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Drawing on foundational works by Husserl and Stein, Throop
and Zahavi present a somewhat counterintuitive understand-
ing of empathy, one far removed from our everyday use of the
term. If I interpret their argument correctly, the authors posit
something like “basic empathy” as a fundamental prere!ective
aspect of human sociality and intersubjectivity (see Zahavi
2012). Unlike our common folk model of “positive empathy”
(which emphasizes more or less accurate knowing of the inner
emotional and dispositional orientation of another), this basic
empathy does not rely on mind reading, projection, experien-
tial fusion, mental simulation, vicarious introspection, or even
accurate constructions of another’s dispositional state. Rather,
it refers simply to the spontaneous perceptual awareness that
others—like oneself—are subjects of experience, possessing a
complex inner world of thought, feeling, and motivation. This
seems to be a fundamental human psychological-perceptual
competency; we recognize other people not only as other bodies
but also as dispositionally complex embodied selves. These oth-
ers are not experienced as like the self in terms of their speci"c
qualia, but rather as other-consciousnesses—foreign minds—
that remain relatable as subjects despite their manifest differ-
ence from the self. Moreover, we come to this understanding
effortlessly, inferring psychological interiority from the per-
ceptual givenness of animate bodies. The basic empathic at-
titude is thus a precursor to all other forms of human inter-
subjectivity, underpinning more elaborate forms of “complex
empathy” in which approximations of the inner states and ex-
periences of others are the focus (for a complementary analysis,
see Jardine 2014 and Jardine and Szanto 2017).

While I am impressed by the historical and philosophical
rigor that Throop and Zahavi bring to their foundational
reading of Husserl and Stein, their analysis leaves unaddressed
whether this is the most generative framework for a social
scienti"c understanding of the complex phenomenon of em-
pathy. In the space remaining, I brie!y explore an alternative
“experience-near” psychoanalytic framing of empathy based
loosely on the work of Heinz Kohut (1959, 1971, 1981). Kohut’s
conception of empathy as affectively attuned and resonant
other-understanding seems to capture more of what we intu-
itively recognize as the empathic attitude, while also providing
a precise delimitation of the concept that may prove more
useful—both conceptually and practically—for work in the
social sciences.

Kohut (1971) conceptualizes empathy as “a mode of cogni-
tion [based on observation and introspection] which is specif-
ically attuned to the perception of [the] complex psychological
con"gurations [of another person]” (300). Unlike the sponta-
neous empathy of phenomenology, psychoanalytic empathy is
understood always as attempted empathy—a conscious pro-
cess of often-plodding epistemological work directed toward
cultivation of a cognitively accurate and emotionally attuned

“other understanding” that can serve as a bridge for interper-
sonal communication and recognition. From this perspective,
empathy is necessarily based on a form of vicarious experi-
encing, achieved through a combination of long-term engage-
ment with a very particular other, introspective immersion in
the resulting complex internal representation of that other,
informed by one’s own analogous experiences, memories, and
feelings. This requires that the other be related to both as an-
other subject (suggesting the relevance of sympathy), as well as
an analytic object of perception and introspective re!ection.

In contrast to the basic empathy of phenomenology (which
explicitly precludes both imaginative simulation and analo-
gizing inference), the psychoanalytic deployment of empathy
as a core heterophenomenological technique suggests that some-
thing like “simulation theory” is a necessary component ofmore
complex forms of empathic knowing. The empathic attitude
requires a temporary disidenti"cation with the self to create
room for an equally temporary reception of, and sympathetic
identi"cation with, a foreign self-structure. This entails both a
willingness and an ability to allow one’s own self to be “played”
by another, coming into attunement with the acts, communi-
cations, and silences that the other presents to us, without iden-
tifying fully with these other-affects. It also requires an ability to
“experience through” our inner cognitive-emotional represen-
tation of the other, feeling our way into their experience through
trial identi"cation with this represented internal other. Indeed,
it is the careful management of trial identi"cation—temporary
subjective merger and identi"cation, followed by reinstatement
of self-other boundaries—that distinguishes psychoanalytic em-
pathy from related intersubjective processes (such as merger,
projection, and sympathy), all of which involve an undisciplined
blurring of the subject-object boundary required for the correct
deployment of empathy (see Greenson 1960). Through this ex-
periential triangulation, an approximation of the complex inner
world of another is arrived at by detour through the self, me-
diated by attention to transference-countertransference dynam-
ics, the imaginative work of simulation, and temporary sym-
pathetic identi"cation.

Kohut stressed that empathy is both an epistemological act
and an “informer of appropriate action.” Given that we can
never be sure of the correctness of our heterophenomenological
appraisals of another mind, empathic understanding is a pre-
condition for the empathically informed actions throughwhich
these cognitive-emotional appraisals are brought to life and
tested within the relational "eld. Only through action (inter-
pretation, expression, gesture, silence, etc.) can the resonance
or attunedness of our empathic understandings be evaluated.
Many analysts can relate stories of “correct” empathic inter-
pretations that fell !at or generated only silence or rejection.
However, through positive empathic experiences within this
relational matrix, the analysand may come to feel “that an-
other is aware of what he is aware of within himself” (Sandler
1992:583; cited in Schwaber 2010:172, 6n), or in contrast, he
may come to feel known in a way that captures something of
what he feels but does not yet know about himself. In other
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words, in the act of empathy, the analyst’s participation as an
interpretively attuned other becomes a crucial part of both the
intersubjective "eld and the experience of recognition on the
side of the patient (see Honneth 2001).

