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Researchers commonly conceptualize compassionate love as an emotional

resonance, gentle sentimentality, or reactive sympathy. However, a scientific
psychological analysis reveals that compassionate love is fundamentally an
agentic state: it is active benevolence. This article reviews the conceptual
foundations, empirical tradition, and motivational nature of love defined as an
intentional drive toward another’s well-being and flourishing. This concept
distinguishes compassionate love as active benevolence from affective

empathy, passive goodwill, and basic altruism.

The Motivational Core of Active Benevolence



When we speak of love in contemporary culture, we often frame it as an
emotional state that we succumb to or a spontaneous feeling of warmth. In
relationship science and cross-cultural psychology, however, this passive view
misses the core of long-term interpersonal relationships. While romantic
passion centers on subjective experience, physical attraction, and individual
desire for a loved one, compassionate love is frequently defined within an
ethical tradition characterized by its outcome-independent commitment to the

well-being and growth of another person (Fehr et al., 2009; Post, 2003).

At its most essential level, any genuine form of love is rooted in “bringing and
doing something good to another person” (Wierzbicka, 1992, 1999)—an active,
non-egoistic “investment in the well-being of the other for their own sake”

(Hegi & Bergner, 2010).

To understand compassionate love in its true psychological capacity, we must
look beyond purely affective descriptions and examine its operational engine:
active benevolence. Rather than functioning as a mere feeling, active
benevolence represents a goal-directed motivational system resting on three

essential pillars:

» Agentic Intentionality: Active benevolence is not an involuntary
emotional reaction. It represents a deliberate, conscious cognitive
choice to direct energy and resources toward another person’s good
(Underwood, 2002).

= Other-Centered Valuation: It prioritizes the actual needs,
autonomy, and relief of suffering of the recipient, independent of
immediate self-interest, relational reciprocity, or personal reward
(Sprecher & Fehr, 2005).

= Prosocial Translation: Active benevolence naturally seeks
expression in concrete action. It remains incomplete as a static

sentiment; its psychological structure pushes toward acts of



protection, emotional support, and practical caregiving (Cassidy,

2001).

Historical and Empirical Foundations of Active

Benevolence

The view of love as active benevolence has deep roots across psycholinguistics,
cross-cultural studies, humanistic psychology, and modern empirical

research.

1. Psycholinguistic Equivalency and Cross-Cultural Semantics
Cross-cultural studies of love frequently encounter challenges regarding
linguistic equivalency. However, despite the vast linguistic diversity of love
terminology across societies, all cultures and languages are capable of
communicating the ultimate meaning of love. As Anna Wierzbicka (1999)
demonstrated in her research on semantic primitives, this universal core is
expressed in the basic semantic constituent: “person X does good things for

personY.”

From a psycholinguistic standpoint, active benevolence is hardwired into the
cross-linguistic semantics of care. To love another person, in its most
fundamental linguistic expression across human societies, is an active impulse

to will and do good for them.

2. The Cross-Cultural Universality of Benevolent Love

As highlighted in cross-cultural frameworks of love as benevolence
(Karandashev, 2019, 2022), benevolent love has been an enduring cultural
idea across centuries and civilizations. The Ancient Greeks designated the
word agape for love motivated by benevolence and selfless goodwill extended
to all people—including family members and strangers. The comparable Latin

concept among Ancient Romans for this benevolent care was caritas.



Similarly, the Ancient Chinese concept of ren (1Z) signified benevolent love

toward others across varied social and interpersonal contexts.

This cultural vision of benevolent love is truly global, extending well beyond
Western and Eastern academic or religious traditions. The lexicon of

benevolent love appears across diverse global languages (Lomas, 2018):

= The Buddhist attitude of metta (loving-kindness)

= The Sanskrit concept of maitri

» The Yiddish concept of gemilut hasadim (acts of loving-kindness)
= The Inuit tradition of pittiarniqg (kindness and benevolence)

= The Nguni Bantu philosophy of ubuntu (“I am because we are”)

= The Pashto code of melmastia (unconditional hospitality and

protection)

3. Humanistic Psychology and Prototype Structures of Love

In humanistic psychology, Erich Fromm (1956) prominently argued that
mature love is not a passive affect into which one “falls,” but an active striving
for the life and growth of the person we love. Fromm identified four essential
pillars of mature love: care, responsibility, respect, and knowledge. In his
view, responsibility is a voluntary, active response to the expressed or

unexpressed needs of another human being.

