, and
whenever I volunteered at the center, I was moved by the collective compassion among the
volunteers who spent hours helping people they didn’t know and never would. Had living in the
United States for more than a decade cultivated a new emotion in me? Or did I simply react to the
new social reality I was living in? Or both?
5

The more time I spent at Community Helpers, the more I began noticing the complexity of
compassion. I realized it comes with a specific worldview, even with certain obligations attached
to it. I was well into my master’s degree, and anthropology had provided me with the exact tools
to explore this on an academic level. So, being already fascinated by the field of emotional
anthropology, I chose to write my final thesis on the feeling of compassion.
As I began to explain all this to my family and describe the compassion that the people of
Community Helpers feel and show, I suddenly lacked words. It was as if no Danish word fully
justified the kind of compassion I had experienced in the US. Or that even if I put it into context,
there were no agreeing nodding heads. This feeling of compassion for your local community had
no equivalent in a Danish context, and I realized that there is no need for it. There are no
Community Helpers in Denmark, no local organizations where people spend hours and hours
volunteering. Because the state occupies the role of helping people in need, volunteering is
perceived as a waste of time, just as I felt in my early years in the city. Consequently, that specific
feeling of compassion is nowhere to be found. Volunteering has no status in Denmark. But the
reason for it is not to be found within the individual Dane. Quite the opposite, it seemed as though
the answer could be found in the political and economic structure. Compassion revealed itself as
clearly as ever that it has a cultural meaning and that the study of this emotion is key to
understanding American social structure.
I still, at times, find myself struggling with grasping the vastness of emotions. The literature
on the topic reflects just this, and I can mirror my confusion in much of the research. For example,
Catherine A. Lutz, an anthropologist specializing in emotions, writes: “Emotions are intensely
meaningful” in an attempt at a definition (Lutz 1988: 5). But what does this tell us? Besides that
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emotions hold meaningfulness, we become none the wiser in questions such as: what is an
emotion? Where does it come from? How do people respond to it? And how do we study it?
Emotions are an odd phenomenon. They are all-around yet intangible, so evident and still
nearly impossible to comprehend. They are “neither out there nor in here, all-important or totally
irrelevant,” as Andrew Beatty writes in his introduction to Anthropology and emotion, comparing
emotions to the elephant in the room (Beatty 2014: 546).
As difficult as the project of studying emotions might seem, they hold tremendous
importance in understanding society. In this thesis, I examine how anthropologists have
approached this daunting task and incorporate my own research at Community Helpers to
understand how compassion continues to reassert social relations. Only by uncovering the layers
of the emotion can we understand its cultural implications.

7

2

Methodological reflections
Before this thesis, I had little experience with ethnographic research. A few qualitative

interviews as part of other anthropology courses could summarize my experience. The new role as
an ethnographer was a multifaceted experience for me, and I floated somewhere in between
excitement and intimidation. But, as nervous as I was the first time, I pulled out my little black
notebook, asking a volunteer for permission to take a few notes during our conversation, just as
remarkable was the feeling of noticing new and meaningful connections. Some days I left
Community Helpers with insights that felt like gold, while on others, I felt frustrated and stuck.
Emotions of disappointment, gratitude, happiness, embarrassment, and pride all played a part in
the research process and consequently in shaping this thesis.
Abu-Lughod writes in her classic ethnography about the Bedouin Society: “An honest
account of the circumstances of fieldwork, not merely a perfunctory note stating the dates the
anthropologist was in the host country, is – both essential for the evaluation of the facts and the
interpretations presented in the ethnographic report and sometimes embarrassing” (Abu-Lughod
1986: 9) And so, this chapter is an honest attempt to reflect on my methodological choices, some
fruitful, and some less so.2

2.1

Volunteers
My ethnographic research took place in May 2021. Before I initiated my research, I had

prepared an email briefly discussing the subject of my thesis and the fieldwork design for the
volunteer manager to send out to volunteers asking for participants. However, the volunteer

2
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manager and I decided to approach the volunteers on site as it simply was much easier just to walk
over and ask them. The verbal introduction deformalized the process, and I could quickly, and in
my own words, explain to them my intentions. The volunteers were very engaged the first few
days and answered my questions with details. Gradually, it seemed as though some forgot why I
was there.
During my research, I interacted with ten volunteers: four in the reception area, five in the
food pantry, and one in the outside food distribution center. I have provided the ones I interacted
with the most with consistent pseudonyms for practical reasons because I refer to their comments
continuously throughout the thesis. These volunteers are Marie from reception; a retired attorney,
Anne from the food pantry; also a retired attorney, Liz; also from the food area, retired with a
career within non-profit and finally John; he volunteers five days a week and is referred to as the
‘rock of the pantry’. I regret that I never found out what John’s ‘story’ was or whether he had been
working before. In contrast to the others, he did not tell me about his background, and when I
asked if he had worked before, he replied with a yes. In hindsight, I should perhaps have asked for
elaboration, but it seemed a sensitive topic. I would have sat down with Marie, Liz, Anne, and
John for an interview if I had more time. I believe this would have been valuable to my research.

2.2

Participant observer and a volunteer
My primary methodological choice was participant observation. Participant observation is

a relevant methodology for examining relationships among people and events and is especially
appropriate for exploratory studies. My interest lies in exploring compassion as an emotion
associated with volunteerism and how volunteers express this emotion, articulate it, and what kind
of world views are associated with it. From the volunteers’ standpoint, the world of everyday
9

volunteerism is the fundamental reality I set out to understand (Jorgensen 1989). Thus, while
actively engaging in the center’s activities alongside the volunteers, participant observation
provided the ideal frame for gaining more knowledge about the reality of the people involved.
When I began my research, I had already been an active volunteer at Community Helpers
for more than two years. Still, many of those I met during my research were new acquaintances.
Volunteers at Community Helpers are encouraged to sign up regularly at either the clothing center,
food pantry, or reception. While many volunteers float and come as their schedule permits, the
volunteers I engaged with were regulars, meaning they came weekly on a specific day. Some
volunteers had initially gone with a friend, others did not know anyone beforehand, but eventually,
a bond formed. There was no significant interaction between the clothing center, food pantry, or
reception, but connections were made between volunteers within each unit, and some even became
friends.
In the reception, this was especially evident. Only three volunteer receptionists are present
daily from 9-1 pm, each by desks equipped with a computer and a phone. In a program dedicated
to the purpose, volunteers can schedule, cancel, or change food or clothing appointments when
clients call. Answering the door is also part of the job, whether it is advising people dropping off
clothing or food for donation or greeting a client3 coming for an appointment with one of the
caseworkers. Some days the phones constantly ring, while other days, the room is quiet, leaving
the three volunteers plenty of time to chat. Although I did fieldwork in the reception and the food
pantry, my regular spot before this study was as a receptionist 4, and I had come to know my fellow

3

Individuals who come to the Community Helpers for food, clothing or financial assistance are referred to as
clients.
4
Due to the pandemic, the clothing center was not operating regular hours and so, I did not to include this
department in my research.
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volunteers quite well. To them, I was part of the ‘Wednesday team’. Danny L. Jorgensen writes
about this role: “It is highly desirable for the participant observer to […] gain at least a comfortable
degree of rapport, even intimacy, with the people, situations, and settings of research)” (Jorgensen
1989: 21). I was an insider and a participant, and it proved to work to my advantage.
In each area, my role and how it was related to other volunteers varied. For example, in
contrast to reception, where I was just another volunteer, I was perceived more as an anthropology
student by the people in the food pantry. In the pantry, the job of the volunteers is to pack bags
with food for the clients. Equipped with a list stating how much food to put in the bags depending
on the family size, the volunteers push a shopping cart around the stocked shelves filling it with
cereal, sauce, pasta, etc. Some days 6 or 7 volunteers were present at the food pantry, but due to
the nature of the work and the constant moving around, I did not experience conversations of the
private nature that I did in the reception. Consequently, I was less a participant and more an
interviewer, and my field notes reflect the difference.

