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Empathy and the Self: The Healing Properties of 

Empathy in the Context of the Self 

Abstract 

In this chapter, the argument is that empathy is the matrix out of which the self emerges. 

In this chapter, empathy is positioned as an on-going process of distinguishing, 

sustaining, and strengthening the structure of the self. Paradoxically, the structure of the 

self is distinguished, sustained, and maintained through failures of empathy. These 

failures of empathy occur within a context of successful empathy that lays down and 

builds psychic structure in the self. This structure enables the individual to deal with the 

slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, as setbacks, breakdowns, defeats as well as 

accomplishments inevitably arise in the course of life. The self is to the function of 

integration exactly as the coral reef is to the micro organisms that live and die there. The 

self is the beautiful, multi-colored grave yard of skeletal remains of processes that have 

produced results, sedimented, and accreted in a boot strap operation of coping with the 

physical environment and context of human interrelations. Another word for “self” is 

“character,” though some conditions and qualifications need to be added. 

Accomplishments in the direction of excellence produce character.  Character is what 

remains after experiences have been processed (or not processed) and left behind in an 

on-going living into the future by the eruption of spontaneity. The self function is a center 

of spontaneity, possibly emergent in large-brained organisms. The self function is the 

spontaneous intentionality of generating possibilities, synthesizing the manifold of 

experience, constituting content as meaningful, integrating the on-going stream of lived 

temporal unfolding, and laying down a network of experiences that provide a 

multilayered sediment of experience. This sedimentation (context of associations of 

experience) provides the structure required to support and implement vicarious 

experience – enabling one individual (self) to experience emotions with, in, and through 

the other individual.   

 

 

Who Asks, “Who am I?”  

A sudden negative experience can shake a person to the core or make one’s head feel like 

it is spinning. A series of such set backs, and an individual starts to have an identity 

crisis, wondering who am I, what does it all mean. The person experiences palpably a 

weakening of the coherence of his or her identity, or even a sense of fragmentation in the 

face of personal setbacks and failures. For example, if an individual is unable to pursue 

the livelihood for which he or she has prepared, this person’s sense of self is lessened. 

Less dramatically, if an individual gets a major career promotion, loses a long tenured 
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job, or is faced with a life event such as a marriage or divorce or birth of a child, the 

feeling that he does not know himself emerges. The person considers and reflects on who 

he has been and reminisces on key events. An individual’s sense of self comes at a person 

out of the past as traits of an abiding character and shows up as agency, undertaking 

initiatives that are future oriented. The present time-frame leaves individuals distracted 

and overwhelmed with busyness in the face of perplexity about how the individual got 

into the predicament known as life and managed to survive so far. The present occasions 

individual perplexity about “who am I?” even without attempting to identify a persisting 

object to be monitored. This attempt to “fix the flux” of minute-by-minute, day-by-day, 

experience by attending to the process of monitoring the flux of experience itself results 

in monitoring the monitor, putting one on the slippery slope to a dizzying infinite regress.  

 

In this chapter, the argument is that empathy is the matrix out of which the self emerges. 

In this chapter, empathy is positioned as an on-going process of distinguishing, 

sustaining, and strengthening the structure of the self. Paradoxically, the structure of the 

self is distinguished, sustained, and maintained through failures of empathy. These 

failures of empathy occur within a context of successful empathy that lays down and 

builds psychic structure in the self. This structure enables the individual to deal with the 

slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, as setbacks, breakdowns, defeats as well as 

accomplishments inevitably arise in the course of life.  

 

Ultimately, in the everyday encounter of one individual with another, the loss of the 

empathy furnished by the other is dreaded as much as death itself. The loss of empathy 

means (both ontically and ontologically) the loss of humanness. The loss of empathy 

means the loss of emotional vitality. The loss of empathy means the loss of the 

advantages and disadvantages of human interrelatedness. In this interpretation, empathy 

is not merely a cognitive function of knowing what is (ontically) going on with the other 

individual (though it is that too); empathy is the foundation of being in the world with 

other human beings. Empathy is ontological, and its breakdown, interruption, withdrawal, 

or absence is a fundamental crisis of the self (“who am I?”) that renders individuals (and 
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communities) vulnerable to a loss of meaning that is dreaded as much (and sometimes 

more) than death itself. 

 

This already seems to imply a position on the ontological status of the self, since the talk 

is about “structure of the self.” However, it is important not to close off the discussion too 

soon. The existence of the self is a completely open question, especially given the 

possibility of redescribing character traits, dispositions, habits, expertise, agency, and 

emotional equilibrium as a naïve realistic self-misunderstanding of the “inner thinking 

thing.” The danger of objectifying the self into a “thinking thing” looms large. Still, if the 

question “Who am I?” is not able to be answered by the self, then who asks the question? 

If the self is itself an invention, what is it doing the inventing? The position that there are 

no selves will presumably be required to provide an account of the individual’s 

misunderstanding about the existence of the self.  

 

Approaches to the self extend along a spectrum. At the one end, the position is that the 

self is non-existent. There are no selves. At the other end, the self is the bearer of the 

individual’s humanity, ambitions and ideals (values), fundamental wholeness, 

completeness, integrity, individuality.  In between are positions about character traits, 

agency, spontaneity, that are functional, phenomenological, ontological (hermeneutical 

(narrative)), psychoanalytical, and even biological.  

 

For the neurophenomenologist, Thomas Metzinger, the self does not exist – there are no 

selves, only the naively realistic misunderstanding that a phenomenal self appears in 

consciousness. For Husserl the self is the monad, the psychophysical organism that 

contains the entire universe of meaning, especially the other, within its sphere of 

ownness, the realm of what is “mine” as a source of intentionality. For Heidegger the self 

is the articulation of the thrown-projection of care of the human being that takes a stand 

on its being. For Kohut the self is the dynamic tension arc of accomplishment between 

narcissistic grandiosity and idealizing objectifications of otherness that enable the 

individual to engage a productive life of satisfying personal relatedness.    
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A word of caution at the start. The approach to the self of neurophenomenology 

(Metzinger) is simply not that of classic phenomenology (Husserl), that of classic 

phenomenology is not that of fundamental ontology (Heidegger), that of ontology is not 

that of psychoanalysis (Kohut), and that of psychoanalysis is not that of 

neurophenomenology, phenomenology, ontology, empiricism, social psychology, or, for 

that matter, analytic philosophy. Any effort to shoehorn them all into one unified 

category is misguided.  No attempt will be made to do that here or to be exhaustive 

within the scope of a single chapter. Empathy is what will operate as a leading thread, 

tying together the different approaches to the self. In short, the wide ranging excursion 

through the self takes its orientation from empathy, not from Metzinger, Zahavi, 

Heidegger, Husserl, Kohut, Mead, Freud, Vygotsky, Piaget, etc. Of course, the 

commitment is to be true to what these researchers and great thinkers say about the self 

(and empathy); but the interest of this chapter is in the contribution to empathy that they 

can make, not necessarily to the thinker’s own project.    

 

The Self does not Exist 

As Hume famously pointed out, when he examined the contents of his introspective 

awareness, he did not find a subject among objects. He did not find a self or an ego or a 

subject.  

 

When we talk of self or substance, we must have an idea annex’d to these terms, 

otherwise they are altogether unintelligible. Every idea is deriv’d from preceding 

impressions; and we have no impression of self or substance, as something simple 

and individual. We have, therefore, no idea of them in that sense” (Hume 1739: 

633).  