The later research examining prototype models of love further corroborates
this view (Fehr & Sprecher, 2009). Studies on the prototype analysis of
compassionate love demonstrate that laypeople and scholars alike identify
active features—such as trust, caregiving, supporting, and helping—as the
central core of compassionate love, rather than peripheral emotional reactions

or passive sympathy.



4. Psychometric and Social-Psychological
Foundations of Compassionate Love

Modern psychometric research investigated this active structure of
compassionate love. Lynn Underwood (2002) defined compassionate love as a
construct focused on care, concern, and the intrinsic motivation to support
another, particularly in times of need. Susan Sprecher and Beverly Fehr (2005)
developed the Compassionate Love Scale (CLS), establishing that
compassionate love represents a distinct psychological orientation that

correlates strongly with prosocial behavior and voluntary helping.

Furthermore, C. Daniel Batson’s (2011, 2014) research on the Empathy-
Altruism Hypothesis demonstrates that empathic concern creates a genuinely
altruistic motivation aimed at reducing another’s suffering, rather than merely
relieving one’s own vicarious discomfort or seeking social approval. Active
benevolence elevates this empathic concern into an enduring, proactive

commitment to promote human flourishing.

Distinguishing Active Benevolence from Passive
Empathy
In research, clinical practice, and daily life, it is important to distinguish

compassionate love as an active benevolence from other closely related

psychological states:

Psychological Primary Primary Focus Vulnerability /
Construct Mechanism Limitation
Affective Emotional The self’s internal Prone to
Empathy contagion (“I feel emotional state emotional

what you feel”) burnout and

defensive



Psychological Primary Primary Focus Vulnerability /
Construct Mechanism Limitation
avoidance (Decety
& Lamm, 2006).
Cognitive Perspective- Intellectual Can remain cold,
Empathy taking (“I comprehension  detached, or
understand what manipulative.
you feel”)
Passive Reactive pity (I  Observing Maintains social
Sympathy feel sorry for your another’s plight  distance; lacks
situation”) intrinsic drive to
act.
Egoistic Reciprocal Reducing Disappears when
Helping exchange (“I help personal distress escape is easy or
to get something or gaining praise rewards fade
back”) (Batson, 2014).
Active Intentional The target’s Requires self-
Benevolence motivation (“I act genuine welfare  regulation,
for your energy, and

flourishing”)

prosocial courage.

This conceptual distinction matters in practice. Affective empathy alone easily

leads to emotional fatigue. When we witness intense suffering, feeling

another’s pain too deeply can cause acute personal distress. Without the

grounding structure of active benevolence, the natural instinct is often to turn

away to protect one’s own feelings (Eisenberg et al., 1989).

Active benevolence shifts attention away from internal discomfort toward

active problem-solving. It transforms passive emotional resonance into



constructive, loving engagement.

Active Benevolence as an Engine for Human

Thriving and Flourishing

Viewing compassionate love as active benevolence offers a clear perspective on
individual well-being and social connection. Research shows that acting as an
agent of benevolence brings psychological rewards to the giver—a phenomenon
often called the “helper’s high” or the prosocial path to eudaimonic happiness
(Post, 2005; Steger et al., 2008).

When individuals engage in intentional acts of compassionate love, they report
greater self-efficacy, deeper social connection, and a stronger sense of meaning
in life (Nelson et al., 2016). Active benevolence serves as a shield against
cynicism. By framing care as an active, deliberate choice, we reclaim personal

agency even in high-stress or demanding environments.

Ultimately, active benevolence shows that compassionate love is not a fragile
emotion dependent on ideal conditions, but a resilient force capable of

transforming relationships, communities, and digital spaces.
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