
14  “Imagine If They Did That 
to You!” 
The Complexity of Empathy 

Luke Roelofs 

We often remonstrate with each other by appealing to imagined role re-
versals. If I’ve done something that seems to you obviously wrong but to 
me seems fne or trivial, you might try and make me see the problem by 
having me imagine the same action done to me by someone else. Indeed, 
the idea of switching places with those our actions affect is central to the 
so-called “golden rule”, to treat others as one would wish them to treat 
oneself, which is sometimes held up as a near-universally endorsed moral 
principle. But what is going on, cognitively, when we imagine such a role 
reversal? Why does imagining something that did not happen change my 
view of what did happen? What is the relationship between imagining 
this counterfactual scenario, and imagining the actual scenario from the 
other person’s point of view? And how does either relate to “imagining 
being” the other person? 
This question connects to a much bigger question about the place of em-
pathy in a world increasingly threatened by climate change, a pandemic, 
and a rising global tide of fascism. It’s common and popular to argue 
that we need more empathy. Shortly before Barack Obama’s election, 
he wrote that the USA suffers from an “an empathy defcit”, and that “a 
stronger sense of empathy would tilt the balance of our politics in favour 
of those who are struggling” (Obama 2006, pp. 67–8); halfway through 
his term, Ta-Nehisi Coates suggested that diffculty with the “basic ex-
tension of empathy is one of the great barriers in understanding race in 
this country” (Coates 2011). A recent book about why white Evangel-
icals support Trump is titled The End of Empathy (Compton 2020); a 
call to arms after Trump’s inauguration laid out the hope for an “Empa-
thy Politics” (Serano 2017), and it’s always tempting, when trying to get 
middle-class White people to care about racism, to show them a video of 
police brutalising a Black person and ask “how would you feel?” 

But this “empathy economy” (Stinson 2020) invites pushback; critics 
claim that “Antiracism is far less about empathy, about appealing to 
similarities, than it is about love, about honoring and protecting dif-
ferences” (Salesses 2020). Even those who call for more empathy often 
feel a need to add caveats: Coates (2011) says “I do not mean a soft, 
fattering, hand-holding empathy. I mean a muscular empathy rooted in 
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280 Luke Roelofs 

curiosity”, and Serano (2017) says “I am not talking about the shallow 
empathy of those who only seem capable of identifying with people who 
they perceive to be their own kind”. I think this sort of qualifed position 
is right: it’s not simply that empathy is good, or that empathy is bad, 
but that empathy is diffcult (cf. Epley and Caruso 2008; Langkau this 
volume; Kind this volume; and Jamison 2014, who writes “empathy is 
an edifce we build like a home or offce – with architecture and design, 
scaffolding and electricity”, p. 15). A key part of this diffculty is bal-
ancing the recognition of otherness with the search for commonality, 
and my aim in this chapter is to contribute to untangling some of the 
conceptual issues involved in fnding this balance. 

I will keep my focus on “empathic role reversal” without trying to de-
fne or delimit “empathy” as a general category. I argue that we need to 
separate two distinct questions about any given act of empathetic imag-
ining, namely, “what mental states does it create?” and “what thing or 
possibility does it target?”. When we do so, we can see how the various 
linguistic forms available (“imagine if”, “imagine being”, “imagine from 
their point of view”, etc.) do not name distinct cognitive acts so much as 
they emphasise different steps of a complex cognitive process, which is 
primarily directed at the actual other, but often instrumentally directed 
at anything counterfactual. In doing so I hope to show why certain lines 
of criticism of empathy fail, and why empathic role reversal has value 
despite the complex diffculties of doing it well. 

14.1 Empathic Role Reversal 

To focus the discussion, consider case 1: 

Case 1: A has wronged B, but doesn’t really care. C remonstrates 
with A, saying “how could you do that to B? Imagine if B did that to 
you! How would you feel?” A imagines that: they imagine B wrong-
ing A in the same way. They fnd themselves feeling outraged and 
hurt about B’s imagined act. As a result, they revise their attitude to 
their own actions, and seek out B to make amends. 

In this case, imagining a counterfactual scenario with roles reversed 
changes A’s attitude and feelings about the actual world. Of course there 
is a large question here about how the fnal step works, where A changes 
their moral judgements and is moved to new actions. But my interest in 
the previous step, the imagining, and particularly in the apparent con-
trast with case 2: 

Case 2: A has wronged B, but doesn’t really care. C remonstrates 
with A, saying “How could you do that to B? Look at this situation 
from B’s perspective! Imagine how they must feel!” A imagines that: 
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The Complexity of Empathy 281 

they imagine the situation from B’s perspective, and fnd themselves 
feeling outraged and hurt about the actual action which they them-
selves have performed. As a result, they revise their attitude to their 
actions, and seek out B to make amends. 

In this case, it might seem, no counterfactual scenario has been imag-
ined, only the actual situation itself. Yet in some sense, cases 1 and 2 
seem very similar; they both result in the same change of heart, and 
pre-theoretically it might seem strange to insist on a profound cognitive 
difference in what A does in the two cases. 