 

This problem is rooted in Hume’s overall philosophical enterprise, and he has to fall back 

to a customary conjunction of standalone perceptions that form a bundle based on the 

model of a community or commonwealth (Haugeland 1977: 63-71).
1
 Thomas Metzinger 

                                                 
1
 John Haugeland. (1977). “Hume on personal identity” in Having Thought: Essays on the Metaphysics of 

Mind. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998. Note that Haugeland does not engage Hume on the 

solution of a “society of mind,” a commonwealth, but just leaves it at Hume’s impasse between perception 

of distinct existences and the absence of relationship between distinct existences (Hume 1739: 636).  
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takes up Hume’s cause of the non existing self. Metzinger leaves behind Hume’s overly 

simplified theory that perceptions are substantially distinct entities. Metzinger is also 

inspired by Kant’s debunking of the self as non existent “thinking substance” in Kant’s 

account of dialectical illusion (Kant 1781/87: A348). This does not stop Kant – or 

Metzinger – from a positive account of the self as an appearance (Metzinger’s 

“phenomenal self model” (PSM)) that has the form of an inner temporal flux anchored in 

an external spatial permanent in perception. However, Kant’s account of self-affection in 

the transcendental unity of (self) apperception goes too far for Metzinger (Kant 1781/87: 

A123; A143/B183). Instead, Metzinger employs a complex information processing 

mechanism and the wide-ranging cases of neurophenomenology, stating:   

 

The central ontological claim: No such things as selves exist in the world. All that 

exists are certain information-processing systems meeting the constraints for 

phenomenality while operating under a transparent self-model [. . .]. However, if 

an organism operates under a phenomenally transparent self-model, then it 

possesses a phenomenal self [. . .] being an appearance only [. . . ] For all 

scientific and philosophic purposes, the notion of a self [. . .] can be safely 

eliminated.”
2
  

 

Returning to Plato’s myth of the cave, in a rhetorical flourish both provocative and 

insightful, Metzinger asserts that the cave is empty (2003: 549-51). The book in your 

hand is a dancing shadow in the central nervous system (like the shadows on the wall in 

the myth of the cave). The fire is neural dynamics (like the fire in the cave). However, no 

one is at home. No one in the sense of a homunculus who can stop the infinite regress, 

answering the puzzle of who is monitoring the monitor. The substantial self does not 

exist – it is an illusion, a hypostatization, a reification. The “thinking thing” that was 

mistaken for a soul or self by traditional philosophy does not exist or subsist, but it 

continues to persist at the level of an illusion. According to Metzinger, it is an 

evolutionarily adaptive, naïve realistic self-misunderstanding. The thinking thing is 

useful and required to stop an infinite regress of homunculi, but it is an adaptive artifact, 

a necessary illusion into which thinkers fall when trying to apprehend what is doing the 

thinking. The substantiality of the “thinking thing” stops the infinite regress of trying to 

                                                 
2
 Thomas Metzinger, (2003), Being No One: The Self-Model Theory of Subjectivity. Cambridge, MA: MIT 

Press, 2003: 563 
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monitor the monitor. Stops it because it runs into a thing, plop, which puts an abrupt end 

to the infinite loop in which the neurological computer would otherwise spin, instead of 

doing useful work such as avoiding predators or finding the next meal. Our illusion of the 

substantiality of the self has survival value! However, it is not less an illusion – as is all 

the philosophy and religion that gets spun around its illusory substantiality.  

 

In particular, what Metzinger calls this “naïve realistic misunderstanding” that the self is 

a persisting thing stops the brain as a computational engine from going into a loop and 

paralyzing the organism (2003: 279). For example, when the organism is in danger, 

threatened by an enemy, beast of prey, or natural hazard, “analysis paralysis” is to be 

avoided (2003: 35, ftnt#19). Those of our ancestors where such a computational 

processing loop actually occurred were strangely frozen in a kind of analysis paralysis 

and were eaten by the tiger, ending the experiment in natural selection. Those that 

“suffered” from the mistaken belief that the self appearing to their introspective attention 

was a persisting substance stopped analyzing their situation, acted, and escaped (in this 

case) the tiger. The appearance of the self as a thinking thing is generated as an 

information-computational strategy for optimizing computing resources, reducing 

ambiguity, and controlling behavior (Metzinger 2003: 316). The phenomenological self 

model is precisely the accretion, sedimentation, of experiences related to the act of 

intentional spontaneity bumping up against the world.  

 

In several rhetorically brilliant but arguably excessive theoretical speculations, Metzinger 

asserts that the brain hallucinates the world as a process of global simulation and then 

uses its self-model to test reality, computationally eliminating the wrong hypothesis – 

(e.g.) the pattern in the bushes are the stripes of a tiger, not just tall grass swaying in the 

shadows cast by the sun - and quickly discarding the inaccurate hypotheses (e.g., 2003: 

52). This is a computation performed subpersonally and usually unavailable to attentional 

awareness due to “autoepistemic closure” (Metzinger 2003: 57). “Autoepistemic closure” 

means the computation or other perceptual process is beneath the threshold of conscious 

awareness and closed to awareness on the part of one phenomenal self (auto).  It is dark, 

not visible. It is unavailable to attentional and introspective awareness such as might have 
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been employed by an arm chair philosopher like Hume. However, this constraint is 

sometimes violated when consciously performing “as if” type simulations. It is also 

violated when we are aware that the scene we are observing is a mirage, or when the 

transparent trust of another in which we are living is suddenly changed to awareness that 

the other has deceived one. The one becomes aware of its false belief as a nontransparent 

(“opaque”) mistake. The trust (now opaque and thus visible) was a misrepresentation of 

the social reality. This gives rise to the distinction between appearance and reality or a 

developing concept of misrepresentation (2003: 389). Once the concept of 

misrepresentation is allowed, that of representation is given, which, in turn, opens out 

into an account of intentional relations between subjects and objects, and subjects and 

subjects.  

 

Although Metzinger does not comment on the Hume quote, he would likely assert that 

Hume did not find an impression (perception) corresponding to his idea of a self because 

he was apprehending the world through a transparent, phenomenal self-model (PSM). 

“Transparent” means “invisible” to the user – in this case Hume. One looks right through 

it (the PSM) like a transparent pane of glass. Just as the person sees the bird flying but 

not the glass window through which the person is looking, the person sees things, etc. in 

the environment, not the self through which the person engages the world. The content of 

our transparent self-model is what an introspecting subject apprehends in various ways, 

little realizing that the neurological, computational process occurring are “under the 

hood,” beneath the threshold of conscious awareness; but still responsible for that 

awareness. Of course, there are many examples of opaque mental representations such as 

good, old fashioned propositional attitudes (2003: 174) as well as the reified experiential 

contents of a continuous phenomenal self-representation, making it into an object by 

attending to it (2003: 272).  

 

The main problem with Metzinger’s approach is that he is working with an anachronistic, 

though celebrated, definition of the self, a thinking thing, which he then, naturally, finds 

unsatisfactory. Metzinger recreates Kant’s strategy of dialectical illusion about the 

substantial self at three levels without, however, ever acknowledging Kant’s dialectic. 
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First, Metzinger argues that the self is a phenomenal process, generated by the biological 

nervous system as an appearance in consciousness, a position for which significant 

interpretation of neurological data and psychiatric cases is useful. Second, he rejects the 

notion of a hypostasized “thinking thing,” which, of course, is the main point made by 

Kant in the famous fallacy of the paralogisms of the thinking thing (e.g., Kant 1781/87: 

A348). This is a fallacy built into reason itself, so that, even after it is explained as an 

illusion, the fallacy still returns again and again. This is similar to an optical illusion, 

which, even though dispelled, still fools the eye. Instead, Kant provides three kinds of 

synthetic unity (figurative, reproductive, and productive), and a schematization in the flux 

of temporal inner sense of the categories of the understanding by which the subject 

contributes to the unification of its own experience. Metzinger’s description of the 

constraints on phenomenal consciousness do not map directly to Kant’s understanding of 

inner sense, but come close while providing significant amplification in the realm of 

appearances. Third, in both cases – Kant and Metzinger - the illusion is necessary. For 

Kant, it is a function of the way in which human reason works, striving to complete the 

series of conditions in the unconditioned. For Metzinger, it is a resonant result of our 

biological heritage, spontaneously pulsating forth across the boundary between the 

conscious organism and environment. According to Metzinger, the human brain operates 

at a subsymbolic and nonlinguistic level and commits an “intensional fallacy,” inferring 

the existence of entities (“unicorns,” “thinking things,” “selves”) used in the intensional 

context as if they were extended things in space (2003: 387).  

 

For Metzinger, the self is a similar compelling but false appearance in phenomenal 

experience and a consequence of a commitment to adapt and survive. The appearance is 

analogous to an illusion or even a pathological state of the brain. Metzinger refers to 

diverse pathological disease states in which the individual denies having the condition, 

e.g., denying being blind, while actually blindly stumbling around the room, 

confabulating that someone moved the chair. “Anosognosia” is a loss of insight into an 

existing physiological or cognitive deficit (2003: 429). 

 



 

Page 9 of 76 © Lou Agosta, Ph.D.  LAgosta@UChicago.edu 

Like anosognostic patients we might have persistent false beliefs de se while 

never being able to experience consciously this very fact, because they are rooted 

in the deep structure of our noncognitive model of reality (2003: 437; “de se” is 

Latin for “regarding the self”).  