2.3

Volunteerism as a point of entry
In her ethnography about American women volunteering in Tuscany, Catherine Trundle

writes that volunteering as a point of entry into a research site offers immediate ethnographic
engagement in that there are no required specialist skills. What is required is your physical
presence, commitment, and enthusiasm, and you are immediately put to work (Trundle 2014). I
could not agree more. An active and engaged volunteer/anthropology student such as myself, eager
to conduct my first ethnographic research and immerse myself in as many activities as possible,
quickly became a valuable resource to the organization. However, as Trundle so fittingly points
out, this engagement can create tensions, and “the researcher may find that participation easily
11

overshadows observation” (Trundle 2014: 5). I struggled with this every time I was at the
organization, especially while answering the phones in the reception. Before I began my fieldwork
at the site being at Community Helpers solely as a volunteer, I would love when the phone
wouldn’t stop ringing. I thrived in the hectic setting of being on the phone, running to see whoever
was at the door or rushing to the food pantry with a special request from a client. As I initiated my
research, this changed, and not without its challenges. On one of my first days in this, at times,
awkwardly dual position, I wrote in my field notes: It was hard to keep talking because we were
working at the same time. Every time we hit an interesting topic, the phone would ring, and we
would have to take it, and then it was hard going back to the conversation.
I continued to struggle between combining the role of a volunteer and a researcher. In the
reception, our conversations were often interrupted by clients calling. More than usually, the
volunteers would say: where was I? Oh, I can’t remember, and that seemed to end the conversation
unless I pushed for a continuation. But then my phone would ring, and we would face the same
problem all over again. At the same time, the conversations I had in the reception were by far more
intimate than anywhere else on the site because of our relatively small number. The participant
role provided me with “access to the world of everyday life from the standpoint of a member or
insider” (Jorgensen 1989: 20). My prior commitment as a volunteer came to my advantage. I had
been with these women for months; they trusted me and felt comfortable sharing their feelings and
thoughts. As Jorgensen notes about the methodology of participant observation, the relationship
between the participant as an observer and the people in the field is a key component, and it
“heavily influences the researcher’s ability to collect accurate, truthful information” (Jorgensen
1989: 21). Some of my most interesting insights stem from those informal moments in the
reception, where I was somewhere in between being a volunteer and an observer. When asking
12

people about volunteerism, something intrinsically tied to morality, I would often get the answer:
It is just the right thing to do. This primarily occurred in the food pantry among the volunteers I
only knew as an anthropology student. But, in the reception, I got the impression that the
volunteers, through everyday sentiments, were articulating what they were, in fact, feeling rather
than what they thought I wanted to hear. By listening to the volunteers while they were on the
phone with clients, and their comments after these conversations, I was met with their immediate
emotional reactions ranging from frustration to empathy. I experienced how their attitude toward
the clients was directly entangled with their own perceptions of how to live life. For instance, a
reoccurring discussion was whether volunteers should call clients to remind them of their
appointments. Some volunteers thought that remembering and keeping appointments without us
calling to remind clients was a good life lesson, while others disagreed.
I struggled with another problem in the food pantry: talking to the volunteers while not
disturbing them in their work. I explained to the volunteers that they were more than welcome to
continue their work while talking to me, and I stressed that I did not want to impose on the task at
hand. However, every time I would ask a volunteer a question, they would pause what they were
doing, and by the end, I felt more of a burden than doing any good. Consequently, I started bagging
food, a sort of making amends, but that did not get me further in my research. My notes on another
day sum it up: Went to the site and was about to go into the food pantry to talk with volunteers but
got pulled into reception because they were short on volunteers. Went back to the pantry and was
introduced to volunteers. They were all so nice. Three older women who are friends. Talked with
them as they packed food but didn’t want to interrupt them, and they had a hard time doing two
things at once. In hindsight, I should have spent more time among the volunteers at the food pantry,
building a stronger and more intimate relationship between us.
13

2.4

A revelatory moment
At Community Helpers, most men volunteer in physical activities such as stacking food on

shelves, moving boxes, or sorting clothing, while it is predominantly women who take upon
themselves the role of receptionists – a function that requires constant dialogue with the clients.
During my research, I spoke to one man who volunteered in reception, and his motivation was to
get out of the house and be with others. In contrast, the other female receptionists mentioned the
clients as part of their motivations. John, the other man I spoke to, does not pack himself but is
responsible for the order of the pantry and making sure they receive enough food from the outside
- a practical and supervising role.
Still, male volunteers are present at Community Helpers. Although I will argue throughout
this thesis that compassion has been given a gender in American culture, which has echoed and
been reasserted on a local level, I came into this investigation under the presumption that I would
not encounter any male volunteers. I hypothesized that all volunteers were housewives who
utilized the center to fill an emotional void and that the compassion they expressed was an
extension of the compassion towards their families. I struggled in my fieldwork because my
research did not fully support it. On what did I base this assumption? Sure, some of it was based
on the fact that I worked primarily with women during my time as a volunteer, many of them stayat-home moms. But the further I got into my fieldwork, the more I realized that many of the female
volunteers have long careers behind them. Their compassion is not, at least not always, rooted in
a simple need to fill time; instead, it often comes from a place of morality. As I began to reflect on
my revelations, I understood that I had been so concerned with unfolding the volunteers’ emotions
that I had failed to consider mine. That narrative was, more than anything, a confrontation with
my situation. I began volunteering when I moved from New York City to Connecticut. With no
14

job at the time, a minimal network, I applied my own emotional situation to those of my fellow
volunteers and soon-to-be subjects of study. The premises of the study I set out to do were in part
based on my life situation.
Beatty insists that what the ethnographer is feeling does not necessarily relate to
informants’ experiences, stressing the importance of not assuming that the emotions the
ethnographer is feeling are the same as the informants. If lost – as I was - he urges the
anthropologist to retrace one’s steps (Beatty 2010: 431). Much to the point of this thesis, I had
been caught up in the force of emotions as universally felt. Put differently, I thought everyone felt
like me. But then I realized that maybe this could provide me with answers to what I had set out
to explore: if compassion is part of a discourse so particularly American that I, born and raised in
Denmark, could not fully comprehend it. Alison M. Jaggar writes on emotions that “by forming
our emotional constitution in particular ways, our society helps to ensure its own perpetuation”
(Jaggar 2008: 165). Something I struggled with was a non-issue for others.

2.5

The Dane on the blue bike
I live only a few minutes from Community Helpers, and most of the time, I would jump on

my bike and ride the 5 minutes it took to get there. I quickly realized that my blue bike was a good
talking point, and it initiated conversations about culture in unexpected ways. You are the one on
the blue bike! Volunteers would exclaim, or oh, that is such a Danish thing. I love that you are
biking here, was something I heard repeatedly. I embraced that my bike became part of my
persona, and I began deliberately choosing that over my car as a means of transportation. I felt that
the blue bike and what it represented was a welcoming counterpoint to the, at times, intimidating
role as a researcher and observer that I otherwise occupied.
15

Furthermore, the bike became a symbol of my Danish heritage, which separated me from
the rest of the volunteers, and I did not realize the consequences of this until I was well into the
process. In research practices, it is easy to assume that if an interviewer and the interviewee are of
the same ethnicity, an open dialogue will quickly be established. Equally, a similar cultural
background can help make contact and gain data that will not otherwise be available (Hesse-Biber
2007: 140). I specifically recall one moment when a volunteer told me why she comes to the center
every week. She was one of the more talkative volunteers and explained why she thought
volunteering should be mandatory: I was a VISTA volunteer in West Virginia when I was 20. It
was really eye-opening. It opened my eyes to people’s predicaments. And your eyes need to be
open. We built clinics. My mom always said: eat your food, people in Africa are starving. I didn’t
understand it. But I did not know what a VISTA volunteer was. Instead of the conversation
effortlessly flowing because of a mutual cultural understanding, I had to stop and ask for further
clarification.
My Danish background and lack of knowledge of certain American cultural phenomena,
such as the example above illustrates, are essential parts of this thesis. First and foremost, my
fruitless search for a Danish equivalent to the American feeling of compassion was what inspired
me to pursue an anthropological study on the emotion of compassion. Secondly, my background
shaped the questions, and I asked for details about contexts that people born and raised in the US
would have taken for granted. Finally, reflexivity about the role of the researcher allows for
differences to be “explored and embraced, for ignoring and disavowing them could have negative
effects on your data and overall project” (Hesse-Biber 144: 2007). Thus, I have to embrace what
my background brought to the conversation and, consequently, the insights of this thesis. For
instance, after admitting my lacking knowledge, the volunteer elaborated, which evolved into her
16

view on the American political system. It was as if my foreignism made it easier for her to utter
her opinion about what she thinks is wrong with the American system and why there is a need for
volunteers in the first place. She ended our conversation with the words: This country is so divided.
Volunteerism creates unity. I later thought to myself – unity for who?

17

3

The study of emotions – a historical overview
Throughout time anthropologists have dealt with emotions in many different ways. At the

beginning of the century, most agreed that the study of emotions primarily belonged to biology
and psychology within the academic disciplines, where they were construed as being intrinsically
tied to the natural body. In this psychobiological view, emotions were seen as having something
of a universal character as a set of primitive, natural feelings that all human beings possessed but
expressed differently as responses to cultural or environmental variations. Whereas
anthropologists have focused their attention on aspects of culture such as knowledge and belief
systems in relation to power structures and other facets of social organization, emotions have until
recently been taken for granted.
Still today, this view continues to structure much anthropological discourse on emotion,
maintaining the antagonism between individual and social: emotions seen as private versus the
social character of culture. Later contributions have critiqued earlier work for precisely this
creating a dichotomy between “the private self and the public sociality” (Lutz 2017: 2). Since the
1980s, feminist researchers have initiated a debate about the relationship between emotions,
society, and culture. Rather than referring to some internal state, anthropologists of emotions argue
that the reality of emotions is at once social, cultural, political, and historical - continuously shaped
by and at the same time shaping society.
As the centrality of emotions is increasingly recognized in anthropological analysis, we are
met with several questions: how can we analyze emotions, let alone capture them? Where do
emotions begin, and where do they end? What questions can we answer by studying emotions?
These are questions I will seek to understand in this chapter by examining the field's history.
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In my ethnographic work, I focus on how the volunteers of Community Helpers talk about
compassion, how this affects the volunteers themselves, and what impact this “emotion-talk” has
on the people coming to the organization for help. By exploring compassion as a sociocultural
experience, one that depends on specific meanings given to emotions in American society, I want
to understand what their experienced emotion can tell me about the role of volunteering in the US,
the social hierarchy, and the power dynamics at play.