But now fnally consider a third case: 

Case 3: A has wronged B, but doesn’t really care. C remonstrates 
with A, saying “How could you do that to B? Imagine if you were 
B in this situation.” They follow up with one or the other of the 
following instructions: (a) “Imagine how they would feel! (b) Imag-
ine how you would feel! (c) Imagine how that would feel!” A com-
plies with the instructions given: they imagine being B, suffering the 
wrong they have themselves just inficted. Finding themselves feeling 
outraged and hurt, they revise their attitude to their actions, and 
seek out B to make amends. 

What is going on here? It seems very similar to cases 1 and 2: A is imag-
inatively “putting themselves into the shoes of” their victim, and fnds 
that this exercise changes their feelings about their actions. But are they 
imagining the actual situation (where B is the victim, and A the agent), 
or a counterfactual situation (where A is the victim, and someone else 
the agent), or some metaphysically impossible situation (where A is B, 
and A is the victim, and B is the victim)? 

It would be very natural to say that in case 3, A is “imaginatively 
identifying themselves with B”. But then who is A identifying themselves 
with in case 2, if not B? Are they identifying themselves with themselves 
in case 1? Is case 3 actually just a more perspicuously described case 2? 
And in case 2, where A “imagines how B feels”, are they necessarily 
thereby “imagining being B”? 

I will argue that these three cases involve substantively the same men-
tal process (what I have been calling “empathic role reversal”). They 
may differ in certain subsidiary respects, but these differences are only 
loosely tied to the different forms of language employed. In each case, 
C’s aim is to for A to understand and be moved by B’s experience, and 
towards this end they may direct A’s attention either to actual or coun-
terfactual scenarios, depending on their priorities. In other words, there 
is here no very sharp or deep distinction between “self-imagining” and 
“other-imagining”. Many writers have claimed that some version of this 
distinction is of major importance: Gordon, for example, claims that 
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 282 Luke Roelofs 

Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments is fawed because it runs 
the two together (1995a, cf. 1995b, p. 55, Nanay 2010); Batson claims 
to fnd empirical differences between the two, which he fears too much 
study has neglected (Batson et al. 1997; Batson 2009; cf. Stotland 1969); 
competing accounts of engagement with fctional settings and characters 
turn on the distinction (e.g. Currie 1995; Smith 1995, 1997; Gaut 1998; 
Giovannelli 2008); and many philosophers have wondered if there is 
something inherently impossible or misguided about one or the other 
(Williams 1973; cf. Wollheim 1984; Walton 1990; Velleman 1996; Wirl-
ing 2014; Langton 2019). In particular, Peter Goldie has argued that 
while self-imagining is a valid and useful cognitive tool, other-imagining 
is both conceptually impossible and ethically suspect (2011). 

I do not want to claim that there is no distinction at all between “imag-
ining being myself (in some situation)” and “imagining being the other”. 
But I do deny that there is a single, clear, stable distinction to draw, 
that is signifcant across contexts. On the contrary, I argue, there are 
multiple distinctions here, which do not always line up, and which often 
show intermediate, indeterminate, or mixed forms. Moreover, I claim 
that in empathic role reversal, imaginers often employ multiple forms of 
imagination, at once or sequentially, criss-crossing these distinctions, in 
service of a single goal. As a result, theories like Smith’s account of sym-
pathy, which do not carefully distinguish between self-imagining and 
other-imagining, may be right not to do so, since for certain purposes 
that distinction obscures as much as it clarifes. 

To be precise, I think there are at least three orthogonal distinctions 
in this vicinity. A full treatment of them will require the distinction be-
tween model and target that I will draw in Section 14.3, but they may be 
sketched briefy here. 

First, there is what we may call the identity distinction, between imag-
inings that represent the imaginer, in some actual or possible circum-
stances, and those that represent another person (this is the standard 
way to distinguish “self-imagining” from “other-imagining”). 

Second, there is what we may call the adjustment distinction, between 
imaginings whose content matches the imaginer’s own personality, char-
acter, and background, and those that make adjustments to simulate the 
personality, character, and background of another person. 

Third, there is what we may call the internal-external distinction, 
between imaginings that take an “external” view on something and 
imaginings that are “from the inside”, recreating the experience of a 
participant. It is the distinction between, for instance, simply imagining 
that some events occur, or imagining seeing them from some impersonal 
viewpoint, and imagining performing or suffering some active role in 
those events. This distinction is itself highly disputed, drawn in mul-
tiple ways and given different labels (such as “central” and “acentral”, 
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The Complexity of Empathy 283 

“subjective” and “objective”, “experiential” and “non-experiential”), so 
I will try not to lean too heavily on any particular account of it; for dis-
cussion see Wollheim (1984), Vendler (1984), Recanati (2007), Giovan-
nelli (2008), and Dokic and Arcangeli (2015). 

I will suggest, in Section 14.4, that keeping all three of these rough 
distinctions in mind will give us a better sense of how empathic role re-
versal functions. But frst I want to say a bit more about Goldie’s critique 
of empathy, because he articulates most sharply the idea that there is a 
large difference between self-imagining and other-imagining, and that it 
matters greatly which one we are involved in on a particular occasion. 