 

[. . . ] [P]henomenal selfhood originates in a lack of attentional, subsymbolic self-

knowledge, Phenomenal transparency is a special kind of darkness. For a 

biological point of view this kind of darkness has been enormously successful, 

because it creates what I have called the ‘naïve-realistic self-misunderstanding’ 

(2003: 632; see also 387, 592, 597, 627 about bad arguments, false beliefs, being 

convinced of the self-model theory). 

 

We humans are so constituted that we are unable to believe that the self-model theory of 

subjectivity is actually true, since that would require a “cognitively lucid, 

nonpathological way of dissolving your sense of self” (2003: 627). Human beings have a 

strong sense and conviction of being a self; but if one is persuaded by Metzinger’s 

evidence and arguments that the self is an appearance in an unfolding window of 

presence of a first-person perspective, then one ought to abandon one’s conviction. Of 

course, this is not a claim that could be falsified in any obvious way.   

 

Though Metzinger does not use Kant’s language of dialectical illusion, the “naïve 

realistic self-misunderstanding” points in the direction of it. This is Metzinger’s attempt 

to have his cake and eat it too. Metzinger debunks the idea of the self as not being a 

hypothesized thinking thing, while concurrently arguing, quite consistently, that each 

individual is consciously convinced that she or he is someone, a persisting self. There is 

no contradiction in taking these two position which capture the tension around the 

conflicting views of the phenomenal self. Meanwhile, Metzinger succeeds in telling us 

quite a lot about the phenomenal self-model, the self as it appears in the first person 

stream of consciousness.  

 

Not everything that is in consciousness is reduced to the hypostasized thinking thing. 

There is also active phenomenal content, so we do catch ourselves in the act of thinking 

(2003: 399). For example, the self-model is partitioned into transparent and opaque 

components. The opaque components are exemplified by propositional content and 

attitudes (the propositions presumably implying the operation of an intentionality), and 
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most intellectual operations (calculating, planning, designing) that are undertaken 

consciously and with intent. The transparent part is the internal endochrinological-

chemical milieu in so far as it remains beneath the threshold of conscious awareness; the 

performance of mirror neurons in inner imitation in so far as we are unaware of them; and 

all the neurological performances in the premotor, emotional, and intellectual 

neurological modules in so far as they are necessarily unavailable for introspective 

attention. The opaque part is the inchoate, emerging proprioceptive and background 

awareness of the individual’s navigational path through the environment at the very 

threshold of the preconceptual-lingusitic boundary (Bermúdez);
3
 the felt sense of 

balancing back-and-forth while watching the high-wire acrobat in so far as it can be made 

available to attentional awareness; and the evidence of vicarious experience, gut 

reactions, and emotional contagion
4
 (in so far as they are owned in disclosing aspect of 

the environment as “mine”). 

 

All this work has been required to set up the phenomenal model of the intentionality 

relation (PMIR) and the emergence of empathy on top of the neurophenomenological 

infrastructure and computations. In spite of making extensive use of the phenomenal 

model of the intentionality relation (PMIR), Metzinger issues all the necessary 

disclaimers – namely, that “…Intentionality as such is not an epistemic target within the 

scope of this book” (2003: 424). Nevertheless, as with the (phenomenal) self, a detailed 

drill down is engaged. This is where an account of empathy is integrated into the 

phenomenal self-model (PSM). Global neural dynamics for this will eventually be 

discovered empirically, and both the PSM and PMIR are, according to Metzinger, not 

mere theoretic constructs but scientific hypotheses subject to falsification (2003: 411). 

The PMIR brings the other individual into the horizon. Phenomenally, persons have an 

awareness of “getting” – understanding in a broad sense – the feelings, beliefs, intentions 

of other individuals: 

 

                                                 
3
 José Luis Bermúdez. (1998). The Paradox of Self-Consciousness. Cmabrdige, MA: The MIT Press, 2000.  

4
 Elaine Hatfield, John T. Cacioppo, Richard L. Rapson. (1994). Emotional Contagion. Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press, 1994. 
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Once a system is capable of representing transient subject-object relations in a 

globally available manner [by means of a PMIR], it becomes possible for the 

object component in the underlying representational structure to be formed by the 

intentions of other beings. A phenomenal first-person perspective allows for the 

mental representation of a phenomenal second-person perspective. The PMIR is 

what builds the bridge to the social dimension. Once a full-blown subjective 

perspective has been established, intersubjectivity can follow. [. . . . ] [A] 

completely new and highly interesting form of information becomes globally 

available for the system: the information of actually standing in certain relations 

to the goals of other conspecifics. I would claim that it is precisely the conscious 

availability of this type of information which turned human beings from acting, 

attending, and thinking selves into social subjects (2003: 420-1). 

 

Notwithstanding Metzinger’s disclaimers, a new type of information become available 

through the conspecific’s relationship with others as the goals of these others come into 

view and are accessed globally via the PMIR. The task of making sense out of 

intentionality and the application of intentionality to other beings must be engaged even 

if it is left incomplete by Metzinger (2003: 420). We have here the emergence of shared 

goals, society, and, from the perspective of intentionality, new kind of information that is 

transformational with regard to possibilities for human beings.  

 

By the way, note also how easy it is for Metzinger to discuss turning “selves” into social 

subjects after having asserted the self does not exist. Strictly speaking, this is not a 

contradiction; but it is a clue that Metzinger’s commitment to the existence of the 

phenomenal being of the self is not as ontologically relative as he makes out. Obviously 

he is referring to the phenomenal self, not the thinking thing. It is the latter that falls out 

of the conversation, not the self; and less is lost than his rhetorically more extreme 

statements would imply.  

 

There are at least three issues with this position as outlined in the quote, which will assist 

us in getting a grip on Metzinger’s position.  

 

First, the order subjective – intersubjective is a problem. Contra Metzinger, there is no 

“full-blown subjective perspective” prior to the intersubjective. While there are many 

parts of consciousness that would survive the loss of intentionality – resulting in a 
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dreamlike awareness, a temporal flux, the nested relationship of the contents, even the 

phenomenal sense of being someone (the naïve realistic self-misunderstanding) as long as 

one remained motionless and apathetic in a Buddhist-like meditative state, much would 

be lost. Without intentionality, consciousness is an awareness of an enduring, passive 

temporal now, but not much else. Without intentionality, the self-model of subjectivity 

would be a much less interesting phenomenon – there would be much less phenomenal 

self in it - without presupposing the operation of intentionality as its basis. For example, 

Metzinger cites propositional contents as being an instance of contents distinguishing 

between the transparent and opaque partition of the self-model. Propositional contents are 

visible to introspection and individual report on them in detail. They are in that sense, 

opaque. The transparent-opaque distinction is one that requires intentionality (and so the 

PMIR). Even if one discards this particular example, all of those examples where opacity 

shows up as false belief, as social cognitions that turn out to be misrepresentations, and, 

of course, as a first-person perspective, require “consciousness of.” This is so even if the 

PMIR through its normal operation contributes misleadingly results by hypostatizing the 

stream of awareness by reifying the latter as an object (“fixing the flux”). Indeed the very 

distinction between transparent and opaque partitions turns on doing this intermittently 

and transiently.  

 

Perhaps without appreciating the degree to which he has already done so, Metzinger has 

imported the subject-object relationship into the subject (the phenomenal self-model). He 

has to do this precisely because the phenomenal self without intentionality would be an 

impoverished one dimensional, waking dream, and not a very interesting one at that. 

Metzinger has inevitably imported the relationship between subject and object into 

consciousness, because the phenomenal self-model distinguished transparent and opaque 

partitions.  

 

As a consequence of importing this distinction, the subject regards some of its nested 

components (itself) as an object; and this creates the opacity. This occurs as the stream of 

consciousness drops down into the past as the subject objectifies its immediate 

experiences as what has just occurred. In introspection, an individual “I” grasps only a 
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hypostasized and objectified subject. A systematic investigation of one’s lived 

experiences becomes an inquiry into the past - like sitting in a train, watching the scenery 

go by the window, rolling by – into the spatially remote – and into the past. That is not a 

bad thing but it is not an investigation into a pulsating “I,” spontaneously streaming forth 

into the future and into the surrounding milieu. It is the “me” as I appear to myself on a 

read out of a cerebroscope, not an “I.” By definition, if the subject experiences an object, 

including itself as object, it does not experience itself as subject.
5
  

 

Second, it is precisely one of the opaque partitions in which the other is disclosed and 

given by means of a vicarious experience. Light dawns gradually over the whole. Contra 

Metzinger, as strong a case can be made that “I” is differentiated from “you” (“thou”) as 

the reverse. The intention of other individual is what gives the one his humanness in the 

first place. Human beings were acting, attending, thinking, social selves even while they 

were already in the process of becoming more and more aware of themselves as isolated, 

alienated, separated subjects. Many higher mammals are notoriously expressive - 

gregarious and “talkative” in a social context without, however, having a language 

capable of misrepresenting current situations (except perhaps in the most trivial sense) or 

of referring to a past or future beyond the horizon of short term memory (including 

imprinting during a past critical period). Yet it is quite possible that chimpanzees are 

capable of cooperative behavior without mentally representing the goals of other 

chimpanzees. The human system to interpret behavioral patterns as strictly nonobservable 

properties in other agents by intentionality detection and metaemulation points in the 

direction of empathy without actually calling it out (2003: 374).  