3.1

Early approaches - emotions are universal
In The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, published in 1897, Charles Darwin

theorized that emotions were evolved traits universal to the human species. In his view, emotions
and emotional expressions worked to increase the individual’s ability to survive and, as such,
contributed to the organism’s chance for survival. Many anthropologists turned to this evolutionary
paradigm, and emotions as features of universal human character became a popular discourse that
persisted for decades and lay the ground for much anthropological thinking on emotions. (Lutz &
White 1986, Lutz 2017)
In particular, the foundation of ethnographic fieldwork as we know it today offered a new
and unique insight into social life. By observing people in their daily activities, instead of doing
formal interviews, anthropologists took a step closer to finding out what people were feeling. To
Bronislaw Malinowski, known as the founder of this method, the feelings of the people he studied
were crucial, but the individual remained the “ultimate seat of emotion” (Lutz & White 1986: 408).
In the first chapter of Malinowski’s research on the trading system Kula, he writes: “we are not
interested in what A or B may feel qua individuals, in the accidental course of their own personal
experience – we are interested in what they feel and think qua members of a given community”
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suggesting ethnographers to focus on “stereotyped manners of thinking and feeling” (Malinowski
1922: 23). In his notes on what he perceived as good ethnographic fieldwork, Malinowski states
that the ethnographer has the duty of “drawing up all the rules and regularities of tribal life; all that
is permanent and fixed; of giving anatomy of their culture, of depicting the constitution of their
society” (Malinowski 1922: 11). Under this conceptual framework, called structural functionalism,
Malinowski and other British social anthropologists believed that each part of society, such as
kinship, politics, and economics, fit and worked together within a larger structure. Emotions,
however, defined as something innate, were irrelevant to sociocultural analysis.
The structural functionalistic analysis of society sought to analyze societies by isolating as
many variables as possible, excluding factors such as history, outside influences, and emotions –
the latter considered belonging to psychology. Beatty notes that “emotions were just too
imponderable for functionalist methodology: they escaped the subject, method, and scope” of
anthropology as practiced at the time (referring to the name of the first chapter on Malinowski’s
accounts) (Beatty 2014: 548).

3.2

Culture patterns emotions
In American anthropology, Franz Boas had a different approach focusing on culture rather

than on the individual. Although he argued that you could not rely on an evolutionary formula to
explain differences among cultures, he did assume that there was a “psychic unity of mankind”
(Beatty 2014: 549), a notion of universalism that could be traced back to Darwin and continued to
persist. Boas introduced the idea that cultures develop in specific ways because of their unique
histories but still, he separated culture from personal emotional experience.
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When Ruth Benedict, a one-time student of Boas, argued in Patterns and Culture that
emotions and culture could and should not be separated, she was met with critique and skepticism.
Benedict's studies marginalized political and economic issues that had been so central to British
structural functionalist anthropologists. Instead, she focused on culture and personality. While
most anthropologists at this time still believed that “culture was a collective phenomenon, while
emotions were individual” (Eriksen & Nielsen 2013: 77), she attempted to explain how emotions
were related to social practices and institutions. That culture could be understood through
something so internalized as emotions was a radical viewpoint, but with Patterns and Culture,
Benedict set the groundwork for thinking about the relationship between culture and personality,
viewing “human cultures as “personalities writ large” (Mead 1989: xi). According to Benedict,
culture is a mental phenomenon that is learned, integrated, and shared, and she urged
anthropologists to understand each culture on its own terms to see its logic and structure – in other
words, a cultural relativistic approach. In researching puberty institutions, for instance, she wrote
that the most essential part was not analyzing the necessity of the institution; rather, the focus
should be on “what is identified in different cultures with the beginning of adulthood and their
methods of admitting to the new status. Not biological puberty, but what adulthood means in that
culture conditions the puberty ceremony” (Benedict 1989: 25).
Benedict was a key figure in what later came to be known as psychological anthropology
and Culture and Personality studies, bridging issues until then reserved in psychology, such as
personality and emotions with culture, socialization, gender roles, etc. (Beatty 2014, Eriksen &
Nielsen 2013). Benedict referred to emotion under the expression ethos, and through a study of
the contrasts between two Native North American tribes, the Zuni and the Kwakiutl, she discussed
how ethos relates to social practices and institutions. While the Zuni had a strong sense of group
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solidarity and non-authoritarian leadership, the Kwakiutl were aggressive and dramatic (Eriksen
& Nielsen 2013: 78). The inspiration from structural functionalism was evident in the way she
used ethos to analyze macro psychological patterns in cultures. Structural functionalists before her
similarly believed that “a description of social structure might provide a credible description of
social life” (Eriksen 2015: 96). But at the same time, she paved the way for a more social
constructivist view relying on the idea of an integrating culture, where the self and society evolve
according to a dominant purpose: “In obedience to these purposes, each people further and further
consolidate its experience, and in proportion to the urgency of these drives the heterogeneous items
of behavior take more and more congruous shape” (Benedict 1989: 46), and further that these acts
would only be available to understand through emotions. In other words, Benedict argued that
people feel the emotions their culture patterns for them and that these emotions simultaneously
shape the culture.
Later anthropologists of emotions have criticized culture and personality theorists for
taking for granted the conception of emotions’ status as ‘natural’ and what this means to society.
Being more concerned with what they did to the ethos, culture and personality theorists neglected
to consider how they might be experienced and the effects hereof (Beatty 2014: 549).
Building on Benedict’s theory, Margaret Mead and Mead’s husband Gregory Bateson
conducted a photographic study in Bali, assuming that the distinctive ethos of the Balinese would
be expressed in their facial expressions and body language. The belief that such nonverbal behavior
expressed cultural context, and was shaped through behavioral learning processes, was another
step away from the prevalent discourse on emotion’s universality. (Eriksen & Nielsen 2013) Like
Benedict, Bateson referred to ethos as a kind of standardization of a culture’s emotional identity
and focused on the pattern of culture-specific emotions, not so much on the person-specific
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emotion. The result was a generic description of the cultural ethos of the Balinese. The work of
Mead, an American, and Bateson, who was British, represented the clash between two approaches
to anthropology as a field and embodied the difficulty in attempting to comprehend the concept of
emotion.
As the acknowledgment of the cultural character of emotions gradually made its way into
the anthropological mindset, the anthropologists struggled with how to analyze and articulate
emotions. In his book Naven, Bateson writes in a footnote: “In my description of ethos, I have not
hesitated to invoke the concepts of emotion and to use terms which strictly should only be used by
observer’s own introspections. I have been driven to this loose phrasing through lack of any proper
technique for recording and of any language for describing human gesture and behavior” (Bateson
1958: 124).
In their search for ethos, Mead and Bateson failed to reach beyond the culturally
standardized behavior. Still, they had a tremendous impact, and Benedict and Mead are considered
pioneers in feminist anthropology in their deconstruction of otherwise assumed natural categories
such as gender. They were among the first female ethnographers in a male-dominated field to
argue that human behavior is not biologically determined but adapts to the prevailing culture. This
represented a significant shift in anthropology.