The psychoanalytic understanding of “complex empathy” I
have described is predicated on something like the “basic
empathy” described by Throop and Zahavi, but it goes far
beyond this pretheoretical orientation toward “others as other
subjects.” The problem at hand is not whether others are sub-
jects, but ratherwhat kind of subjects they are and howwemight
come to know them as such. The phenomenological approach
to basic empathy seems too arid, intellectualized, and abstract to
be useful as a method for grasping the complex work of inter-
subjectivity implied by the term “empathy.”While a strict phe-
nomenological conceptualization of empathy lays a necessary
foundation for understanding others as generic subjects, it
proves inadequate for understanding others as speci"c others—
as unique constellations of thought, feeling, and motivation—
that can be known with some degree of speci"city. For that,
something like a psychoanalytic conception of empathy—one
marked by both cognitive accuracy and emotional resonance—
is necessary.

Heidi Maibom
Department of Philosophy, University of Cincinnati, PO Box
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Is “Empathy” Empathy?

I enjoyed Jason Throop and Dan Zahavi’s paper and found
much to agree with there. I agree that Bubandt and Willerslev
!ip back and forth between signi"cantly different uses of the
term “empathy” in a deeply problematic way. Level-one visual
perspective-taking is, after all, a signi"cantly different activity
than sympathizing with someone, which is itself quite different
from pretending to be, say, a moose. Much as I hate to be a
fascist about distinctions, these are important ones to draw,
particularly if one is to claim that amorally signi"cant emotion
has a hitherto largely ignored dark side. So Throop and Zahavi
are right to insist on amore rigorous de"nition. Empathy, they
say, is “a direct form of other-perception that never collapses
the various ongoing intersubjective and intercorporeal asym-
metries that exist between an empathizer and empathizee.” To
my mind, however, it is problematic to insist on this being the
de"nition of empathy.

First, de"ning empathy as direct other-perception makes
empathy very narrow. It is presumably only when we are in the
presence of others that this other-detector can operate. All
other instances of either understanding others, feeling with
them, or recognizing their basic subjectivity fail to be empathic
in this picture. This certainly goes against common sense, if
not much research on empathy. Why not suppose that I em-

pathize with you when I feel what I take you to feel, or some-
thing along those lines, whether or not I am directly presented
with you?

Second, talking about direct perception is tricky. What is it
to “directly” perceive another person’s mindedness or their
particular mental state? It presumably stands in contrast to
more obviously inferential strategies. Some of the old literature
on folk psychology certainly does suggest a picture of mind
reading that requires elaborate cognitive mechanisms. But
what is the alternative? Perhaps something like perceptual
animacy. Perceptual animacy describes our tendency to see
certain objects as animate depending on how they look or the
way that they move. Displays of geometrical objects or lights
outlining human bodies typically lead to identi"cation not only
of the animacy or mindedness of the object but also of particular
actions performed or even emotions expressed (think about your
favorite Pixar movie). Of course, the range of actions or emotion
that can be identi"ed this way is rather limited. Another con-
tender for direct perception is recognition of facial expressions,
which are typically too fast to involve elaborate inferential or
high-level cognitive mechanisms. Does any of this mean that we
directly perceive the minds of others?

One reason to be cautious about such a claim is that children
with autism have problems not only with certain forms of per-
ceptual animacy but also with recognition of facial expressions
(Blake et al. 2003; Parron et al. 2008). As Carole Parron and
colleagues (2008) say, “children with autism fail to attribute
special status both to emotional faces and bodies” (271).What is
the problem?According to Rutherford, Pennington, and Rogers
(2006), it is likely that “children [with autism] fail to orient to
social information (with the same preference as typical children
orient to social information) and therefore fail to provide higher
level cognitive processes with relevant information” (990). Ac-
cording to this idea, then, perceptual animacy does involve the
operation of some cognitive processes. Until we are provided
with more information about what this directness sof other-
perception is, exactly, I think we should be cautious about ac-
cepting the idea.

Third, I do not think we should accept that empathy never
loses sight of the distinction between self and other. Why do I
say that? Because I think sometimes the way that we gain ac-
cess to what others feel is by our feeling what they feel as a
result of their feeling what they feel. Suppose I catch your ir-
ritation as you tell me about your day of frustrations. I "nd
myself feeling irritated and wonder why. Then I remember
that you have just been tellingme about your day in an agitated
way, and I ascribe my irritation to that. But I am not irritated
with you, I’m irritated for you. So I empathize with you. Butmy
sensitivity to your irritation was at such a basic level that I was
initially confused about whether it was personally felt or felt for
you. Some of us think that this is quite a normal way for em-
pathy to arise (Eisenberg 2000; Maibom 2017). But the initial
stage may very well “collapse some of the various ongoing
intersubjective and intercorporeal asymmetries that exist
between an empathizer and empathizee.” If we understand
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pleased if our discussion of empathy in this article contributes to
furthering such a dialogue in anthropology and beyond.

—Dan Zahavi and C. Jason Throop
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