 

Finally, all the emerging neurophenomenological accounts of diseases of empathy – 

autism spectrum disorders, sociopathy, dissociative personality disorder – belong here 

(Baron-Cohen 1995; Hobson 2002; Farrow and Woodruff, eds. 2007).
6
 Without empathy 

                                                 
5
 This idea is mined by Dan Zahavi from Paul Natrop, one of the so-called neo-Kantians, Allgemeine 

Psychologie (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr Verlag, 1912) cited in Dan Zahavi. (2005). Subjectivity and Selfhood: 

Investigating the First-Person Perspective. Cambridge, UK: Bradford Book/MIT Press, 2005: 74. 
6
 Simon Baron-Cohen. (1995). Mindblindness: An Essay on Autism and Theory of Mind. Cambridge, MA: 

MIT Press, 1997. Also relevant, J. Fodor. (1983). The Modularity of Mind. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 

1987: 47.  P. Hobson. (2002). The Cradle of Thought: Exploring the Origins of Thinking, New York: 
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– whether it is interpreted as a module or a source of simulation (or not) – significant 

aspect of the affective life of the individual and the new information implicated quite 

simply disappears. The neurophenomenologist is skilled at finding a neural correlate of 

consciousness for virtually every conscious phenomena, and empathy should be no 

different. The distinction of self and other, even if it is only as appearances, coincides 

with the emergence of a new type of information constituted in and accessible through 

empathy. One significant method of access to the other self is through the other’s 

expressions of life. Although Metingzer has discussed the emotions insightfully, 

especially in the context of Cole’s identification of the human face as an embodied 

communication area, the use of expressions to provide a “social glue” between 

individuals is overlooked.
7
 The information that turned humans beings into social beings 

is available as expressed emotions, actions, statements, etc. This expression of emotions 

(understood broadly to include affects, sensations, moods, feelings) is a phenomenon 

virtually indistinguishable from the social context in which it is enacted and 

implemented. Perhaps this is what he means by issuing the disclaimer that the PMIR is 

“not an epistemic target within the scope of this book” (2003: 424).  

 

Thus, while Metzinger’s contribution is substantial – indeed monumental – the research 

program points in the direction of discovering the empirical structures and processes of 

neurology that undergrid the PSM and PMIR, not the humanization of the self in its 

phenomenal or related forms. This is not a criticism; it’s just what’s so. What is a 

criticism is that the position – there is no self – turn out to be misleading, albeit as an 

entertaining rhetorical flourish. The “thinking thing” was debunked by Kant as dialectical 

illusion (1781/1787), further exorcized by Gilbert Ryle as a ghost in the machine (1949), 

and periodically purged by analytic thinkers from Wittgenstein (1945) to John Wisdom 

(1946). The suspicion is growing that perhaps Kant was right – no matter how often we 

dispel the illusion of the self as a substantial, thinking thing, the illusion keeps coming 

back. Obviously this is not the only approach to the self, and given wide agreement that 

the self is not a thinking thing, there is still much room for controversy as to what is 

                                                                                                                                                 
Macmillan Pan, 2002. T. Farrow and P. Woodruff, eds. (2007).  Empathy in Mental Illness. Cambridge 

UK: Cambridge University Press, 2007.  
7
 Jonathan Cole, (1998), About Face. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998. Cited in Metzinger, 2003: 168. 
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actually showing up and appearing as the self. Along the way, Metzinger integrates a vast 

amount of empirical material into a powerful and thought-provoking research program of 

neurophenomenology. There is no substance-self, no immortal source, but there is a 

phenomenal self model that encompasses the rich, dynamic, effective structures and 

functions attributed to the self under various interpretations that are as numerous as the 

thinkers being integrated. We now turn to some of the various interpretations using the 

work of Dan Zahavi to engage Husserl and Heidegger. We will not hesitate to go beyond 

Zahavi’s penetrating and engaging interpretation where it is useful to do so to contribute 

to the development of the understanding of empathy.  

 

The Experiential Self: Empathy Beyond Empathy 

Zahavi distinguishes three notions of the self including: 

 

First, the Kantian identity pole, the “I think” that must accompany all my 

representations to make them the contents of a single unified (transcendental) 

consciousness. Heidegger’s interpretation of Kant is relevant to Zahavi. Heidegger 

calls out time in Kant as pure self-affection and the temporal character of the self 

(Heidegger 1929: 193; ¶34).
8
 Zahavi incorporates elements of this approach into his 

own definition (below).  

 

Second, the perspective of Heidegger’s being in the world, which, according to 

Zahavi, is the narrative perspective and a social construct (Zahavi, 2005: 106) as it is 

further elaborated in Ricoeur and MacIntyre.
9
 Though Heidegger is mercilessly 

critical of the subject-object deadend, he allows for a positive account of 

“consciousness,” which, however, does not even come up until the final page of 

Being and Time (1927: H437). What Heidegger does say is that human existence 

                                                 
8
 Martin Heidegger. (1929). Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, tr. James S. Churchill. Bloomington, 

IN: Indiana University Press, 1962. Heidegger’s Gesamtausgabe Band  (vol.) 3: Kant und das Problem der 

Metaphysik. Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1991. 

 
9
 Alsdair MacIntyre, (1981/84), After Virtue. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1985. Paul 

Ricoeur.(1985). Time and Narrative, Vol. 3, tr. Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer. Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1988. 
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(Dasei) is always mine (1927: H43). What this means is interpreted and incorporated 

by Zahavi into his own preferred definition (immediately below). 

 

Third, a formal and minimal notion of the self, consciousness of an experience in its 

first-person mode of givenness, an experiential self. When a proprioceptive sense of 

the internal milieu of bodily sensations representing internal chemistry to which we 

are autoepistemically closed (“blood sugar,” “oxygen,” “adrenaline,” “serotonin”) is 

given in attentional awareness, it is given as mine. This is a “what it is like,” an 

experiential givenness, a core sense of self, a sense of being certain about one’s own 

existence. Even when the other looks backwards into its past, the past is given as 

“mine.”  

 

Zahavi argues that the third approach should replace the first one and provide a 

foundation for the second. Zahavi acknowledges that phenomenology has had a problem 

accounting for intersubjectivity, a reference to Husserl’s struggles with solipsism and 

“other minds” in the Cartesian Meditations (1929/31). He cites approvingly the 

reminders from both the analytic tradition (Wittgenstein (1945)) and the 

phenomenological one (Scheler (1913/22)) that the argument from analogy is inadequate. 

Without including the expressions of life – emotions, feelings, affects, and well as 

volitions, beliefs, cognitions (the later less of an issue as they are directly available in 

language) – the other individual is quite simply inaccessible. In contrast, once the 

expressive life is allowed, happiness is directly available in the smile; sadness in the 

tears; and the respective affects in their expression by means of the lived body. The face 

to face encounter between individuals is a good start on a human dialogue and the 

community of individual. Yet the face to face encounter is not sufficiently radical. Not 

for Zahavi, and not for Levinas (1961).
10
 It does not capture the otherness, for example, 

articulated in Levinas’s radical otherness in which the other holds me responsible and 

makes me into an objectified other, founding my being (ontologically) in an ethical 

relationship and in an enlarged sense of ethical of accountability. At this level, empathy 

                                                 
10
 Emmanuel Levinas. (1961). Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, tr. A. Lingis. Pittsburgh, PA: 

Dusquesne University Press, 200 
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remains merely a form of cognition (granted that it is that too), subject to reiterated global 

doubts, and unable to provide a foundation for intersubjectivity. Therefore, Zahavi 

proposes going beyond empathy in at least two areas without, however, necessarily 

taking Levinas’ ethical turn. First, Heidegger’s Mitsein (and Mitdasein, its ontical 

version) being with other human beings, and, second, Husserl’s remarks about the 

foundation of intersubjectivity, selectively chosen from his posthumous writings 

(Nachlass). We now turn to those.  