3.3

Emotions as cultural artifacts
Despite these elements of emotion in American anthropologists’ ideas of culture, a

tendency toward the generic dominated. The field in the 1960s and 1970s was highly influenced
by psychologist Paul Ekman. In a cross-cultural study, he asked the Fore of New Guinea to identify
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how people were feeling in photographs displaying different patterns of facial muscle movements.
The Fore, who lived in an isolated society, could identify the people’s emotional state, which led
Ekman to conclude that happiness, surprise, fear, anger, disgust, and sadness are universal
emotions that you would be able to detect in cultures around the world (Lutz & White 1986: 410).
He added to his conclusions that facial expressions are both universal and culture-specific,
“influenced by our evolutionary and personal past” (Ekman 2022), which shows the influence of
both Darwin as well culture and personality scholars.
Whether emotions were universal or culture-specific remained the main question
dominating the research field in the 1980s. While the functionalists and structuralists had reduced
emotions to dispositions, psychologists still claimed emotions as a predominantly part of their
field, backed by culture and personality studies. A decade earlier, Clifford Geertz had said about
emotions that they are: “not only ideas, but emotions too, are cultural artifacts” (Beatty 2014: 550)
which at the time was an extreme statement. Geertz was one of the interpretive and symbolic
approaches’ key figures reacting to the established structural functionalism, and he proposed that
emotions be explored on a much deeper level through meaning and symbols. Geertz continued in
the footsteps of Mead and Bateson to Bali, where he studied the Balinese tradition of cockfights
under the assumption that culture lies within the individual’s interpretation of such symbolicallycentral events. (Geertz 1973) Interpretive anthropologists believe that emotions are embedded in
cultural contexts which give them meaning. To Geertz, the cockfight was a symbolic drama that
expressed core emotions that shape Balinese social structure, and only through an interpretation of
the event in its specific context would emotions reveal themselves: “But only in the cockfight are
the sentiments upon which that hierarchy rests revealed in their natural colors” and further
“Jealousy is as much a part of Bali as poise, envy as grace, brutality as charm; but without the
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cockfight, the Balinese would have a much less certain understanding of them, which is
presumably, why they value it so highly” (Geertz 1973: 447).
Geertz contributed to the study of emotions by, like anthropologists before him,
questioning the discourse of universality and arguing against the idea of defining one essence of
humanity across cultures. Geertz’s focus on “cultural framing rather than subjective qualia”
(Beatty 2014: 551) is still a popular approach to understanding and analyzing emotions, however,
met with different critiques. Beatty writes that it is as if “the symbols and models had the
experiences on the actor’s behalf” (Beatty 2014: 551). What Geertz lacked, argue others, was to
consider the power dynamics at play. As he focused too much on the interpretation and underlying
meanings of a cultural system, he ignored the complex historical processes that shape power,
meaning, and emotions and the implications thereof. (Abu-Lughod & Lutz 2008, Abu-Lughod
2008) Lila Abu-Lughod, who has highly influenced the field since the 1980s, has continuously
urged anthropologists “to examine discourses rather than their putative referents” (Abu-Lughod
2008: 28). Instead of focusing on the meaning of emotions, such as what Geertz did, she looks at
how emotion discourses are used.

3.4

Adding power – emotion as a discourse
Current ethnographic studies have focused on emotions as defining and negotiating social

relations. Abu-Lughod was one of the first anthropologists to study emotions as an object of study
in their own right and added power as a crucial part. Asking “how emotional discourses are
implicated in the play of power and the operation of a historically changing system of social
hierarchy” (Abu-Lughod & Lutz 2008: 14), Abu-Lughod shifts the focus from solely being on the
individual’s experience to the politics of emotion and how this affects people. While beginning
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with the assumption that emotion is a sociocultural construct, as feminist anthropologists Benedict
and Mead suggested decades earlier, and relativizing instead of generalizing as Geertz did, she has
added the question of how power shapes emotions. Inspired by Foucault and his work on
discourses as “regimes of knowledge” (Eriksen & Nielsen 2013: 173), Abu-Lughod’s work on
gender and politics in the Middle East are ethnographic studies of discursive power. She relies on
Foucault’s premise that “discourses… [are]… practices that systematically form the objects of
which they speak” (Foucault 1972: 49), reflecting discourses be understood in relation not just to
social life but to power. Foucault used the term to describe specific taken-for-granted frameworks
of how the world is viewed, and as such, this is a relevant way of challenging the dominating status
of emotions as being something natural and instinctive in all of us. Abu-Lughod and Lutz stress
that the focus on discourse “allows not only for insight into how emotion, like the discourse in
which it participates, is informed by cultural themes and values, but also how it serves as an
operator in a contentious field of social activity, how it affects a social field” (Abu-Lughod & Lutz
2008: 11). This approach allows anthropologists to study emotions as a diverse and complex reality
interacting with dominant power systems, rather than simply a reflection of them or an expression
of structure.
In her ethnography on a Bedouin community in Egypt’s Western Desert, Abu-Lughod
explores the emotions associated with relations between men and women. She analyzes the
ambivalence about love poetry as it is used to articulate caring feelings towards the opposite sex
in a society where male-female relationships, in general, are marked by distance. Love matches
are actively discouraged because they conflict with the patriarchal structures where the elder male
relatives are in control, and women are encouraged to retain close ties to their paternal relatives
rather than their husbands. She argues that love poetry has become a discourse of autonomy and
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freedom surrounded by both discomfort and glorification, and it “reflects a fundamental tension in
the organization of Bedouin social and political life” (Abu-Lughod 2008: 36). By shifting the focus
from emotion as something individualized to how social life is affected by emotion discourse,
Abu-Lughod sees emotions as political and hence reciting love poetry as a political act.
I find Abu-Lughod’s method of understanding emotions highly relevant, and her approach
provides me with the tools to explore compassion on a much deeper level. As I explore compassion
as a discourse, I will continuously refer to her ethnography. Although her research takes place in
Egypt, in many ways a radically different society than the US, her perspective on how feelings can
be tied up in power is an essential aspect of fully understanding Community Helpers and the social
structure of American society.

3.5

Structures of feeling & Humanitarian Reason: the politics of emotion
A few authors are continuously cited in the literature on the anthropology of emotions. I

have mentioned only a handful of them in this chapter. Catherine A. Lutz, Geoffrey White,
Michelle Rosaldo, Roberty Levy, Arlie R. Hochschild (I include Hochschild's work on emotional
labor in my analysis), and Judith Irvine are a few other anthropologists who have been key
contributors. In my research, what has puzzled me is the limited number of times I have
encountered Raymond Williams and his theory Structures of feeling (Williams 1977). AbuLughod draws on his book Base and Superstructure in Marxist Culture Theory in her ethnographic
studies on the politics of love, but other than that, his appearance within the field of anthropology
of emotions is minimal. I am applying Williams’ theoretical lens to my research because he shifts
the focus from what goes on in people’s heads to how people live with emotions and how a
common or shared feeling over time impacts society’s power structures.
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Williams’ work was multidimensional, expanding throughout genres of politics, culture,
literature, radio, television, and drama. With the theory Structures of feeling, he focused on the
evolving ways of thinking that appear in the gap between political discourses, the popular response
to these discourses, and the cultural interpretation hereof (O’Connor 1989). Like Abu-Lughod,
Williams was not much interested in the feeling itself but referred to feelings, in contrast to
thoughts, to indicate that these ways of thinking are “pre-emergent cultural phenomena: a trend
that is developing but not yet clearly emergent” (O’Connor 1989: 84). Therefore, he talked about
feelings as lived, in other words, feelings in motion and how these become dominant in a particular
era. (Williams 1977)
Williams was inspired by earlier anthropologists Benedict, Mead, and Bateson and their
work on emotions and ethos. Like them, he was not interested in investigating isolated rituals or
objects. Instead, he insisted on studying those realms of culture that embodied life as a whole.
Bateson’s term ethos, which he used to describe the pattern of culture-specific emotions, can be
seen in Williams’ theory. Still, while Bateson was more interested in the stabilities of cultural
forms, Williams was more concerned with the changes that gather in a generation, a community,
or a social class.
As a Marxist, Williams believed that our world views and beliefs, both political, religious,
and moral, are shaped by economic structures being expressed in feelings. Consequently, feelings
will be different relative to the economic systems. (Williams 1977) Williams’ focus was socioeconomic, and though he was a literary critic, Williams was concerned with the cultural tendency
to separate the personal from the social in the context of feelings and referred to this as “the
strongest barrier to the recognition of human cultural activity” (Williams 1977: 128). To Williams,
any description of the social, meaning culture and society, is discussed in fixed forms, treated as
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something already past rather than something always in formation. Williams writes: “And then if
the social is the fixed and explicit – the known relationship, institutions, formations, positions –
all that is moving, all that escapes or seems to escape from the fixed and the explicit and known,
is grasped and defined as the personal: this here, now, alive, active, subjective” (Williams 1977:
128). He criticized this dichotomy of the social and the personal and argued that it creates a false
separation of the subjective from the objective and of feeling from thought. His point was that
emotions are not individual but part of a shared social structure: “structures of feeling can be
defined as social experiences in solution” (Williams 1977: 133). What people might experience as
a feeling is a structure not yet fully formed, taking the shape of something personal. Therefore,
Williams proposed investigating culture as lived beyond a society's articulated beliefs and values.
Williams’ theory is an argument for the role of emotions in exploring, changing, and
maintaining social and cultural forms and allows us to look at what happens when a new feeling
emerges and becomes a dominant feeling of an age or time period. This idea is a key component
of my thesis. Didier Fassin does not refer to William’s theory, but his discussion of the complex
ways contemporary moral economies center on humanitarian reason, which is manifested in the
emotion compassion, similarly emphasizes how an evolution in our collective understandings
comes about (Fassin 2012: 7). Remedying the suffering of others has manifested itself into
emotions or what Fassin defines as moral sentiments, and these continue to be an “essential force
in contemporary politics” as they “nourish its discourses and legitimize its practices, particularly
where these discourses and practices are focused on the disadvantaged and the dominated” (Fassin
2012: 1). Fassin argues that the idea of caring for suffering others is part of how governments
legitimate themselves as it has become part of a global governance that both explains and hides
inequalities throughout the world. His work thus ties together the focus on political discourses,
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such as Abu-Lughod points to, with the ways emotions emerge out of political, economic, and
literary structures, such as those Williams writes about. These three theoretical lenses provide the
framework for exploring the complexity of compassion.
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4

Compassion
Compassion is a feeling that arises when you are confronted with another’s suffering and

feel motivated to relieve that suffering. Yet, treating compassion as a universal category limits our
understanding of the emotion and simplifies the complications of its presence. As I have remarked
in the previous chapter, I believe that to understand emotions, you must explore the political,
economic, and historical context surrounding them. Instead of viewing compassion as a presumed
psychological universal and then “adding culture on” (Lutz & White 1986: 418), taking a more
critical approach reveals how emotions like compassion can reflect and be formed by social
relations. This chapter will briefly trace the genealogy of compassion and further discuss
compassion as expressed in Community Helpers and its implications.