14.2 Goldie’s Critique of Empathy 

Here is how Goldie puts his position: 

…what I am against is what I will call empathetic perspective-
shifting: consciously and intentionally shifting your perspective in 
order to imagine being the other person, and thereby sharing in his 
or her thoughts, feelings, decisions, and other aspects of their psy-
chology. I am not against what I will call in-his-shoes perspective-
shifting: consciously and intentionally shifting your perspective in 
order to imagine what thoughts, feelings, decisions, and so on you 
would arrive at if you were in the other’s circumstances. These two 
[…] are often either confused or not suffciently distinguished. What 
I want to do here is to show just how different they are, and how 
deep the problems are for empathetic perspective-shifting. 

(Goldie 2011, p. 302) 

I think the distinction Goldie draws here (empathetic vs. in-their-shoes) 
is confused, running together two distinct questions. He draws his dis-
tinction both in terms of what sort of mental states you imagine having 
(the sort you would have vs. the sort the other actually has), and in 
terms of the identity of the subject imagined (whether it is you or them). 
These two dimensions, I will argue, come apart (they are what I above 
called the identity distinction and the adjustment distinction). Later on 
he re-asserts the latter, identity-based, version of the distinction: 

[…] the difference between in-his-shoes perspective-shifting and em-
pathetic perspective-shifting lies in the content of the imaginative 
project: who, in the imaginative project, is doing the thinking […]. 
[in] in-his-shoes perspective-taking […] A imagines himself in that 
situation […] [while in] empathetic perspective-shifting […] A imag-
ines being B in that situation […] 

(Goldie 2011, p. 305) 
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284 Luke Roelofs 

Despite committing to this identity-based way of drawing the distinc-
tion, the objections Goldie raises revolve around the adjusted or unad-
justed character of the mental states one imagines having. Indeed, he 
admits that in cases where A and B are psychologically similar enough, 
in relevant respects, and not relevantly irrational, the two forms of 
perspective-shifting “will each produce the same result, the same ‘out-
put’” (Goldie 2011, p. 307). Consequently, he thinks, there will be no 
detectable problem with empathetic perspective-shifting in such cases. 
The inherent problems with it become manifest only in more “ambi-
tious” cases, in particular in cases where A and B have importantly 
different characters, so that what A would think and feel in a given 
situation diverges from what B would think and feel. (This also applies 
in cases where irrational or unconscious factors strongly infuence B’s 
thought process, so that what “any rational agent” would think and 
feel in a given situation diverges from what B would think and feel.) In 
both cases, he insists, A cannot successfully and accurately imagine be-
ing B, and even if A recognises these differences, and tries to adjust their 
imagining to incorporate them, the very fact that they must consciously 
and explicitly make those adjustments will “falsify” the character of B’s 
perspective, for whom they are not explicit. 

Of course, A might try to imagine what A themselves would think 
and feel if they were (i) in B’s situation, and (ii) had B’s psychological 
character – this would seemingly be in-their-shoes perspective-shifting, 
but with all the same problems as empathetic perspective-shifting. 
Goldie admits this, but says that: 

[…]at this point, this more ambitious variety of in-his-shoes 
perspective-shifting begins to suffer from exactly the same problems 
as empathetic perspective-shifting[…] the lesson from this for in-
his-shoes perspective-shifting, I think, is that it should not be too 
ambitious. 

(Goldie 2011, p. 312) 

I think some good direct answers to Goldie’s critique are available; 
Langkau (this volume) presents a number (see also Coeckelbergh 2007). 
My aim here is not to directly defend empathetic perspective-taking, 
but to challenge the framework within which Goldie makes the critique: 
that there are two distinct cognitive acts here, that we have to choose 
which to engage in, and that it makes sense to be “against” one but 
not the other. On the contrary, the identity of the person imagined is 
a separate question from the adjusted or unadjusted character of the 
mental states imagined – and Goldie’s own discussions show the cracks 
on this score, with the need to restrict his objections to “ambitious 
cases” rather than base cases, and to admit that even his favoured form 
of perspective-shifting, the “in-their-shoes” form, is problematic in 
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The Complexity of Empathy 285 

ambitious cases. The force of his critique concerns not the identity of the 
person imagined but the amount of psychological adjustment attempted, 
and so whatever force there is to the critique (which, as noted, I think 
Langkau addresses quite effectively) it affects “in-their-shoes” and “em-
pathetic” perspective-shifting equally. Moreover, I hope to show, neither 
the identity distinction nor the character distinction is sharp; many cases 
fall somewhere in between. And this intermediate character is often not 
just a result of sloppiness or inattention, but a positive part of the skill 
of empathising well. 

