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Counter-Argument

In this book I would like to discuss the glorification of the phenomenon of empathy. In addition to
a number of advantages, empathy also has a number of serious drawbacks and it is important to
keep those drawbacks firmly in mind. Of course I am not the only one nor the first to respond to
the call for more empathy with critical counter arguments. In his book Against Empathy American
psychologist Paul Bloom presents detailed reasons why empathy does not make a good basis for
our actions. It is not emotions, he believes, but rational considerations that should be central to
social governance and guide our moral actions.

My critical reflection on the subject starts out from a different perspective. I deliberately avoid
beginning from the question of whether we are by nature empathic, rational or selfish creatures.
The question of what is truly human nature does not help us in determining the importance of
empathy, because this is an ancient question to which no precise answer can be given. Or better
put, this is a question to which we can come up with many precise answers but to which we lack a
definitive answer. For every study showing how selfish we are, a counter-study can be found.
Bloom, too, often refers to research into animal behaviour, drawing an analogy with human
behaviour. In this sense his contentious study runs along the same lines as arguments in favour of
empathy: he too co-opts human nature — brain or genes - in his answer to the question of who we
really are - be it altruistic, selfish, rational or emotional.

In complex issues such as moral behaviour there is more at issue than just ‘human nature’.
Studies claiming to know the essence of ‘man’ neglect an important dimension: the contingency of
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human behaviour. What we do does not happen because we are compelled to do so by our genes or
brain, but because our behaviour is dependent on our circumstances. Our behaviour is
characterised by an unpredictable logic and irrationality: sometimes we do something for others,
sometimes not; sometimes we only help people close to us, other times only people who live far
away. Those who argue for empathy must take into account the broad range of human action and
the complexity of human behaviour. The important question is not whether we are empathic
creatures, but why we sometimes behave empathically and sometimes not; what mechanisms are at
work here and how can we understand them?

I also expressly wish to do justice to the social context of our behaviour. Empathy and
involvement offer no guarantee of a harmonious society. Living together means that power and
conflict are at issue and that we cannot stay friends with everyone. Many pleas for empathy
nevertheless assume that if we got to know one another better this would automatically lead to
better mutual understanding. That belief is seriously mistaken. If that were true, marital disputes
would long be a thing of the past. This idea, based on the Christian concept of universal charity,
implies that it is only a matter of time before humanity becomes one big warm family, as long as we
succeed in loving one another, as Krznaric claims. One day, in his view, the political battle between
humans, ideologies and nation states will be replaced by a purely positive morality, because if we
get to know one another better through empathy, we will arrive at greater understanding and the
chance of living together harmoniously will automatically grow:

Political and ethnic violence, religious intolerance, poverty and hunger, human rights abuses,
global warming - there is an urgent need to harness the power of empathy to tackle these
crises and bridge social divides.

Jesse Klaver appears to make the same suggestion, albeit in more moderate terms than Krznaric:

If we want to understand one another, we need to enter into dialogue again. That is only
possible with sensitivity to the problems and opinions of the other, with empathy.

Of course we have to talk to understand one another, but important parts of our social relationships
function precisely thanks to a lack of involvement, dialogue or understanding. Indifference is
structurally ingrained in our model of society. The entire system of social security, after all, is based
on the idea that there are far too many of us to know one another personally and help one another.
The welfare state as we know it therefore roundly rejects the idea that we must all exhibit mutual
solidarity. Anyone wishing to replace this indifference or its impersonal nature with empathy must
understand the demands he or she is making on everyone and the sort of society this could lead to.
Imagine that you had to have some level of sympathy with everyone with whom you showed
financial solidarity. How far would solidarity reach then?

The government has introduced social security because the more complex society has
become, the less the charity model has sufficed. A social safety net for people who have suffered a
setback in a certain phase of their lives requires much more than philanthropy. Institutionalised
solidarity does not depend on empathy, but on impersonal justice. This abstract system assumes
that I as an individual do not need to continually empathise with someone’s personal situation to
support him or her. Institutionalised solidarity puts far fewer demands on our moral system than
empathy. That is in some sense liberating; after all, how can we be personally involved with
millions of citizens?

The questions I would like to set before the reader are therefore as follows: might it be that
rather than a shortage of empathy there is currently more of an excess? Have we perhaps forgotten
why indifference can be useful and even necessary to keep society going? Of course we need
empathy. Indifference without any form of empathy is unworkable, but so is the opposite: a certain
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measure of indifference releases us from the impossible task of continually having to empathise
with everyone in life. This indifference, if coupled with a government that aims to distribute its
resources fairly, makes society workable. Only demands for more empathy offer no way forward.