4.1

The production of compassion in the United States
Social change movements erupted in the 1960s as a reaction to the inequalities in American

society. Throughout the country, civil rights, women, anti-Vietnam war, student, gay, and
environmental movements questioned the traditional practices of how people were treated. The
civil rights movement fought to end the long-standing political, social, economic, and legal
practices that discriminated against black Americans. Women’s liberation movements challenged
the sexual normativity of the family wage. They confronted the idealized male breadwinner model
that assumed the man should provide for the family while the woman stayed at home caring for
the children and fulfilling the role of housewife. In pursuing a more justice society for all, the
movements demanded change at the local, state, and federal levels. (History.com Editors 2020)
In 1964 President Johnson laid out his plan for The Great Society, the most extensive social
reform plan in modern history, with the primary goal to eliminate poverty and racial injustice in
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the US. Programs that addressed education, medical care, rural poverty, and more were launched.
The ideology behind the Great Society presumed that unjust inequalities were facilitated by state
sanctions (Berlant 2004: 2). Therefore, the Johnson administration argued that the state had to
revise its practices to achieve more equality. Initiatives such as guaranteed federal funding for
education in low-income school districts, better access to home mortgages, loans to employers to
hire the unemployed all addressed the underprivileged (History.com Editors 2017). The focus was
the structurally subordinated population. In contrast, the Republican party iconized the working
citizen, especially the person who worked for his family’s living supporting exactly the idealized
nuclear family that the women’s liberation movements fought against. Social conservatism
emerged as a counterview centered on preserving traditional family values and arguing for the
private family rather than the state to serve as the primary source of economic security (Berlant
2004: 2).
It is in the gap between these two confronting views that the debate of compassion
originated: on one side the Great Society that focused on redressing legal, civic, and economic
inequities, and on the other, the Republican party’s compassionate conservatism suggesting a
minimalization of those exact gestures instead advocating for institutions to help society’s poorest
members. While the Johnson administration became more involved in social and cultural welfare
programs, Nixon’s Tax Reform Act in 1969 laid the foundation for the emergence of what has
since been referred to as the third sector: charitable organizations and non-profits. Though the
Republican party had previously been associated with unsentimentalism, it now presented itself as
an ally of the poor and the minorities and as a moralizing agent. President George W. Bush was
the first president to articulate the term compassionate conservatism and directly associate it with
the Republican Party. In 2000, he defined a “truly compassionate government” as one that rallies
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the “armies of compassion” in “churches, synagogues and mosques and charities” (Mittermaier
2014: 520). The third sector has since grown exponentially, relying on compassion,
humanitarianism, and “the figure of the volunteer as the third’s sector sacred center” (Muehlebach
2012: 67, Burke 2001). Today more than 64.4 million Americans volunteer their time, talents, and
energy in the pursuit of making a difference 5.

4.2

An inequal relationship
Some would argue that the politics of compassion is both the politics of inequality and the

politics of solidarity as it carries the weight of the ongoing debates between the state as the
economic and moral actor and the individual citizen as an ameliorative actor. (Fassin 2012, Berlant
2004, Muehlebach 2012) One volunteer I only spoke with once told me: I am doing well, and I
feel so lucky. I want to pay that forward while Marie said: I have been helping stockholders get
wealthy for 37 years. Now I want to help people that are not so rich. She added later in the
conversation: I feel so blessed. I want to help others with the skills that I have.
I want to stress what I am pursuing in this thesis: I am not questioning the goodwill of the
volunteers. What I am exploring is the compassion that is in the tension between assisting other
individuals when volunteering at a center such as Community Helpers and the expectations of the
volunteers because it is inherently linked with domination. The very conditions of the social
relationship between the two are based on the misfortune of the one part creating an asymmetrical
relationship where the compassion is always directed from the powerful to the weaker. Fassin
writes: “a critique of compassion is necessary not because of the attitude of superiority it implies
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but because it always presupposes a relation of inequality” (Fassin 2012: 4). While the moral
experience of volunteers is motivated by efforts to do ‘good’ and “feelings of obligation, duty, and
responsibility” (Zigon & Throop 2014: 3), compassion is, in the words of Lauren Berlant: “nothing
but simple apart from the desire for it to be taken as simple, as a true expression of human
attachment and recognition” (Berlant 2004: 7). Compassion takes on many shapes, and it is
perhaps the need to simplify it or view it as a universal feeling that is the most problematic. It
presumes an altruistic action taking historical, economic, and political impacts for granted. It
neglects to recognize how this emotion continues to constitute relationships between two agents,
between the volunteer and the client. My point is that although the volunteers of Community
Helpers have the best intentions, it is because compassion is experienced as a universal, intuitive
feeling that problems arise. Compassion emerged as a socially shaped emotion but more
importantly, it shapes the social relationships between individuals.
Compassion, therefore, becomes “a primary idiom for defining and negotiating social
relations of the self in a moral order” (Lutz & White 1986: 417). This also concerns a discourse
on the underprivileged. Some volunteers’ compassion entails how the clients should act to escape
the financially distressed situation they partly put themselves in, placing a responsibility on the
client free of subordinating structural forces. For example, Marie in reception commented on a
client who kept missing appointments: I think about our work as a kind of being a parent. If they,
time after time, can’t keep food appointments, maybe there is a reason why they find themselves
in that situation. In this view, all social memberships are voluntary (Berlant 2004: 4).
Other volunteers’ compassion comes with concrete imagery of the client: wearing old
clothes, driving an old car, which, if not met, cause them to withdraw help: “When emotion is
defined as a statement about a person’s relationship with the world, and particularly problems in
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that relationship, the most commonly occurring emotions in society can be seen as markers of the
points of tension (or fulfillment) generated by its structure” (Lutz & White 1986: 421). This
framework views compassion as an emotion that creates social structure and reinforces a social
class hierarchy, where compassion denotes privilege. (Berlant 2004: 4) The client should act, look,
and feel a certain way to meet the imagery the volunteers have of suffering. In turn, the volunteer
feels and expresses compassion.

4.3

Compassion at Community Helpers
Community Helpers seems to fit into the third sector’s ethos of humanitarian reason that

encompasses “feeling with the Other and doing something about it” (Mittermaier 2014: 519).
Compassion is considered central at the organization, and its army of more than 2000 volunteers
is eager to put it into practice. Community Helpers serves 28,000 residents in the surrounding
towns, providing immediate assistance in the form of clothes, food, and financial assistance. The
organization is located in a suburb in Connecticut next to a preschool and a Church. A busy scene
awaits you as you drive into the parking lot that all three organizations share. Children walking to
and from the playground, passing Community Helpers as they go, a line of cars slowly progressing
towards the food pantry where the clients receive their food, and volunteers hurrying back and
forth from the main building to the pantry located on the other side of the parking lot. Every day
the volunteers show up, some from the town and others further away. One volunteer commutes 45
minutes once a week to Community Helpers. Another volunteer comes every day from 9 am to 1
pm. The commitment is remarkable, and I had noticed that from day one. I was impressed with the
hours and efforts the volunteers put into it. Why did they come?
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It is the right thing to do, or My parents taught me the importance of giving back were
some of the replies I got on the first days of research at the site. John, a volunteer with the nickname
‘the rock of the food pantry’ due to his ability to keep everything nice and neat, said: I know I eat
every day, but they [clients] don’t. I am a small part of a whole. Without the packers, the food
doesn’t get packed. You need everyone. We are a small part of a bigger picture.
The bigger picture he was referring to could be both Community Helpers and the United
States. Either seems fitting because his comment reflects a world view of a national localness
where compassionate action by smaller local institutions such as Community Helpers is seen as
the best response to alleviate suffering - and a natural one. The foundation of compassionate
conservatism is precisely this: asking local institutions to take upon themselves the obligation of
ameliorating people in distress.
In our first conversation, Anne from the food pantry said to me: I think we should have
mandatory community services. Anne has been volunteering since she was young and finds it
essential to give back to know what is going on in the world around you. I met her on my first day
of research in the food pantry. Previously she has volunteered in soup kitchens in New York City,
and she told me stories of how people would start crying when she delivered the food as it was
their first home-cooked meal in a long time. Baking is an integral part of her life, and so it seems
natural for her to volunteer in the food pantry. Despite my general struggles in the pantry to keep
a conversation going while simultaneously encouraging the volunteers to keep working, as I have
discussed in methodological reflections, Anne kept coming back to me either with a new thought
or to elaborate on something she had told me earlier. That [obligatory volunteering] will teach you
to serve your country. It gives them an understanding and the feeling of the importance of
contributing to your country.
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In my conversations with volunteers, no one advocated for an alternative model, one where
the state manages and performs Community Helpers' services. Whether the work the volunteers
performed could be provided on a federal level was never questioned or considered. Instead, a
vocabulary of suffering, compassion, assistance, and responsibility has trickled down from the
political arena into the mindset of the American people as an ideal of right behavior.