14.3 Two Readings of “What Do I Imagine?” 

I claim there is a systematic ambiguity in the way we describe imagina-
tion’s objects: there are two very different ways of asking and answering 
the question “what is imagined?” Roughly, this question can either ask 
what states (images, feelings, propositional thoughts, etc.) are created in 
the imaginer’s mind or ask what external thing the imaginer thereby rep-
resents. I will distinguish these by talking about what an imaginer men-
tally creates, and what their imagining targets. Note that this is not a 
matter of there being two senses of imagination, two different mental pro-
cesses: it is two aspects of a single process, which a single linguistic form 
(using “imagine” as a verb with a direct object) ambiguously expresses. 

To see what this distinction comes to, consider some simple examples. 
I might form in my mind a visual image as of a soft-bodied creature 
with two eyes, an elongated conical body, and ten limbs. This might be 
as part of a few different imaginative projects: I might be trying (badly) 
to imagine what octopuses look like, or to imagine what the octopus I 
will meet tomorrow (when I visit the zoo) will look like, or to imagine 
what I would look like if I were turned into an octopus. These are three 
very different targets: one is (roughly) a general category, one is a specifc 
individual, and one is a hypothetical version of myself. In that sense, 
“what I imagine” is very different. Yet in another sense, “what I imag-
ine” is in each case the same: I imagine this image. If someone asked me 
“what are you imagining?”, they might be asking about either. I would 
say: the image is what I create, while the general category, specifc indi-
vidual, or hypothetical version of myself is what I target. 

One notable thing is that the image may be evaluated for accuracy, but 
the standard for accuracy is set by the target: if the octopus I will meet 
tomorrow looks very unusual, then an image that would be acceptably 
accurate as “what octopuses look like” might be importantly inaccu-
rate as “what the octopus I will meet tomorrow will look like”. And 
“what I would look like if I were turned into an octopus” is arguably 
not defnite enough to give much in the way of accuracy conditions. As 
a matter of fact, of course, this image would be seriously inaccurate in 
any of these three cases: its shape is distinctly un-octopuslike, because 
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286 Luke Roelofs 

the description I gave above is a description of a squid, not an octopus. 
Nevertheless, if my intention is to imagine an octopus, the image I form 
is an inaccurate image of an octopus – not an accurate image of a squid. 
But if I had instead been aiming to imagine what squid look like, I might 
have formed the same image, and then it would have been an accurate 
image of a squid. 

It is, I think, easier to present this distinction with regard to visual 
images, since it is fairly clear that the image by itself under-determines 
the target. But I think the same point extends to other forms of imag-
ining: including, in particular, the imagining of thoughts, feelings, deci-
sions, and so on that we are interested in here. When A imagines being 
wronged by B, they will recreate in their mind a certain complex of 
connected thoughts, images, emotions, wishes, assumptions, disposi-
tions, etc. It would be very odd to call this complex (the thing that they 
mentally create) an “image”, but I am unsure what exactly to call it. The 
best term I have found is “model”: on my account, imagining involves 
creating in my mind a model, and using it to represent (to target) some-
thing outside my mind (the target). 

This account is meant to be neutral on how to analyse the states in-
volved in imagining. I am most attracted to what is sometimes called a 
“recreativist” or “simulationist” account of the imagination (for discus-
sion see Currie and Ravenscroft 2002; Goldman 2006; Tagliafco 2011; 
Kind 2013; Balcerak Jackson 2018), on which it is essentially the capac-
ity to create and manipulate “offine versions” of other mental states. A 
mental image is an offine copy of perception, and thus just one species 
of the general class of imaginings. Then we would say that whenever we 
create an imaginative model, it is formed of offine states which are rec-
reations of other, online, mental state types. Recreativism is congenial 
to my analysis because it offers a unifed account of the sort of mental 
states that form the model (they are “offine copies”), but other accounts, 
including those with a more heterogeneous account of the states involved 
(e.g. Dorsch 2012; Kind 2013; Langland-Hassan 2020), are also com-
patible with the distinction drawn here. 

What we mentally create is, by defnition, some set of mental states. By 
contrast, what we target is, I think, more or less unlimited (though there 
may be targets which we cannot imagine accurately or usefully). We 
can target defnite scenarios like “what will happen”, or “what it would 
have looked like”, or “how she must feel now”, or “what it would sound 
like if…”, but we can also target generic possibilities (“what would a 
human-sized frog look like?”), and our targets can be governed by the 
rules of a game (“pretend that I’m a human-sized frog”) or a public fc-
tion (“once upon a time there was a human-sized frog”). 

My distinction closely resembles the distinction common in discus-
sions of pictorial representation (e.g. Abell 2005, 2007; Greenberg 
2018), between a picture’s content (what it says) and its object or target 
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The Complexity of Empathy 287 

(what it is a picture of). The former is what can be judged accurate or 
inaccurate, but the latter is what provides the standard of accuracy. My 
aim is to extend this distinction to apply not just to physical pictures and 
mental images, but to the full range of imaginings (an extension which 
Greenberg suggests but does not develop, 2018, p. 895). Models express 
contents, relative to the context (especially the intentions) surrounding 
their creation, and those contexts also specify a target relative to which 
the model is accurate if its content holds. 