 

“Going Beyond” Empathy in Heidegger to . . .  Empathy 

At this point it will be useful to take a step back to avoid reinventing the wheel, which is 

always hard work.
11
 In Chapter ___ of this work, on Heidegger’s Special Hermeneutic of 

Empathy (Einfühlung), a detailed argument was provided that Heidegger’s 

individualization of the self as the individual’s ownmost possibility in the face of death 

was good as far as it went, but left the possibility of authentic being with others little 

developed or explored. Human beings (Dasein) were predictably inauthentic when 

conforming to the everyday norms of “the one,” the “they self” (das Man), a feature not 

expected to change under any interpretation. Yet Heidegger held open the possibility of a 

logical space of authentic being with others; however, this option remained incomplete 

and inchoate in Heidegger (according to the analysis in Chapter ___ ). Humans are 

usually distracted and just follow the crowd. Heidegger’s explicit argument in Being and 

Time is that humans are called back from lostness in “the one” in the confrontation with 

death. I argued that Heidegger’s position should be amplified to allow that humans are 

also called back from the distraction in everyday busyness in authentic being with others.   

 

In Chapter ___, the detailed argument was that authentic Mitsein – being with others - 

was precisely the place in which the missing chapter on authentic being with others ought 

to be located in Being and Time.  The nature of this encounter between the one and the 

other included possibility of a radicalization of ontic Mitdasein in the direction of 

ontological otherness of the kind of which Levinas writes. It also allowed for a simpler 

                                                 
11
 Editorial note: Most of this section duplicates what was said in Chapter ___ on Implementing Empathy 

as Heidegger’s Existential Analytic: Heidegger’s Special Hermeneutic of Empathy.  
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account of an openness to the other as disclosed in the affectivity of respect (as suggested 

in Chapter ___). In any case, a logical space was created for authentic being with others 

consistent with what Heidegger allowed, but the latter’s position was superceded and 

amplified by the implementation of authentic being with the other in detail as empathy. 

The missing special hermeneutic (interpretation) of empathy, for which Heidegger called 

but “forgot” to provide – was reconstructed. In this context, Heidegger explicitly pointed 

to the way in which care (Sorge) encompassed care-for-others (“Fürsorge” usually 

translated as “solicitude”), but neglected to exploit the breakthrough to authentic being 

with others in anything but a few passing ontical remarks.  

 

For Heidegger, the self of the human being (Dasein) is individualized in its ownmost 

possibility of death (no more Dasein). The anxiety that results discloses Dasein’s being as 

a whole ontologically. This calls back Dasein from its distractedness in the superficial 

persona that it presents in conforming to the roles of the anonymous others – das Man, 

the one – that form the everyday fallen “they self.” Ontically, death is an advisor, 

counseling human being to choose wisely and choose like its being was at stake. In 

parallel with this, the encounter with physical death is a model for the bestowal of 

humanness on the self by the other through empathy. The loss of empathy in the 

withdrawal of the other is the loss of one’s humanness, a kind of death in life, worse than 

physical death itself. In the everyday (ontic) encounter of one individual with another and 

the ontological relationship between self and other, the loss of empathy provided by the 

other is dreaded as much as death itself. It means the loss of humanness, the loss of 

emotional vitality, the loss of the advantages and disadvantages of human 

interrelatedness. According to this approach, empathy is not merely a cognitive function 

of knowing what is going on with other (though it is perhaps that too); it is a foundational 

way of being in the world with other beings. Empathy is ontological, and its withdrawal 

or absence is an ontological crisis (“who am I?”) that renders individuals (and 

communities) vulnerable to breakdowns that are dreaded as much (and sometimes more) 

than death itself. 
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The final step needs to be taken by bringing in the analysis of the self as care. The link 

needs to be made between care and empathy as foundational being with. As noted 

previously, taking a stand on one’s being in the face of death is what gives the self 

constancy and continuity; and taking a stand is usually understood as taking a stand for 

something or someone who requires, needs, or merits standing for. Heidegger does not 

distinguish taking a stand for oneself versus taking a stand for another, as in empathic 

listening, since Heidegger’s interest in this section is to undercut the discussions of the 

“I” as the persisting subject, the permanent in inner perception or continuous “I think” 

that accompanies all one’s  representations (especially Kant’s).  

 

Existentially, selfhood is only to be found [. . .] [in] the being of Dasein as care. 

In terms of care, the “taking a stand” [Ständigkeit] of the self, as the supposed 

persistence of the subject, gets its clarification. The phenomenon of this authentic 

potentiality-of-being, however, also opens our eyes to the constancy of the self in 

the sense of its having gained a stand [Standgewonnenhaben]. The constancy of 

the self in the double sense of constancy and steadfastness is the authentic 

counter-possibility to the lack of constancy [Unselbst-ständigkeit] of irresolute 

falling prey [. . . .] Its ontological structure reveals the existentiality of the 

selfhood of the self. (Heidegger/Stambaugh, 1927: 296-7; H322; translation 

modified).  

 

The structure of the self maps precisely to that of care. Once again “care” should not be 

misunderstood as ministering to one’s needs for food, shelter, companionship. Human 

beings (Dasein) are designed such that “who am I?” is an issue for them. Care is the 

requirement that humans have to answer the question based on being thrown into a 

situation not of their own choosing, living into a future they have the power to choose but 

only partially, on the basis of entanglements with everyday distractions such as 

conforming to implicit norms and conventions. In this context, the unavoidable 

inevitability of death shows up like a cold show – and leaves one shivering, too, though 

with anxiety (“fear and trembling”), not physical cold.  

 

The unavoidable inevitability of the other – in attachment and separation, in relatedness 

and detachment, in understanding and misunderstanding – shows up like a bestowal of 

life giving humanness in empathy. It goes beyond what Heidegger explicitly says to ask 
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about the loss of the other, but, in the context of authentic being with others, it makes 

sense to do so. The loss of the other is different than the anxiety occasioned by fear of 

death. The loss of the other is the loss of one’s humanness – ontological, not physical, 

death – the loss of one’s human self. Without others to whom to relate, one is reduced to 

the level of an emotionless zombie. Life becomes empty and meaningless in the face of 

which even negative emotions – hostility, anger, hatred – can seem better than the empty 

lethargy and emptiness of apathy -  a kind of spiritual depression. Nothing happens. Yes, 

the sun rises and sets; yet nothing matters. All is empty. Ultimately, the loss of the other 

is the loss of the other’s empathy for one, expressed in the first person, for me. One’s 

empathy for the other renders him accessible; the other’s empathy for the one (e.g, me), 

makes one human and fills one with satisfaction and life itself. Of course, as with the 

individualizing experience of anxiety in the face of death, the experience of the other 

need not always be a happy one. However, what Chapter ___ on Implementing Empathy 

through Heidegger’s Special Hermeneutic of Empathy has argued is that the respect 

disclosed by the presence of the other – a respect that discloses empathy affectively - is 

equally powerful to the individualizing experience of anticipating death in calling the 

human being back from its lostness in the “they self” (“the one”) to the humanness of the 

authentic self. 

 

The other individual shows up in a diversity of ways according to a common pattern. The 

other individual shows up as an unavoidable inevitability of responsibility (according to 

Levinas). The other shows up as suffering that requires support (according to the parable 

of the Good Samaritan) where for the unfortunate Jew, who was attacked by thieves and 

left for dead, the other is precisely the life-giving Samaritan, whose empathy  grasps the 

Jew as his neighbor and compels him to acts of altruism (however, the altruism is not 

reducible to empathy or vice versa). The other shows up the moral law exemplified by the 

other (as in Kant). The other shows up as another mind that one finds infinitely 

perplexing (as in John Wisdom or Edmund Husserl in certain phase). All of these, 

according to the pattern, amplify the “taking a stand” of the above-cited quote (Heidegger 

1927 H322) into an empathic taking a stand for another, i.e., literally being there for the 
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other - taking a stand for the other - in empathy as an individual human being takes a 

stand for the other. 