4.4

Compassion as a discourse
Although the brief overview I have outlined at the beginning of this chapter is merely a

peek into the genealogy of the emotion, it reflects a political movement that has shaped the way
compassion is expressed in the third sector today. The volunteer’s reflections on obligatory
volunteering support this.
It is relevant to investigate how emotion gets meaning and force from powerful institutions
such as the political parties and events mentioned. It gives us insights into why compassion has
become a particular institutionalized way of speaking and thinking about a specific group of
people. Much inspired by Abu-Lughod’s discussion on a discourse of love in a Bedouin Society,
I similarly propose to view compassion as a discourse in America. By viewing discourse as a
“concept that recognizes that what people say, generously defined […], is inseparable from and
interpenetrated with changing power relations in social life” (Abu-Lughod 2008: 41), we can begin
to understand the social character of compassion and the consequences for the people this emotion
is concerned with. Compassion as a discourse allows us to move away from the subjective
understanding of an emotion and the still prevalent notion of universalized feelings. Instead, we
can comprehend how compassion, and the discourse in which it participates, affects social relations
and serves as an idiom for other social matters than feelings. In her reflections on the discourse of
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love, Abu-Lughod further notes that it is not just one of love – it entails a discourse of defiance,
autonomy, and freedom, and a discourse on compassion also encompasses a variety of different
socially and culturally dimensions: among them a discourse on gender and the underprivileged.

4.5

Compassion as a female emotion
Many of the volunteers at Community Helpers are women, some stay-at-home-moms and

others retired, often with backgrounds in law or non-profits organizations. This is not an isolated
incidence. Research across the US has shown that women are more likely to volunteer for
organizations in the areas of social and health services, particularly unpaid care work beyond the
household. In contrast, males volunteer in political, economic, and scientific fields. A recent
investigation on volunteerism in the US shows that 58.8% of all volunteers are women, while
35.4% are men6. Why is it that more women volunteer than men?
An explanation can be found in this thesis’s focus: the cultural construction of emotion and
its consequences. Women are assumed to be more compassionate and expected to be experts in
noticing and nurturing other people’s needs. The premise that women are more attuned to emotion
in both themselves and others draws on the universal function of motherhood, “women’s
reproductive role and the nurturing role” (Lutz 2008: 80), and the emotions that supposedly
naturally accompany it. It implies an emotional universality of women, a gendered stereotype that
is part of a larger discourse of females ‘simply’ being more emotional than men; hence better
suited for volunteering in an organization such as Community Helpers.

6

See Zippia for details Volunteer Demographics and Statistics [2021]: Number Of Volunteers In The US
(zippia.com)
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Arlie R. Hochschild adds an interesting perspective to this: She confronts the dichotomy
between masculine thinking and feminine thinking not because of what “innate nature they issue
from” (Hochschild 2012: 269) but rather because of the essential concern of “what ranks in life
they go with” (ibid).
In her research among flight attendants, Hochschild explores what she refers to as the labor
of emotions or managing of emotions and how the emotional style of offering the service on a
flight is part of the service itself: the flight attendant’s smile, her warmth, her welcoming
personality. She further suggests that American middle-class women tend to manage feeling more
because they often do not work, relying on men for money. Taking on extra emotion work is their
way to repay the debt (Hochschild 2012: 165). But it is a two-edged sword: while they perform
emotional labor, they are also considered more capable of this kind of work, and one continuously
enforces the other.
Why is it problematic that compassion as a female emotion is honored as a skill in
volunteering? Hochschild points out that emotional labor is potentially good and necessary but
that problems emerge when emotion work affirms and enhances roles in society.
Emotionality is, as shown in the theoretical overview on emotions, often associated with
the primitive, irrational, and personal. This is linked to a social hierarchy, where men are rational
and public and women the opposite, the latter ranking lowest. (Lutz 2008) Emotions have been
placed in a dichotomous opposition to rationality, where the rational choice always seems to be
the best. In a hierarchical society, where norms and values that predominate tend to serve the
interests of the dominant groups, being emotional is aligned with subordinate groups such as
women and people of color (Jaggar 2008: 165).
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Then, as the ethos of the woman is both emotional and other-oriented, her identity relies
on taking care of someone other than herself. The female volunteer’s identity is reconfirmed by
regularly volunteering at Community Helpers. The non-profit becomes an extension of the
household, reinforcing the idealizing of the patriarchal family structure and constituting the walls
between “the spheres of private, intimate (and emotional) relations in the (ideologically) female
domain of the family and public, formal (and rational) relations in the primarily male domain of
the marketplace” (Lutz 2008: 87). Volunteering becomes a moral and obligatory act and a natural
path for women, whereas men, in this worldview, are better suited in the workforce, and it explains
why I met several women in their 40s and 50s, but only one man this age at Community Helpers.
By transitioning this care outside the private domain, the woman reinforces her role by utilizing
her care skills in the community and, at the same time filling “the gaps left behind by the state’s
withdrawal of its social services” (Mittermaier 2014: 520). Compassion then establishes and
reinforces power or status differences. Further, it reinforces the political structures of
compassionate conservatism.

4.6

The ideal Other
Before the Covid-19 pandemic hit in the early spring of 2020, the center was a busy place.

As soon as you entered the door, you would hear people talking, laughing, babies crying, and the
phone ringing without pause. The volunteer receptionists would be busy answering them while
directing clients to the pantry or the clothing departments, and the hallways and waiting rooms
were filled with clients coming empty-handed and leaving with either bags of food or clothes.
There was a direct and physical interaction between the volunteers and the clients.
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Today, the doors are still locked almost two years into the covid-pandemic. No clients are
allowed indoors, and the distribution of food and clothing resembles a drive-through where
volunteers lift prepacked bags into the trunk of the client’s car in the parking lot. Volunteering at
Community Helpers has changed radically, and many of the volunteers spoke with nostalgia about
the old days. Marie, a retired attorney who volunteers in the reception, liked it more before Covid19 when clients would come into the office. She remembers the reception always busy with clients,
a lot of noise, kids crying, people coughing in her face. But you could see the desperation in their
faces. You could feel the need. She continues to explain: After covid where everything is done over
the phone - there is a distance.
Although working as a volunteer in the reception before and after the pandemic has
changed, and the moral experience of volunteering today differs from two years ago, I still found
that volunteers maintain the same motivations for volunteering. In fact, I would argue that the
missing element of physical interaction has revealed how volunteering comes with certain
expectations. If these are not met or visible, the very act loses value. For example, one day, as I
was distributing food to the clients in their cars and a client driving approached, an older volunteer
expressed her irritation because of the brand of the client’s car.
Omri Elisha, who has done extensive fieldwork in the evangelical Protestant community
in Knoxville, Tennessee, writes about the paradox of compassion and accountability. He describes
the term compassion fatigue, which occurs when recipients of charity display resistance or
indifference, causing the compassion that the giver, the volunteer, is performing harder to sustain.
If met with compassion fatigue, the volunteers are left with two choices: to withdraw or persevere.
(Elisha 2008: 11) Berlant similarly indicates that compassion and coldness are not opposites; they
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are two sides of a bargain. (Berlant 2004: 10) My observations showed me just how much the
experience of volunteering is one of emotional character.
Abu-Lughod describes how discourses can dictate the nature of the ideal or deviant person,
such as the compassionate woman described above, and what this comment reflects. Similarly, a
discourse of compassion entails a particular image of the ideal sufferer or, as referred to in much
literature, the suffering Other. (Berlant 2004, Fassin 2012, Mittermaier 2014, Muehlebach 2012,
Zigon & Throop 2014) What specific imagery is associated with those in financial need? And what
happens to our feeling of compassion when it differs from those expectations? Mittermaier
discusses how donors and volunteers are mobilized through images of suffering and, further,
quoting Fassin, “we love to feel pity” (Mittermaier 2014: 525). Additionally, it ties into Berlant’s
discussion on the compassionate conservative’s thought that “resituates who the subject of
compassionate action ought to be” (Berlant 2004: 2). What happened when the car did not match
the image of a suffering individual? The volunteer did not feel compassion anymore, causing her
presence at Community Helpers to devaluate. If they were not suffering, then why was she
donating her time? Why was she compassionate towards a client not, from her perspective, in need
of receiving it? At Community Helpers, the compassion turned into coldness when the volunteer’s
image of the suffering was disrupted, and she withdrew her compassion. How can we understand
the expectations that compassion presumes?
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5