Following Greenberg, I deny that targets can be identifed with any 
element of content (such as “singular” content as opposed to “attributive 
content”). Likewise, my model-target distinction does not directly map 
onto Currie and Ravenscroft’s (2002, p. 12 ff) distinction between an 
imagining’s “content” and its “character”. They draw this distinction 
primarily to insist that while visual imagining, for instance, always has 
a visual “character”, it does not therefore have “seeing” as part of its 
content. I very much agree with this point, and in particular with the 
thought that the phenomenal character of an imagining does not dictate 
its target, but the content-character distinction they draw does not di-
rectly match my target-model distinction. More broadly, I do not think 
the model-target distinction can be straightforwardly identifed with 
familiar distinctions like attitude-content, sense-reference, or predicate-
subject. This is for the simple reason that imaginative models can contain 
recreations of the states within which we draw all of these distinctions. 
For example, hoping that Hesperus is Phosphorus and imagining hop-
ing that involves the same attitude (hoping), content (that Hesperus is 
Phosphorus), subject (Hesperus), predicate (being Phosphorus), senses 
(“Hesperus”, “Phosphorus”), and referent (the planet Venus). There may 
be many interesting connections between model-target and these other 
distinctions, but they are not simply the same. 

Although recreation and targeting work together, their connection is 
quite loose: as my above examples illustrated, the same model can stand 
in for many targets, and the same object can be targeted using many 
different models. Moreover, not all aspects of what we recreate need to 
be representing anything about the target. For example, I might tell you 
about the shape of a country by asking you to “imagine a hexagon”, and 
telling you that the country is roughly that shape. What you create is an 
image of a straight-edged regular hexagon (maybe a blue one!), but the 
straightness of the edges (and the blueness) is irrelevant to what you are 
targeting (the approximate shape of the country), and is not to be eval-
uated for accuracy. 

We might wonder at this point about “idle” conscious intentions. 
Since there is no obvious way for such imaginings to be inaccurate, we 
might think they have no target: this would be perfectly compatible with 
the account I am offering. Not all imaginings need to have targets. Al-
ternatively, we might think of them as targeting something like “objects 
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288 Luke Roelofs 

that look like this”, so that they are always trivially accurate. This would 
have the advantage of allowing idle imaginings to constrain what counts 
as accuracy for any further thoughts that aim to “build on” them. 

I think that recreating and targeting can be varied independently of 
each other more or less however we want, at least when we form explicit 
intentions. However, in practice we often do not, and then the two inter-
twine because our minds (fortunately) tend to work in ways that tend to-
wards accuracy. If I set out to imagine an octopus, I will usually form an 
image that would be fairly accurate, and if I form an image that is inac-
curate (like the squid-image above), it will usually not be wildly inaccu-
rate (not an image of the empire state building, for instance). Conversely, 
if an octopus-like image pops into my head unbidden, I am likely to take 
it as standing in for octopuses, and not for American architecture. By “I 
am likely to take it as” standing in for (i.e. targetting) octopuses, I mean 
two things: frst, that if I do have any explicit thoughts about “what it 
is” (i.e. about what I represent by forming this image), those explicit 
thoughts are likely to say “it’s an octopus”, and second, that even if I 
never think explicitly about “what it is”, I am likely to “proceed from 
it” (i.e. draw inferences, form further images, have thoughts, dredge up 
memories) in ways that pertain to octopuses, not to American archi-
tecture. Plausibly, in the second sort of case (where there is no explicit 
thought about what I am targetting), these functional facts about how I 
proceed (what role the image plays in my ongoing mental life) are what 
constitute it being about, i.e. targetting, one thing rather than another. 

Because of the psychological and constitutive facts just canvassed, it 
will often be sensible to assume that an image (or other sort of imagi-
native model) targets whatever it would be most accurate in targeting, 
and thus that what I imaginatively target is fxed by what I imaginatively 
recreate. But, I claim, this is just a rough-and-ready heuristic, and the 
two imaginative relations have no fxed correspondence. 

14.4 The Complexity of Empathy 

Using this distinction between model and target, let us return to the three 
cases in Section 14.1. I said there that I think all three involve substan-
tively the same, complex, cognitive process: the differences in language 
used refect differences in the presence or prominence of different parts 
of this process, but not differences in what is, in the frst instance, going 
on. Now I can explain this claim of substantive sameness more fully. 

14.4.1 Building Models and Shifting Targets 

My basic claim is that cases 1 and 2 can involve different targets (a coun-
terfactual situation, and the other’s perspective on the actual situation) 
but the very same model. They involve the same model insofar as they 
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The Complexity of Empathy 289 

all recreate the same suite of connected mental states, namely those that 
are typically involved in suffering the kind of wrong done by A. B actu-
ally underwent that experience, in the counterfactual scenario where A 
is the victim, A has that experience. The model matches both, but just 
like the same image can represent different sights, this model could be 
used to represent B’s actual experience or A’s possible experience with 
equal accuracy. Of course in practice there may be lots of variation in 
the model created: A might include or emphasise different details in case 
1 that they do not in case 2 (see below for fuller discussion), but there is 
no necessary difference in model between the two cases. In that sense, 
A “imagines the same thing” in both cases. 