 

The final step is straightforward. Human beings are the beings for whom their being is an 

issue. The structure of that issue is designated by “care.” Dasein – both the word and the 

phenomenon of human being - does not distinguish between one human being or many 

human beings. This is a fine point that is usually not relevant. Here it is crucial, and one 

of the reasons that Heidegger chose it. “Dasein” as a form of life – a way that a human 

being engages in being human.
12
 This includes the distinction between oneself and the 

other. Therefore, the structure of care maps directly to empathy as being an entity for 

whom being is an issue for oneself and for the other.  

 

Thus, the answer to Zahavi’s “going beyond” empathy to Heidegger’s Mitsein (or 

ontically Mitsdasein) is - going beyond empathy as a cognitive function means precisely 

going to empathy as authentic being with others as the ontological foundation of 

intersubjectivity (Zahavi prefers “intersubjectivity” to “community” and his usage is 

followed for the sake of this discussion). The latter (“intersubjectivity”) is derivative, not 

fundamental, as a de-worlded way of the being with others in community. Dasein’s 

mineness and thrown projectedness on the basis of its possibilities require no further 

narrative elaboration to create a self, because narrative and speech are already a part 

(component) of the design of human being; on the contrary, knowledge (cognition) is not 

part of the foundation of intersubjectivity (“community”). It is one of the ways of being 

that human beings have as part of their being. It is not that Heidegger asserted that the 

science of his day was wrong; it was just not fundamental in the comparative context of 

being in the world. This result requires going beyond the surface structure of Heidegger – 

including the prevailing misunderstanding of Einfühlung current in 1927 - and reading 

                                                 
12
 According to a footnote in Lear (2008: 162), John Haugeland develops this interpretation in his 

forthcoming Disclosing Heidegger, which, however, I have not yet been fortunate enough to see yet. Yes, 

according to Heidegger Dasein is in each case mine (H43); and one must say “I” or “you” when addressing 

Dasein (H42). Yes, forms of life, including whole communities, will “die”; but it is a “die” in quotation 

marks. It is not death as such but the loss of the other that remains ontologically determinative at the 

communal level. 
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between the lines as has occurred in significant detail in Chapter ___ (on Implementing 

Empathy using Heidegger’s Analytic). 

 

“Going Beyond” Empathy in Husserl to . . .  Empathy 

The approach in the case of “going beyond empathy” in Husserl is necessarily different. 

Here Zahavi quotes penetrating and incisive quotations from Husserl’s posthumous 

writing. Zahavi makes the point that Husserl wrote much more in his life than he could 

ever publish, and I am in substantial agreement that many gems can be mined from 

Husserl’s unpublished works. These amplify Husserl’s position and arguments on the 

foundation of intersubjectivity in a compelling way, pointing towards the co-constitution 

of co-subjects in a world of incarnate (embodied) existence, itself the enabler of 

intersubjectivity. I can only express my enormous respect and indeed admiration for 

Zahavi’s contribution, even as I disagree with the selection and the interpretation.  

 

Husserl’s philosophizing begins with the goal of providing a secure, indubitable 

(apodictic) basis for natural science. The phenomenological method brackets the natural 

world in stepwise fashion in a series of reductions leaves the meaning of the world 

available for scientific inquiry. Like a cook preparing a sauce or a latter day alchemist 

preparing a fine concoction, Husserl “reduces” the natural ingredients of everyday life 

down to its refined eidetic essence. The results are an analysis of intentional (“noetic-

noematic”) consciousness in its intrinsic meaning; and how consciousness contributes to 

the infrastructure of belief, knowledge, and the processes constitutive of these. But there 

is a cost. Not realizing the need for an apodictic, phenomenological foundation, natural 

science continued its investigations with spectacular and sometimes troubling advances in 

relativity, quantum mechanics, and the mathematics needed to sustain them. These 

advances did indeed create a “crisis in European sciences,” the title of one of Husserl’s 
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later writings, but not one addressable at the level of individual intentionality, even if 

transcendentally reduced.  

 

Meanwhile, Husserl found himself accused of solipsism. Consciousness in its 

transcendental dimension was as a source of meaning, but Husserl’s method was accused 

of being unable to escape from mere consciousness. He was trapped. While the escape 

was distinct enough in the case of nature--build the natural world from out of my own 

conscious contribution to it, there was a problem with the constitution of other 

consciousness. In the everyday attitude and my interactions with others, I have no priority 

over the other. The other has as much claim to constitute me as I to constitute the other. It 

seems paradoxical—and solipsistic—that I build the other unless the other also builds 

me, too. But then what of the certainty and universality of my activity? An exit through 

an “escape hatch” leading upward towards a Hegelian world spirit was totally out of 

character for a philosophy such as Husserl’s, based as it was in internal time 

consciousness. Granted that community, society, social institutions, and human 

interrelations had to be engaged and given significance, historical idealism was not a 

viable approach.  

 

Husserl’s positive regression back to the life world (Lebenswelt) and position in The 

Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology is well known. What is 

less well known is that Husserl produced three large volumes that are a sustained 

engagement with the contribution of empathy (Einfühlung) to the phenomenology of 
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intersubjectity.
13
 The material for his never completed Systematic Work is rich in 

references to empathy in both the foundation and superstructure (XV: 79f.). Since this 

was a work in progress that spanned his major publications from 1905 to 1935, it is 

impossible to say that Husserl would have changed his published position, that empathy 

was a part of the superstructure not the foundation. Empathy was never made the basis of 

intersubjectivity in anything published. What can be said is that the sheer volume of 

material, containing many gems to be mined on empathy, shows its growing significance. 

This points to the advance of Husserl’s thinking in the direction of the position that 

empathy was the foundation of intersubjectivity as well as the many challenges faced by 

such a revision. The suggestion is that by the early 1930s the writings of Heidegger, 

Scheler, and Edith Stein, especially the latter, had cleared away Lipps’ conflicting thicket 

of misunderstandings in “projective empathy” and provided a point for reengaging the 

task of overcoming solipsism through empathy.  

 

In Husserl’s attempts to avoid solipsism, he turns to Leibniz’s concept of the monad. 

Husserl gives this idea his own idiosyncratic interpretation. Husserl is attracted to the 

idea of a monad because it is the unification of a psycho-somatic organism in the form of 

a lived body plus embedded intelligence. But this initially intensifies the issue of 

solipsism. 

 

                                                 
13
 E. Husserl, Zur Phänomenologie der Intersubjectivität: Texte aus dem Nachlass: Erseter Teil: 1905-

1920, ed. I. Kern. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973; Zur Phänomenologie der Intersubjectivität: Texte 

aus dem Nachlass: Zweiter Teil: 1921-1928 ed. I. Kern. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973; Zur 

Phänomenologie der Intersubjectivität: Texte aus dem Nachlass: Dritter Teil: 1929-1935, ed. I. Kern. The 

Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973. These volumes will be referred to as XIII, XIV, and XV, respectively.  
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According to Leibniz, monads are without windows—they look inward not outward. This 

leads Leibniz to a principle of preestablished harmony. The external objects and internal 

experiences reported by persons when they delve inward into the depths of their 

consciousness are synchronized by this harmony, which, in turn, relies on God creating 

the best of all possible worlds. Notwithstanding the rich comic possibilities of usch a 

position, every monad mirrors the entire universe, though in an indistinct and confused 

way. In an anticipation of the biological idea of DNA, Leibniz’s position would enable 

the entire organism to be recreated out of a single key component, the genetic code. 

Likewise, this is so for the universe and the individual monad. If a monad could bring its 

own consciousness to perfect clarity, it would find all the distinctions in the universe 

mirrored and reflected in it, available to it. It would be “Godlike” in its clarity, and this is 

indeed one characteristic of Leibniz’s view of God.  

 

Husserl does not go so far. Without exploring the paradoxes of Leibniz’s position, what 

was attractive to Husserl about a monadology was the possibility of creating an entire 

universe of meaning by going inward into consciousness. This has sufficient paradoxes of 

its own.  

 

Husserl goes in search of himself—his own ego—his sphere of owness--in inner 

reflection. But instead of coming upon himself, he keeps encountering the other; instead 

of the ego, to his surprise, he finds the alter ego (XV: 357). This is a promising result, 

given the challenge of solipsism; but it is not sufficiently motivated.  
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Husserl lends the monadology a distinct interpretation of his own. What is of interest to 

us here is how it directly connects with the empathy: 

Every ego is a “monad.” But the monads have windows. They do not have 

windows or doors through which other subjects can literally [reel] get in—the 

windows are instances of empathy--but rather through which others can get 

through and be experienced in a way similar to one’s own past remembrances 

(Husserl XIV: 260). . . .  