Volunteerism and gift giving
To understand the expectations of reciprocity that resides in compassion, I will turn to

Marcel Mauss and the concept of the gift. It is a common theoretical starting point for much of the
anthropological work on volunteerism or charity I rely on in this thesis and has long been seen as
the foundation of reciprocity and exchange based on the principle that gifts “in theory are
voluntary, (but) in reality they are given and reciprocated obligatory” (Mauss 1990: 3). Mauss’
view on gift giving as binding people together in a social relationship that goes beyond the material
value of the object involved can shed light on the unarguably odd gift that volunteering in a
charitable context is. While it is broadly conceived as the ultimate free gift centered around the
volunteer as the altruistic hero donating his or her time and efforts to others, a selfless act of giving,
Mauss’ analysis indicates that there is no such thing: to refuse to engage in a cycle of gifts and
counter-gifts is fundamentally wrong. It puts “the act of giving outside any mutual ties” and leaves
the recipient outside any perpetual cycle of exchanges in society (Douglas 1990: vii & viii). As
Mary Douglas argues in her introduction to The Gift, the whole society can be described by the
transfers of gifts and the obligations between its members. So, even the idea of a pure gift is a
contradiction itself (Douglas 1990: ix).
If volunteering is a gift, then, with reference to Mauss, it should be returned. Liz remarked
in our conversation on why people come to volunteer: People who are doing mentoring, they get
as much out of it as the clients. It is a two-way relationship. Mauss’s theory on gift giving is that
giving is never disinterested. Instead, giving is associated with some form of exchange, with
expectations of reciprocity and systems or cycles of exchange that motivate the free gift. While
the orientations behind Community Helpers’ volunteers vary, they exist as a part of a larger and
much more complex relationship with donors and clients, where the exchange obligates and binds
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both receiver and giver. Muehlebach notes that although there are moments where ideologies of
charity coexist with the gift as a truly reciprocal act, there also exists “disembedded action together
with a tight circuit of obligatory giving and receiving” (Muehlebach 2012: 228). If volunteering is
not altruistic, nor a free gift, but rather is expected to be returned, the return will not be equal. It
confines the client to a particular image, a part of the bargain (Mittermaier 2014: 528). If this image
is not lived up to, the compassion is withdrawn.

5.1

Varying expectations
During my research, I found that the volunteers working in the food pantry, whom I didn’t

know as well as the receptionist team, had fewer expectations of the relationship with the clients.
They would speak of them differently from the volunteers I interacted with so frequently in the
reception, and they expressed frustration with people in the community who did not volunteer but
dropped off items for donations. On one of my days in the food pantry, John explained how
Community Helpers gets the food from supermarkets in surrounding towns and private donors. In
a side remark, he added: Oh, and by the way, we don’t take food that is expired. People sometimes
donate expired food, but we throw it out. It hadn’t occurred to me even to ask about this, so I
pursued an elaboration on why he thinks someone would donate expired food: Well, maybe they
don’t look or – I’m sad to say – they think people are so hungry that they will eat it anyway. He
continued: The people of the town, they think the clients are really poor. I think we are here to
help them get over a tough place in their lives. Anne, also volunteering in the food pantry, had a
similar point: We get food that is ten years old. Maybe they can’t bother to look at the date, or
maybe they think they are so poor they will eat anything. Our conversation continued while she
told me how some people in the community think it’s a choice to come to the center and that clients
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get food supplements from the government and choose not to work. Marie, in reception, expressed
frustration when the clients did not show up to appointments, a worldview associated with
Berlant’s description of compassionate conservatism and how it advocates for accountability. The
good life can be achieved through work, family, community participation, and faith, and with this,
it places responsibility on the client that neglects inequality as a structural problem. (Berlant
2004:4) Why did I see differences between the sentiments of volunteers in the reception and the
food pantry?
The differences are a consequence of several factors. First, as I have discussed earlier in
methodological reflections, my relationship with the receptionist was far more personal than the
one I developed with the volunteers in the food pantry. This was because I knew the volunteers
beforehand and because the setting in the reception is more personal. It is a small group of people
that sit by the same desk without moving much around, the room is not very big, and there is a
feeling of intimacy between the volunteers. The opinions articulated in this forum stemmed from
informal chats, whereas the sentiments from the food pantry volunteers came from more interviewlike conversations. Further, and this is intrinsically tied with my first argument; the reception area
is a female sphere. Hochschild discusses how a female flight attendant is seen as a ‘protomother’
and points out that more often than males, females are expected to appreciate and engage in other
people’s stories, give advice, or simply just listen (Hochschild 2012: 176-177). Similarly, talking
with the clients on the phone draws on this assumption of female virtues associated with
motherhood: it requires a caring yet firm education if appointments are missed. Trundle asks if
compassion and accountability are always dialogically entangled, and Elisha writes about this:
“Whereas compassion is understood as unconditional, accountability is all about conditions and
expectations that are deemed critical for compassion to work” (Elisha 2008: 10). To answer
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Trundle’s question, it seems as though compassion and accountability are entangled in the
reception of Community Helpers. Compassion comes at the price of a particular image and
behavior.
In the food pantry, the same arguments are useable. My role here was more official, and I
was not part of the group in the same way. I cannot help wondering if our conversations would
have resembled the ones in the reception had I been a regular volunteer here. There was no judging,
no expectations, and no direct interaction with the clients. Whether or not an appointment is missed
does not affect what they do. The tasks are more practical and physical and more distant from the
clients. Speaking with Anne, she told me about her time as a Corrections Officer in a prison. She
had entered a program that would pay for law school if she worked there for two years. I was very
young when I worked in a prison. But it opened my eyes for sure. It is not a choice, she said,
referring to our conversation about why clients come to the center and the community’s, in Anne’s
eyes, wrongful perception. People make terrible, tragic mistakes, and their lives are ruined. Anne
ended our conversation with: As a society, we are not a forgiving Christian Country.

5.2

Compassion as a local response
Next door to Community Helpers is a Church and a small preschool. It is a mix of social

classes: the preschoolers, the volunteers, the clients, and the church as a background. Faith is
metaphorically and literally at the center in this setting, linking people with radically different
lives. One day after my usual rounds in the food pantry, I went outside to speak with the volunteers
distributing food. I met Liz, a volunteer retired from a career in the third sector. Asking about the
role of the volunteers, she replied: I believe we are the hands of God. Liz has served on the board
of Community Helpers for many years and is an active member of the Parish. When asked more
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about her motivations for volunteering, she continued: We have to do this work, nobody else will.
That is the core motivation for me. We are a blessed community. It is important that we know our
neighbors and respond. Being here is a learning experience. We connect to the world and
humanity.
Her comment about faith resonates with the critical discussion of compassion by Berlant
and the triangular relationship between faith, local institutions, and individuals. Both Muehlebach
and Mittermaier point to a similar triangle in their research. While Muehlebach discusses the freely
laboring subject, the citizen, and volunteer, Mittermaier concludes that volunteerism in Egypt
implies a relationship between God, donor, and the recipient and that this not only runs counter to
the notion of the autonomous volunteer but also to “charity, which reinscribes the hierarchical,
onesided relationship between donor and recipient” (Mittermaier 2014: 527). Likewise,
compassionate conservatism supports a triangular relationship between government, charities, and
faith-based organizations, revealing the complex scene of volunteerism.
Still, in all my other conversations about volunteering and the motivations behind it, faith
or religion did not come up. The church and the occasional glimpse of the Reverend walking
around the parking lot were more a background setting than a part of the daily practice. The only
other time I heard anything about God was when I was on the phone with clients, and after assisting
them with appointments for food and clothing, they ended the conversation with: God bless you. I
wondered if this was perhaps a way to mend an exchange so profoundly unequal with no other
possible reciprocity.
Despite Liz’s divine references, the scene surrounding Community Helpers symbolizes
localness. A community that helps those in need and provides compassionate action to alleviate
social suffering as “a local response put out by individuals and smaller institutions toward people
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who live somewhere, sharing an everyday life” (Berlant 2004: 3). Moreover, it takes away the
state’s responsibility and places it in a local context: “The more compassionate the citizen, the less
the state has to do” (Mittermaier 2014: 520).