It should therefore be a source of concern that some political calls for more empathy currently
go hand in hand with the breakdown of institutionalised solidarity and the welfare state. Those who
dismantle solidarity and allow empathy to gain in prominence run the risk of overloading our
capacity for empathy. Take the pamphlet The engaged citizen, by Gwendolyn Rutten, chair of the
Flemish liberal party Open VLD, who declares herself against government-organised solidarity and
argues for more empathy and spontaneous forms of solidarity.

The question is how far this spontaneous solidarity will reach. Involvement and charity have
their limits and often we fail to respond to the umpteenth request for support or understanding.
Empathy, when overloaded, can turn into indignation or outrage. In order to prevent this, we must
maintain a certain distance from one another and not continually feel the need to empathise with
everyone.

In this respect I am talking about a workable indifference. Since we cannot help everyone
personally, we should ask ourselves how as a society we can help as many people as possible in the
most targeted manner. This way of thinking supersedes the individual level and demands
something other than empathy. Rather than arguing for more empathy, I would like to point to the
risks of too much empathy in society. Deploying empathy as a means of bridging all divisions and
opposing indifference not only bears witness to a lack of insight into its limitations but also fails to
recognise the positive sides of indifference, that is to say the fact that indifference enables us not to
be involved with everything and everyone.

I therefore reject the complaint that people these days care less about one another. The
empirical foundation of this complaint is highly dubious: we do not spend less money today on
good causes, we empathise with the pain of people all over the world and many of us are concerned
with the pain of animals. At the same time it is impossible to empathise with everyone and a certain
degree of indifference is needed to keep society going.

p20-23

The structure of this book

In chapter 11 set the scene of the social debate on empathy. I also give a brief overview of the
philosophical and social history of the concept. We need this background information not only to
understand what we are talking about but also to gain insight into a number of current debates on
empathy or the lack thereof.

Chapter 2 fleshes out these insights, starting out from the question of why people are
empathic. When and in what circumstances do we develop empathic feelings and what factors
influence the process? I sketch a number of factors of importance for understanding why and when
empathic feelings emerge or remain absent.

From chapter 3 I explicitly address the social debate on empathy. I will argue that empathy is
an insufficient and in some respects undesirable basis for social governance. I sketch the
limitations and downsides of empathy, specifically when it comes to distributing resources, rights
or other goods, where we must develop criteria for who receives what and why.

I also address the misguided belief that if we were to get to know one another better our
empathic feelings would automatically increase, leading to quicker solutions to social problems.
Greater knowledge of one another does not automatically lead to greater understanding, and
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empathy is too shaky a foundation for social governance in a society such as ours. Empathy can
hold things together within a small village community, but not in a society numbering millions. In
fact we are gradually threatened with the prospect of becoming the victims of our empathy. We
cannot go proclaiming ‘Je suis Charlie’ every day. Too much empathy can result in indignation,
cynicism or rage.

Whereas in chapter 3 I warn against an excess of empathy, in chapter 4 I will convert that
warning into an appeal for a workable indifference. By that I mean the ability to maintain an
appropriate distance, without leaving people out in the cold. A certain degree of indifference is an
important condition for keeping our welfare state going. We need a delimited space for empathy, as
a complement to other, more abstract principles, such as justice and solidarity, which should arm
us against overloading our capacity for empathy.

Finally in chapter 5 I develop a more complex view of human nature than tends to be found in
discussions of our capacity for empathy and moral choices. I tackle the question of who humans are
from the perspective of their own context. That context is society, so the social debate on empathy
is central to the book. Certainly I also start out from a particular view of humanity, and I do so in
order to make clear that we are not only capable of empathy, but also of feelings of hate and
aggression, and not only towards people with whom we are unfamiliar. We are capable of ignoring
the pain of those around us or doing all kinds of things to one another in the name of love. In this
respect, following Franz Kafka, I will speak of the scoundrel dimension, as it was expressed in the
short story cited above. I describe man as a morally ambivalent creature and, following Sigmund
Freud, I claim that human interactions are never without conflict and that we are all continually
developing a great many aggressive tendencies towards one another.

Any treatise on empathy must take this into account, if it is to avoid being a mere stab in the
dark. Even if we are capable of placing ourselves in others’ shoes, empathy does not safeguard us
from violence or betrayal. A probing understanding of our innate scoundrel should arm us against
the derailments which can occur when we cling to the idea that we could liberate ourselves from all
evil and all conflict if we only knew one another better.

p24-27

1. What I’'m talking about when I talk about
empathy

Whatever other passions we may be actuated by; pride, ambition, avarice, curiosity, revenge or lust; the soul
or animating principle of them all is sympathy.

(David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature)

More or less empathy?