A monad thus has windows in order to receive foreign impressions [fremde 

Einwirkungen]. The windows are empathy (Husserl XIV: 295) . . . . 

In one monad, other individual monads are “directly” mirrored through 

empathy….Thus the other ego and its psyche announces itself in me, and I 

announce myself in it: We are related to one another consciously and know about 

one another: and, thereby, every one of us has experience of the other body 

[fremdleib] and apperceives this according to its own body analogically as body 

(XIV: 300).
 
 

 

Here empathy is moving from the margins of the phenomenological analysis towards the 

center. Empathy is no longer relegated to the super-structure of the first story above the 

transcendental aesthetic (to use Kant’s idiom) or to be deferred. But it is not yet a part of 

the foundation of intersubjectivity.  

 

Monadic intersubjectivity does not create the world; but rather is the immanent sense of 

it. The notion is that even if my monad is “windowless,” as was always the case in the 

published position, a model of the other (and the thus emerging community of own and 

other) is constituted as a “mirroring” of the alter ego (Husserl 1929/31: 94). In plumbing 

the depths of the sphere of ownness, “otherness” shows up and survives my attempts to 

reduce it further. Meanwhile, in the unpublished position, Husserl was struggling towards 

installing some windows, say, to let in more natural light and clarity. The three volumes 

on intersubjectivity in the Nachlass (XIII, XIV, XV) contain a sustained treatment in 

which empathy is brought into proximity with otherness, the lived body, pairing, 
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analogical appresentation, communalization, monadology, in literally hundreds of 

references.   

 

The parallel between my relationship to myself as an individual in the past and my 

relationship to the experience of another person is used by Husserl to motivate the 

experience of empathy. My experience of a remembrance from the past is usually fainter 

and more attenuated than that of current experience. Likewise, my experience of 

another’s pain as I wince in seeing another accidentally hammer his thumb is an 

attenuated, fainter one. We might say that the hammer impacts the neighbor’s thumb; the 

meaning impacts mine. The point is that both are modifications of the present through 

intentionality. That is, both the past and the other transcend the ego’s present experience 

(XV: 16). But empathy with myself and the other provide access to the meaning of each.   

 

Given monads with windows, accessing the experience of the other is like pulling aside 

the drawn curtains of the house next door. Only in the case of the house next door, I can 

also stick my head into the window or knock on the door, and, bringing the neighbors 

some flowers, stick my foot in, talk my way inside, take a look around. That cannot 

happen with the experience of the other person, whose otherness remains other.   

 

In the case of the experience of the other’s body, I am on firmer ground. I do not 

experience upturned edges of the mouth and narrow eyes; I experience a smile. I do not 

experience an extended pole with five flexible articulated grabbers, one of the grabbers 

opposed to the other four; no, rather I experience the hand of my friend, and I shake it in 



 

Page 28 of 76 © Lou Agosta, Ph.D.  LAgosta@UChicago.edu 

greeting. My hand is paired with that of the friend in analogical apperception and 

presented along with it as lived. But when I go to experience the other’s hand shake as it 

appears in its “original sphere” as it does to my friend, then I am left with an 

apperception and an analogical appresentation.    

 

In the Nachlass, all of these – pairing, analogical apperception (not to be confused with 

inference), as well as the “as if I were there” (and more the latter soon)—are engaged in 

the sections “On the Theory of Empathy,” in which Husserl asks if these are “all already 

consequences of empathy (XV: 249).” The tentative answer is that the “presumption of 

empathy” (XV: 254) itself presupposes engagement with the animated, lived body. The 

argument moves in a circle.    

 

The rejection of “analogical inference” in favor of “appresentation (analogical 

apperception)”; pairing as a transfer of a familiar schema to a new situation; the switch 

from “here” to “there” in the operation “as if I were over there,” are represented in the 

surface of Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations.
14
 But while the Nachlass attributes many, if 

not all, of these functions to empathy, Husserl’s published writings do not cite them as 

redescriptions of empathy in his defense against solipsism and the constitution of 

intersubjectivity. Husserl mentions “empathy” at least five times in his Cartesian 

Meditations (Husserl 1929/31: 64n, 92, 104, 120, 146-47).  

 

In the published writings, in no case is empathy a primitive functioning at the foundation 

of the sense “the other.” In his published writing, it is only after the reproach that 

                                                 
14
 Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations (1929/1931), trans. D. Cairns (Hague: Nijhoff, 1970). 
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phenomenology entails solipsism has been answered that empathy can be reintroduced. 

Husserl calls his constitutional analysis of intersubjectivity a “transcendental aesthetics” 

in the Kantian sense. This is the foundation for “empathy”: 

 

The theory of experiencing someone else, the theory of so-called “empathy,” 

belongs in the first story above our “transcendental aesthetics” (Husserl 1929/31: 

146). 

 

This is the passage where Husserl interprets his own Kantian “Copernican revolution”—

i.e., reduction—as the way of transforming psychology into transcendental 

phenomenology. The fifth Meditation is a transcendental aesthetics in which “otherness” 

is extended to the whole world before objectivity is constituted. While this amounts to a 

self-interpretation on the part of Husserl in a Kantian idiom, it also marks the point at 

which constitutional analysis intersects with empathy.  

 

Husserl’s issue is how can a description of the givenness of the other—the way the other 

announces itself as an individual—be reconciled with the equally fundamental task of 

showing how the sense “we” can be constituted within the limits of “I,” how the sense 

“other” survives my attempts to exclude it and emerges within the sphere of the world 

belonging to the owned ego (Husserl 1929/31: 98f., 100)? This question marks the point 

at which receptivity is transformed into interpretation. The task of constitution, of making 

sense out of phenomena, is what accounts for the ironic Leibnizian turn that the 

meditations inspired by Descartes take towards the constitution of “the community of 

monads” (Husserl 1929/31: 120). 
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The sense that analogy is inadequate to capture the other in the full rich sense of his 

original experience, even if analogy is interpreted as empathizing appresentation (not 

analogical inference) leads to the most problematic of Husserl’s published statements: 

. . . Ego and alter ego are always and necessarily given in an original 

‘pairing’….On a more precise analysis we find essentially present here an 

intentional overreaching, coming about genetically . . . as soon as the data that 

undergo pairing have become prominent and simultaneously intended; we find, 

more particularly, a living mutual awakening and an overlaying of each with the 

objective sense of the other. . . . As the result of this overlaying, there takes place 

in the paired data a mutual transfer of sense . . . (Husserl 1929/31: 112, 113). 

 

This is one of the most enigmatic statements in the fifth Cartesian Mediation. Husserl is 

reaching beyond individual intentionality in order to make the constitution of 

intersubjectivity intelligible by proposing “an intentional overreaching.” The ego and 

alter ego emerge simultaneously in “a living mutual awakening” where an overlying of 

intentional layers is the foundation for “the objective sense of the other.” It remains a 

serious question whether the necessity of a “mutual transfer of sense” between the paired 

egos does not explode the very structure of the entire fifth Meditation, which explicitly 

promised to show how the “sense of every existent is in and arises from my own 

intentional life” (Husserl 1929/31: 91). 

 

Paradoxically, as soon as I succeed in constituting the meaning “other” as an independent 

center of intentionality, the other escapes from me and arrogantly proceeds to make me 

dependent on the activity of his own intentionality for my own meaning. But in another 

way, this is the insight of the fifth Meditation: I am not capable of unfolding the meaning 

of intersubjectivity solely from within the limits of my ownness. I require the other for 

whom I am an object, for whom I am another, in order to achieve intersubjectivity.  
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Husserl brings various operations to the constitution of intersubjectivity. The first of 

these is “as if I were there” (Husserl 1929/31: 119: see also XIV: 503; XV: 435 “wie 

wenn ich dort wäre). My location is called the zero point or zero orientation. Space is a 

system of places in which I can displace myself. The reversal of my location with that of 

the other does indeed give me a view of what the world looks like from over there. 

According to Husserl displacing oneself in space does not solve the problem, at least not 

at this level. Every mirroring access [Spiegelauffassung] has empathy as its foundation 

(XIV: 508). The problem of the turning of an external body as mirrored by the kinesthetic 

experience of the turning of my own body leads to an impasse (XIV: 557). My 

kinesthetic interoception can indeed become the basis for my own self-reflection; but the 

other is not kinesthetically accessible to me.  