5.3

Systems of compassion
I have found that the volunteers at Community Helpers have several different motivations

for being at the center. For example, one of the volunteers I worked with in the reception retired a
few years ago. One week after his retirement, he started volunteering full time: I do it to get out of
the house and be around other people, while another woman, a stay-at-home mom, confided to
me: I just like how it makes me feel. Other comments about motivations were: I come here to get
out of my own head. I also met several volunteers who came to Community Helpers because of the
clients. As I have mentioned earlier, Marie was tired of helping the wealthy instead projecting her
skills toward the underprivileged. John volunteers because he likes giving back, Liz because she
sees volunteers as the hands of God, and yet another volunteer found herself somewhere in between
telling me: I come here because I like the people I work with and to give back. Motivations differ,
overlap, and merge.
Throughout this study, I have referred to ethnographies from Italy and Egypt that similarly
discuss the expectations associated with volunteerism. Understanding how compassion is part of
an exchange system underlying apparently free or individually-motivated action in other places
allows me to explore comparative insights and link these otherwise very different contexts. While
compassion is not a universal emotion, I will argue that there are systems of compassion that work
in comparable ways. This term is in some ways similar to what Mead and Bateson referred to as
the ethos, which I have discussed earlier. However, Mead and Bateson utilized ethos as a way of
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seeing the standardization of a culture’s emotional identity. Benedict argued that such
standardization could best be seen through a comparative study of patterns, and my own research,
as well as the ethnographies I have relied on, do suggest that there are patterns of compassion in
volunteerism. But as so many anthropologists of emotion theory were concerned with, talking
about any patterns, whether it being ethos, structures of feeling, or systems of compassion, creates
a risk of generalizing to a point where the personal is separated from the social. So, instead of
focusing on the dichotomy of the personal and social, suppose we think of the two as intertwined.
My suggestion is to embrace the complexity of the emotion as it is both socially patterned and
experienced; in other words, as Williams suggested, to understand emotion as it is lived. In that
case, we can perhaps better understand how an emotion that feels so profoundly internal yet is
externally constructed. What is more, we can see how an emotion is not an internal state that affects
society but a state that emerges due to societal changes and manifests itself in what feels like a
natural response.
Fassin uses the expression the humanitarian government to designate the politics of
compassion that feeds Western morality: government as a general understanding of both state,
local and international administrations, and political institutions, and humanitarian as on one side
“human beings who share a similar condition (mankind), and on the other an affective movement
drawing humans toward their fellows (humanness)” (Fassin 2012: 2). Mittermaier points to a
similar new global ethos of humanitarian reason and compassion (Mittermaier 2014: 519), and
Berlant also describes a “contemporary culture of true feeling that places suffering at the center of
being and organizes images of ethical or honorable society in response” (Berlant 2004: 7). If, then,
as Williams suggested, we turn to feelings to understand the cultural essence of a specific era, can
we then propose compassion to be this feeling? If so, we can argue that the emergence of
49

compassion is a discourse on Western morality that encompasses the paradoxical combination of
inequality and solidarity, domination and assistance, that maintains and reinforces a social
hierarchy in society. This is supported by the lived experience of the emotion at Community
Helpers and other volunteers worldwide.
The question remains: if we can find systems of compassion throughout the world that tie
to a global ethos of humanitarianism, why did my family in Denmark not recognize that specific
version of compassion that I was referring to while explaining to them my thesis? One answer
could be found in what I have discussed at the beginning of this thesis: Denmark is a welfare state,
unlike Italy and Egypt, as referred to in the ethnographies by Mittermaier, Muehlebach, and
Trundle. While there is an emergent global voluntarism, as Mittermaier points out, Denmark and
countries like it might be the exception to the rule simply because of the limited number of
charitable organizations providing volunteer opportunities. There is no need because the state
occupies the role that volunteers in the United States or Italy take.
Does this mean that there is no compassion in Denmark? Or could it be that it is otherwise
oriented? In an annual ranking of the 40 most powerful countries in the world and their dedication
to policies such as development finance, investment, migration, and health, all affecting poorer
countries, Denmark ranks number ten relatively to size and economic weight, whereas the United
States ranks 22nd. In general, six out of the ten most contributing countries are European 7.
Compassion in Denmark differs from other countries because it moves beyond national territory
and local space, a I have been focused on in this thesis and is directed towards others suffering in

7
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distant places. The lived experience of compassion will differ from country to country depending
on the economic and political organization of the country.
So, as we talk about systems of compassion, we must acknowledge that they are not
universal. Instead, we can conclude that compassion is a socially constructed feeling that is
historically shaped and related to the social, political, and economic structure. However, this also
means there will be comparable systems of compassion in countries with similarities in the
political and economic landscapes, but that it may be expressed at different structural levels or
oriented in different ways.
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6

Conclusion
In this thesis, I have explored compassion as it is expressed in volunteerism. I have

challenged the general understanding of the emotion as universal; instead, I have focused on the
relationship between emotion, social structure, and power. In conversation with volunteers from
Community Helpers, a small non-profit organization in Connecticut, I have found compassion to
be a discourse in volunteering embedded in multiple converging, merging, and overlapping layers.
While volunteering motivations vary from doing the right thing, getting out of the house,
performing the acts of God to giving back, they are all part of a larger structure of morality where
compassion has become a political force. Tracing the genealogy of compassion in the United States
has revealed that it is rooted in the ideology of compassionate conservatism and promotes certain
ideals of the man, woman, and the underprivileged.
I have relied on Abu-Lughod’s notion on emotion discourses to understand how
compassion nourishes and legitimizes its practices and how it continues to participate in and
structure social relations. The assumption that women are more compassionate is reinforced in the
volunteering at Community Helpers, where the very act is caring and nurturing an Other. This is
evident because more women volunteer and because of their roles: most women are in the
reception or packing bags of food, while the few men who volunteer work in physical and practical
roles. Emotionality is once again linked to womanhood, and the assumption is part of a larger
social hierarchy, where reason ranks higher than emotion and where compassion as a female and
irrational emotion is given little value in the public sphere. Instead, the woman’s skill is most
valuable in the caring of others, reinforcing a particular essence of womanhood.
Embodied in compassion is also an idea of how the underprivileged should look and feel.
One volunteer expressed how she missed the days before Covid-19 when you could see the
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desperation in the client’s eyes, and another showed frustration when a client’s car did not meet
the image that she had of a client’s car in her mind. It shows the paradoxical combination of
solidarity and inequality: for a volunteer to be compassionate, another must be suffering. In this
sense, volunteering and showing compassion create categories of hierarchically placed people
within society. The receivers are always at the bottom of the social hierarchy, obligated to
reciprocate either by matching the idea of the suffering or demonstrating that they are determined
and committed to pulling themselves up from a dire situation. If not, compassion can turn into
coldness.
Many of the conversations I had with the volunteers at Community Helpers revolved
around the client’s image or, as I have referred to, the suffering Other. I found that there were two
dominant worldviews. One expressed by volunteers who thought the clients were partly
responsible for their situation. This was more evident in the reception, where there is direct contact
with clients. A volunteer referred to her role as a parent, reinforcing the duality between
dominating and assisting. Volunteers expressed another worldview in the food pantry that did not
come with any obligations toward the client.
I argue there are several reasons for these differencing world views. First, I had a much
more intimate relationship with the receptionists, and our conversations were longer and more
personal. It could be that the volunteers had articulated similar sentiments in the food pantry if I
had developed the same relationship with them. Second, as concluded earlier, the reception area
can be seen as an extension of the home, where compassion is expressed, though with obligations.
Third, on a practical level, the food pantry volunteers’ work is not affected if clients miss
appointments, but it did affect the receptionists because they had to add more appointments.
Therefore, they naturally were interested in clients holding on to their part of the bargain.
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To understand compassion as a social emerging phenomenon on a larger scale, I have relied
on Williams’ structure of feelings and Fassin’s humanitarian government. I have explored how
compassion emerged in the United States as a structural force and how it continues to dominate
certain world views, and I can conclude that compassion is expressed in similar ways in countries
that share political and economic structures. I refer to this as systems of compassion. Still, I stress
the importance of acknowledging compassion as a culturally specific emotion. Although there are
similarities in other countries, compassion repeatedly bring us to a question of asymmetry. This is
what makes it problematic.
Finally, I will end my conclusion with this: I am not judging or arguing that the act of
volunteering is something inherently wrong because I don’t believe it is. I have volunteered for
years, and I will continue to do so. Placing the responsibility of structural inequality on the
volunteer is ultimately the same as placing it on the client because this individualizes something
that is essentially social and relational. In this thesis, I have been arguing the exact opposite: that
emotion is best seen as neither individual nor universal but social and historical.
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