
For Empathy, Against Empathy? What is Empathy Anyway?  

Living an ethical life is hard. As individuals and as societies, we face dilemmas that seem impossible to 
resolve and tragedies that seem impossible to accept. It’s understandable to wonder, not just ‘what is the 
right thing to do?’, but ‘why try to do the right thing at all?’  And one popular answer, to either or both 
questions, is to counsel a turn towards something called ‘empathy’: Barack Obama says “a sense of 
empathy” is “at the heart of [his] moral code”, and worries that the USA suffers from “an empathy 
deficit”; Julia Serano, upon the inauguration of Obama’s successor, advocated organising progressive 
advocacy around an “empathy politics.”  

But there are problems with appealing to empathy. For a start, who we empathise with is notoriously 
subject to bias. In the words of Paul Bloom, author the recent book ‘Against Empathy’,  

“Empathy is a spotlight focusing on certain people in the here and now. This makes us care more 
about them, but it leaves us insensitive to the long-term consequences of our acts, and blind as 
well to the suffering of those we do not and cannot empathize with.”  

A defender of empathy might say that this bias isn’t a problem with empathy itself, but with our very 
limited use of it - the right thing to do is what we would do if we empathised systematically, not just with 
people like us but with people different from us, not just with the here-and-now but with the long-term 
and far-away. But now it’s not clear that whether this should really be called ‘empathy’, and not (what 
Bloom recommends) simply ‘compassion’.  

Another problem is that feeling another’s pain is, unsurprisingly, painful. If I suffer when you suffer, all 
I’ve done is increase the total amount of suffering, without yet helping - and I may exhaust myself so 
much emotionally that I end up unable to do anything to alleviate it. And we only intensify this problem if 
we address the first problem, about bias, by emphasising the need for disciplined empathy, extended and 
refined and made more systematic. If empathy with one person can be arduous, what about empathy with 
everyone? As George Eliot says: 

“If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass 
grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of 
silence.”  

This again poses the question: what counts as ‘empathy’, actually going through the shared feeling or 
doing what it would motivate us to do?  

And most basically of all, does empathy really answer the question? If we answer ‘why be good?’ with ‘if 
you look at things from another’s point of view, you’ll want to’, haven’t we just pushed the question back 
to ‘why look at things from another’s point of view?’ Not only that, but what do we say about people who 
are skilled at seeing things from another’s point of view, but use that ability to more effectively 
manipulate or torture them? Once again, we need to ask what we mean by ‘empathy.’ 

My work tries to make progress on these questions using psychological research and philosophical 
analysis, to find a sense of ‘empathy’ that can do what advocates like Obama and Serano seem to need it 
to do - recognise differences, make sense of quantity, avoid mandating emotional burnout, and explain the 
difference between sadistic or manipulative perspective-taking and empathic perspective-taking.  
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