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Learning to be aware of the state of flux we live in, to recognise that everything is changing, 
is another beneficial habit to adopt in terms of understanding compassion. It helps us to 
realise that nothing lasts for ever and encourages us to appreciate the good things in our 
lives while we have them, while understanding that the difficult things will also pass.

TIP

Although these habits are a natural expression of our human nature, they are not easy 
to establish, and it requires sustained effort over a period of time to replace less helpful 
habits with new ones. Think how hard it is to establish helpful habits such as losing 
weight, exercising, or giving up smoking. In relinquishing our ingrained habits of 
stress, we will need to overcome our conditioning.

4. Evolutionary factors that can get in the way

Evolution has provided us with survival strategies that enable the human race to survive but 
which are not always in tune with the bigger picture.

Survival Strategies Examples you think illustrate this

a) For example, our brain has been programmed 
to separate the world into what belongs to ‘me’ 
and what belongs to the ‘other’. Our ancestors 
needed to learn to do this in order to protect 
their own tribe and keep out of the way of 
other possibly hostile tribes. However, as we 
have seen, everything is inter-related and 
interdependent, so it is not possible to make 
such neat distinctions.

b) Our brain has been programmed to maintain 
stability in order to keep things in balance and 
provide the right environment for bringing up 
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children. But in fact, everything keeps changing 
and stability is only ever temporary. 

c) The way we have evolved as a species 
makes us approach opportunities and avoid 
perceived threats in order to protect ourselves 
and escape from situations that threaten our 
survival. However, life shows us that not all 
opportunities turn out to be beneficial, and not 
all threats can be avoided.

d) Our ancestors learned quickly that banding 
together in tribes increased their chances of 
survival and so it was a natural progression to 
want to care for and nurture other members 
of the tribe. This is still the prevalent attitude 
in most societies today – showing kindness 
and compassion to our family and friends is 
relatively easy but reaching out further than 
that small circle is much harder. 

Something to Think About
When we do manage to show compassion for people outside the circle of our friends and 
family, we can find that we have preferences for the kind of people we find it easy to show 
compassion for – it is often easier to have compassion for poor people than it is for rich ones, 
and the victims of crime and misfortune tend to receive more compassion than the perpetra-
tors. So, if we are interested in learning to develop our compassionate minds we will need 
to move beyond this social and cultural conditioning that favours people we know and like, 
or feel more kindly disposed towards. Biased compassion of this sort is limited because it 
does not include people outside this circle. It means that we are evaluating the object of our 
compassion to judge whether or not they are worthy recipients. Once they disappoint us or 
annoy us in some way it becomes much harder to continue to be compassionate. In a similar 
way, if our compassion for others is driven by the hope of getting something in return, or the 
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