I said that this shared model was being used to represent two different 
targets, but that is not the whole story. It is true that in case 1, it seems 
that A sets out to comply with C’s instruction to imagine a counterfac-
tual (“if they did that to you”), and so we should take their intention as 
fxing their target: the counterfactual scenario. No such counterfactual 
is mentioned in case 2, where A seems to intentionally target the actual 
situation. But despite this difference in initial targets, I think that in 
both cases A ends up targeting B’s perspective on the actual situation. 
In case 1 they just come at that target more indirectly, frst recreating 
the suite of mental states typical of being a victim of that kind of wrong 
(organised by the intention to imagine the counterfactual scenario), but 
then keeping that model while shifting its target to be the actual situ-
ation. This shift, I think, is easy precisely because there is no change 
in the model, but only in what the subject takes it to stand in for. To 
motivate the thought that there is this fnal target-shift, contrast case 
1 with case 4: 

Case 4: A has wronged B, but doesn’t really care. C remonstrates with 
A, saying “how could you do that to B? Imagine if B did that to you! 
How would you feel?” A imagines that: they imagine B wronging 
A in the same way. They fnd themselves feeling outraged and hurt 
about “what B has done”. They turn to C and say “you’re right! 
Thank goodness B didn’t do that to me, that would be awful. I’m so 
relieved that this is just a counterfactual, it really helps me appreci-
ate my actual situation more by contrast”. 

I think A in this case has complied with the letter of C’s instruction per-
fectly well: they have imagined if B did that to them, just as accurately 
and insightfully as in case 1. But they have clearly not done everything 
that C hoped for, because they have not changed their attitude towards 
B’s actual situation. C’s aim (and A’s aim insofar as A is trying to go 
along with C) is to use the counterfactual to sharpen A’s grasp of the 
actual situation, and when that does not happen, C’s remonstrance has 
failed, even if A successfully imagines the counterfactual. 
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 290 Luke Roelofs 

All I will insist on is that the overall aim and target of the imagining is 
the same in cases 1 and 2, with the difference in immediate targets being 
subsidiary to this. But a stronger claim could also be made: that at least 
sometimes, the imagining process involved cannot be cleanly divided be-
tween self-imagining and other-imagining. I suggested above that what 
a given imagining targets might be fxed partly by functional facts about 
what further role it plays in the subject’s mind. If A, as soon as they form 
this model (i.e. connected offine versions of the states typical of being 
wronged), is disposed both to infer things from it about a fanciful coun-
terfactual (e.g. to worry they would not respond gracefully, or to resolve 
to take precautions against it) and to change their attitude to the actual 
B (e.g. to feel regret and shame, and resolve to apologise), then these dis-
positions might support thinking that they target two different targets 
at once with the same model, or that what they target with that model is 
indeterminate, or (if the dispositions develop at different rates) that they 
targeted frst one thing and then another, but without any determinate 
moment when the shift happened. And arguably this is implicit in C’s 
instruction in case 1: case 4 illustrates that simply imagining the coun-
terfactual scenario is not really complying with what C clearly meant. So 
if A’s target is fxed by their intention, and their intention is to follow C’s 
instruction, then their target again might be both self and other. 

So the frst of the three distinctions I noted in Section 14.1, regarding 
the identity of the person imagined, is not always in practice sharp. It 
is, I think, easy to show that the other two are likewise prone to inter-
mediate forms. With the issue of psychological adjustment, it is clear 
that more or less adjustment may be made: there are a hundred ways 
in which any two people differ, and even if I make some adjustments to 
my imagining to refect some of these differences, there are more that I 
could make. And although the distinction between imagining “from the 
outside” and “from the inside” is formally binary, the same imagining 
may be from inside some objects but from outside others. In Vendler’s fa-
mous example, when I imagine swimming in the sea “from the outside”, 
i.e. imagine seeing myself swimming, I may still be imagining “looking 
down at the sea from a cliff” from the inside. So without fxing which 
particular feature we are talking about, we will not be able to exhaus-
tively distinguish imaginings “from the inside” and “from the outside”. 

So the very same, dual-targetted, imagining could be appropriate for 
both case 1 and case 2. This point is reinforced when we turn to consider 
case 3. I don’t think this case really involves a different mental process 
than cases 1 and 2; rather, I think the linguistic form used here (“imag-
ine if you were B”) is just a tool for effciently gesturing towards the same 
overall mental process as in cases 1 and 2: recreating the experience of 
victimhood and targeting it at B’s actual experience, perhaps by frst 
setting out to target a self-involving counterfactual. The seemingly im-
possible counterfactual of “if A were B” is a red herring: the point is to 
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The Complexity of Empathy 291 

convey concisely that it is B whose perspective one is concerned with, but 
that what one should imagine is their frst-person perspective. 

