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Abstract: Compassion is a critical but most complicated part of the theory 

of emotion established by Martha Nussbaum, the representative scholar of 

contemporary American ethical criticism. With extensive accounts of the ethical 

value of literature through the perspective of compassion, Nussbaum maintains 

that reading literature can help readers identify with the fictional characters, 

cultivate their compassion and raise their moral awareness. However, her view 
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of compassion based on cognitivism is highly controversial. Theoretically, 

overemphasis on the cognitive dimension of compassion would fail to reveal the 

cases when compassion fails, the way readers and texts react and the relationship 

between reading and being a good person. In critical practice, ignoring textual 

features and various situational factors would easily lead us to preconceptions and 

thwart the moral mission of literature. Flawed as it is, Nussbaum’s cognitive view 

of compassion highlights the moral function of literary emotions and her attempts 

to reduce the harm of utilitarianism through compassion are related to ethical 

responsibility and actions, displaying a humanistic stand against indifference and 

nihilism. Only when theoretical dialogues are fully carried on, the identification 

model is revised, the way readers and texts react is better understood, and literary 

texts are duely respected can we clarify the ethical values of compassion and truly 

approach the moral core of literature reading.
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