14.4.2 Imagining From the Inside and From the Outside 

The variety of idioms here, and the complex connections of ultimate and 
immediate targets, might seem messy and confused. But I think they are 
actually functional: different forms of language can make salient differ-
ent challenges and risks involved in empathic role reversal. Consider frst 
the question: why bother with the self-involving counterfactual? Why 
not simply tell A to imagine how B feels? I think we can see the value of 
the detour through self-imagining by considering another case where the 
remonstrance fails: 

Case 5: A has wronged B, but doesn’t really care. C remonstrates with 
A, saying “How could you do that to B? Imagine doing that to B, 
how do you think they feel?” A, a little confused, dutifully imagines 
doing what they did to B, and imagines that B feels hurt and out-
raged. But they are not moved; instead they reply: “I don’t have to 
imagine it, I know it already: I did that, and yeah B is mad about it, 
but whatever. Imagining the actual situation isn’t going to change 
how I feel about it”. 

Like in case 2, here the only situation targeted is the actual situation; 
yet there is seemingly a big difference in how it is imagined. Case 2 is 
more like case 1 than like case 5, because in cases 1 and 2, the model 
constructed is “from the victim’s perspective”, i.e. it recreates the sorts 
of mental states a victim would typically have (beliefs, perceptions, 
memories, and then frustration, hurt, a sense of betrayal, etc.). But in 
case 5, A is clearly using a very different model – one that imagines B’s 
experience “from the outside”, to use the third distinction I noted in 
Section 14.1. They might be using a model that is “from the perpetrator’s 
perspective”, i.e. that recreates the same kinds of mental states that A 
already went through, when they committed the wrong in the frst place. 
Alternatively, they might be using a model that is “from a third-person 
perspective”, recreating little more than beliefs about what in fact hap-
pened. In either case, since they remember performing the action, and 
already know it happened, there is nothing new for them to learn from 
this imagining. 

This sort of imaginative model is clearly ill-suited to accomplish 
what B is trying to accomplish. And the formation of models like this is 
arguably a major problem when trying to cultivate empathy. If A sim-
ply thinks about the actual case, about which they already have many 
beliefs, feelings, memories, etc., they might struggle to avoid forming a 
model that is contaminated by their own perspective – that privileges 
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292 Luke Roelofs 

how they see things and thereby obscures how B sees things. Their nat-
ural, self-involved, view on their own life forms a barrier to whatever in 
B’s perspective might be uncomfortable or unfamiliar. 

The value of the detour through self-imagining in case 1 is to help 
bypass this barrier. By turning aside from the actual world, A is better 
able to form a model that really matches the experience of suffering, 
as opposed to committing, the wrong in question. Their natural self-
involvement is recruited to subserve empathy, rather than standing in its 
way. By starting with that self-referential intention, they cannot help but 
imagine “from the victim’s point of view”, i.e. what they recreate will 
be the vivid, outraged, experiences of a victim, and not the bored expe-
riences of a perpetrator, or the bloodless belief that such and such has 
taken place. And when that model is in place, the remonstrator’s hope 
might run, the shift in target is not so hard. 

14.4.3 The Risk of Egocentric Bias 

But there is an opposite risk, which a detour through self-imagining ex-
acerbates rather than mitigates, namely the risk of “egocentric bias”, of 
forming an imaginative model that refects the peculiarities of one’s own 
character, or fails to refect the peculiarities of the other’s character. This 
risk is at the centre of Goldie’s critique of empathetic perspective-shifting: 
he ties the risk of imagining the other too much like ourselves, or at least 
not enough like the other themselves, specifcally to other-imagining, 
which takes the other as its target. But the degree of egocentrism is a 
matter of the particular psychological states that form the imaginative 
model, which is dissociable from the imaginative target. To see this, con-
sider fnal two cases: 

Case 6: A has wronged B, but doesn’t really care. C remonstrates with 
A, saying “how could you do that to B? Imagine if B did that to 
you! How would you feel?” At frst, A imagines that: they imagine 
B wronging A in the same way. But they fnd themselves feeling no 
outrage or hurt, but merely a mild annoyance. When they report 
this, C objects: “that’s because you and B are such different people: 
here are some ways that B’s background and character make what 
you did especially bad…” After hearing these differences pointed 
out, A tries again, imagining themselves not only suffering the same 
actions as B did but also having the same relevant background and 
character as B. The hurt and outrage are now vivid, and A realises 
how badly they’ve acted. 

Over the course of the conversation, A changes their model in such a 
way as to make it a more accurate model of B’s actual perspective. Both 
before and after, the explicit target of their imagining is a self-involving 
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The Complexity of Empathy 293 

counterfactual scenario, just a more remote counterfactual in the latter 
case. But this fact is not the important one, as we see if we compare case 
6 with the very similar case 7: 

Case 7: A has wronged B, but doesn’t really care. C remonstrates with 
A, saying “how could you do that to B? Imagine if you were B! How 
would that feel?” (a) A imagines that: they imagine being B, suffer-
ing this action performed by A. But they fnd themselves feeling no 
outrage or hurt, but merely a mild annoyance. (b) When they report 
this, C objects: “that’s because you and B are such different people: 
here are some ways that B’s background and character make what 
you did especially bad…” After hearing these differences pointed 
out, A tries again, imagining being B, but now with a more accurate 
model that incorporates relevant background and character. The 
hurt and outrage are now vivid, and A realises how badly they’ve 
acted. 

Here the change in model, to reduce its egocentrism, has nothing to do 
with a change in target; it is just about getting a more accurate model of 
the same target. But it seems to me that what A is doing here is still the 
same complex activity as in case 6 (just like cases 1, 2, and 3 all involve 
the same complex activity), and that the ultimate point in both cases is to 
end with the right kind of model for understanding, and being moved by, 
B’s actual experience. The diverse explicit targets, like the counterfac-
tual where A has different character traits, are only instrumental tools 
for helping A to construct that model. 

Telling A specifcally to imagine B’s perspective may be a way to make 
salient the risk of egocentric bias. Conversely, telling A to imagine them-
selves in B’s situation may be a way to make salient the opposite risk, 
of imagining what happened only “from the outside”, and fail to es-
cape from one’s existing view of the events. To pair with “egocentric 
bias”, we might term this “allocentric indifference”. The point is that 
empathic role reversal can go wrong in at least two opposite ways: the 
imaginer might fail to construct a model that captures the relevant type 
of experience “from the inside” (as in case 5), succumbing to allocen-
tric indifference, or they might fail to construct an accurate model, by 
incorporating their own character and not the relevantly different char-
acter of the other (as in cases 6 and 7), succumbing to egocentric bias. 
Different linguistic forms serve to highlight and guard against different 
such failings: “imagine if it happened to you” emphasises that the model 
constructed should involve the kinds of states associated with suffering 
the wrong, not with committing it or simply knowing about it; “imagine 
if you were them” emphasises that the model constructed should refect 
the specifc characteristics of the other person; “imagine how they must 
(actually) feel” emphasises that the model is ultimately meant to target 
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294 Luke Roelofs 

something actual, not just a counterfactual. But it would be a mistake, 
I think, to fx on these different linguistic forms, and take them to be 
calling for distinct cognitive acts, which could then be compared and 
critiqued relative to one another. The act called for is grasping the oth-
er’s situation from their perspective, which may require frst targetting 
other scenarios in order to get the right model: this act is complex, and 
the same in each case. 

But all of these challenges are what Langkau calls “psychological” 
and “epistemic” challenges (this volume, cf. Epley and Caruso 2009, 
compares the more general challenges of imagining skilfully discussed 
in Kind 2018, 2020): they involve things which are hard for us to do, 
or which we may lack the necessary knowledge to do. They are not, as 
Langkau puts it, “conceptual challenges”, inherent problems with the 
very possibility of empathic role reversal, or with any particular form 
of it. 

14.5 Conclusions 

Of course my “build the model, then shift the target” account is not the 
only way to theorise empathic role reversal. In particular, one might 
naturally think of C’s aim as being for A to learn a general truth from 
considering the counterfactual. For example, Nagel writes: 

If something I do will cause another creature to suffer, that counts 
against doing it. I can come to see that this is true by generalizing 
from the evident disvalue of my own suffering. 

(Nagel 2012, p. 77) 

If A learns a general principle about the disvalue of some experience 
from self-imagining, they could then apply that general principle to their 
actual situation: the principle is what mediates between imagining the 
counterfactual and grasping the actual. I have not here refuted or ob-
jected to that account, and I think we often do draw general lessons from 
our imaginings, and apply them to new cases. But I think sometimes we 
also perform the more direct target-shifting process I have described, 
and having that account in view is useful for, I believe, a few reasons. It 
underlines how exceedingly close the processes in cases 1, 2, and 3 may 
be, and thereby explains why we often feel that it makes little difference 
which of the three linguistic forms we use. The target-shift account also, 
I think, better captures the concrete, frst-personal character of the cog-
nition in these cases – A does not need to try and formulate a general 
principle that explicitly captures all the relevant similarities between the 
counterfactual and actual scenarios: they can simply recognise the two 
scenarios as similar. And if we thought that imagining things from oth-
ers’ perspectives was of foundational importance in morality (as on the 

Epistemic Uses of Imagination, edited by Christopher Badura, and Amy Kind, Taylor & Francis Group, 2021. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nyulibrary-ebooks/detail.action?docID=6552933.
Created from nyulibrary-ebooks on 2021-08-26 17:42:44.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

1.
 T

ay
lo

r 
&

 F
ra

nc
is

 G
ro

up
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 The Complexity of Empathy 295 

views of Smith 1976; Nichols 2004; and others), then we might think 
that the general-principle account puts the cart before the horse: we ar-
rive at general moral principles by abstracting from empathy with oth-
ers, rather than relying on them to enable it. 

I would add that the complexity of empathic role reversal, and the 
diversity of seemingly conficting terminology for describing it, refects 
the diffculty of empathising well. Empathy is a skill we have to keep 
learning, an ongoing balancing act between drawing the other too close, 
substituting an image of them modelled after ourselves, and letting them 
drift so far away that we lose sight of their humanity. Trying to un-
derstand others through imagination is, I believe, vital and noble, but 
it needs to be done in the keen awareness of how limited that under-
standing will remain, and with a resolve not to let our compassion be 
restricted by differences that challenge it. 
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