 

It is an additional obstacle that I can never get behind the spontaneous “sense giving” of 

the other, who is constituting me even as I constitute the other individual. Indeed if I were 

to succeed in completely constituting the other, the result would be absurd, since I would 

have succeeded in creating a solipsistic world in which I was the only center of 

spontaneity, meaning giving (Sinngebung). The other is given but not his perspective on 

things in so far as its synthetic unification is a function of his original experience (XV: 

12). The other ego’s sphere of ownness is by definition not originally given to me. The 

irreducible otherness of the other, the what its like to be the other as other, and the way 

his perspective is given in his sphere of ownness, are not directly experienced by me. 

Therefore, if it were given to me, then it would become a moment of myself and the other 
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would no longer be other (XV: 12).  Is there then no form of experience weaker than 

original, direct perception in the sphere of ownness, yet stronger than analogizing 

appresentation?  

 

In the Nachlass, Husserl proposes an answer: 

They [psyches] are also essentially, actually or potentially in community, in actual 

and potential connection, in commerce.... Psyches are not only for themselves, but 

they access one another [geht…an]…. 

The original form of this access is empathy [Der Urmodus des Angehens 

ist die Einfühlung]. In self-perception, in the original being present to myself, is 

the original presentational ego as my own life. The aspect of life of empathy 

belongs to this original being present to myself [dazu]. Through it [empathy] I 

relate to a second ego and its life; through it, the other ego is there for me 

immediately as other and interacts with me…living with, perceiving with, 

believing with, judging with—agreeing, denying, doubting, being joyful with, 

fearing with, etc. All the modes of this “with” are modes of an original forming of 

a community [“communalization”; “Urvergemeinschaftung”], in which I  live 

primordially and originally and simultaneously with the other life that is co-

existing with me empathically, a unity of life that is produced and an I-thou-

oneness of the ego pole through the medium of empathy [durch das Medium der 

Einfühlung  ] (XV: 342).
  
 

 

Through empathy, diverse forms of being with others occur—some cognitive, some 

affective. These are modes of forming a community or communalization 

[Vergemeinschaftende]. An entire field of quasi-perceptions (XV: 360 “quasi-

Wahrnehmungsfeld”) opens up here. In German “quasi” means —“to a certain extent,” 

“as it were,” “in a way” [“gewissermassen,” “gleichsam”]. It does not literally mean “as 

if,” which would be “als ob.” Still, it comes close. In living empathically with the other, 

we live through an “as it were life” and “as it were reflection” in which the subjectivity of 

the other is explicitly investigated (XV: 427; see also 434, 462, 464, 476; e.g., quasi-

Leben). In English, one way of expressing such a dimension of experience is as a 

“vicarious experience.” This provides content to the “as if” displacement in space.  
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Vicarious experience is different from shared feeling. Look and see what is there. In 

vicarious feeling, I do experience in a qualitatively similar and numerically different 

feeling, what the other is feeling. I do not just know the answer to the question, “What is 

the other feeling?” or assert that the other has a feeling (though these latter may be true). 

Nor is a vicarious feeling the same as going through the experience itself. There is no 

way for the novelist or historian to share the feelings of the people about whom he is 

writing in the sense of being there with them. In the case of Tolstoy, he would have had 

to live during the Napoleonic Wars. He would have had to go through the experiences of 

the Battle of Borodino about which he writes so compellingly in War and Peace. He does 

not share the experience of the participants in this battle, though he conveys and 

expresses in his narrative a sense of the confusion, chaos, heroism, and fear that unfolded 

at the front line as Prince Andre directed unhitching the artillery, sitting high in the 

saddle, and under direct enemy fire. The reader also gets Andre’s sense of calmness 

under fire –it is a vicarious sense. Vicarious experience is a form of experience weaker 

than original, direction experience in the sphere of ownness yet stronger than analogizing 

appresentation.  

  

This again is a contribution to clarifying what has been dimly recognized but not well 

articulated about the relationship between aesthetic appreciation and human empathy; on 

the one hand, and altruistic (“prosocial”) impulses and human empathy, on the other 

hand. All of these trajectories interact, converge and sometimes diverge, and this is a part 

of the philosophical significance of empathy in the modern sense of the word. The 

historical witness to the point at which all three converge is the philosophizing of David 

Hume. The cultivation of an appreciation of beauty--whether as music, painting, or 
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performance—enhances an individual’s empathy. The development of moral 

sensibility—whether as benevolence, respect for the other as other, or an ideal observer—

enhances an individual’s empathy. The aesthetic dimension contributes to empathic 

receptivity; the appreciation of the other as a moral agent like myself contributes to 

empathic understanding. Many consider the work of Lipps to have been an aberration that 

caused empathy to be untrue to its essential dimension of human interrelations. But the 

key dimension of empathy that made it suitable for an aesthetic work out was the 

openness to affectivity, in Lipps case the affectivity of beautiful form. This is a basic 

insight regardless of our disagreement with the details of Lipp’s works. It is not until Max 

Scheler and Edith Stein have driven empathy back from the brink of an exclusive 

application in the philosophy of beauty that Husserl is able to appropriate it as a part of a 

foundation of intersubjectivty. Empathy in turn gets driven back behind both of these as a 

part of the constitution of our being with other human beings. 

 

Depending on which items from the Nachlass one selects, one may go beyond empathy 

to intersubjectivity (as with Zahavi) or go beyond intersubjectitiy to its foundation – in 

the empathic function of communalization. It may be that Zahavi’s interpretation of this 

one are on a collision course. I would prefer to see them as more at right angles to one 

another and complementary. However, in any case, the unpublished Nachlass are a rich 

source of evidence that Husserl was moving empathy from the periphery of the 

discussion of intersubjectivty towards its foundation as the basis of community.  

Empathy and the Bipolar Self: A Gift or a Requirement? 

The narrative approach to the self takes significant impetus from psychoanalysis, which 

after all gets its start as “the talking cure.” It inevitably returns to language after plumbing 

the depths of an unconscious that expresses itself in symbols, images, and signs that 

represent by misrepresenting. As Freud famously pointed out “neurotics suffer from 

reminiscences.” An inquiry into the past is warranted. Freud’s case histories contain 

considerable narrative suspense, drama, discovery, reversal, in addition to the historical 
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truth on which they are based.
15
 Such an inquiry would not be a problem if the past – 

which we struggle to access in narrating associations, dreams, screen memories, accounts 

of symptoms - would just stay in the past and be done with. The problem occurs – and 

what makes the neurotic, well, neurotic – is taking the past and using it as a pattern for 

on-going, future-oriented actions, engagements, and behaviors.  

 

For example, if one is trying to overcome a pattern of experienced rejection by a much 

admired, idealized person of great power and influence in one’s life, then one map 

continue selecting father-like authority figures, who seemingly and inevitably disappoint 

in a certain way, “let you down” after an initial “honey moon” period. The self is directly 

engaged as a repository for such a pattern of experiences that guide the decision to 

engage with the other admired individual as if it were a choice whereas it is a repetition 

of a pattern laid down in an unexpressed commitment by the self.  

 

This unexpressed commitment to ideals and values in the realm of models for living is 

driving the process. From a psychoanalytic perspective, the patterns gets reenacted in the 

idealizing transference in psychoanalysis where the analyst becomes a character in the 

drama that evokes the historical situation – a character described variously as a selfobject 

by Kohut (1977) or a transitional object by Winnicott.
16
 The examination, exploration, 

and interpretation of the transference creates the possibility of breaking out of the pattern. 

This occurs by a process of transmuting internalizations whereby the analyst, who is after 

all an imperfect human, is initially idealized and then seemingly inevitably fails in 

specific ways. But the difference is there too. These ways of failure are non traumatic or 

at least can be so managed by a skillful and caring analyst. As in the example from Dr. 

Wolf cited earlier, instead of being globally unavailable by divorcing his wife and leaving 

the family as occurred in the analysand’s relation with her father, the analyst goes on a 

two week vacation during a period when the analysand is experiencing vulnerability 

(which is almost always).
17
  

                                                 
15
 The narrative approach is nicely exemplified in Donald Spence. (1982). Narrative Truth and Historical 

Truth: Meaning and Interpretation in Psychoanalysis. New York: W.W. Norton, 1982. 
16
 D. W. Winnicott. (1971). Playing and Reality. New York: Basic Books, 1971. 

17
 The example is considered in detail in Chapter ___ on Empathy and Intentionality.  
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By interpreting the repetition of the historical pattern in an empathic relation with the 

analyst, the analysand works through the initial trauma. In the process she acquires 

additional structure as part of her self that enables her to delay gratification, to wait, to 

endure the separation. We know that the structure of the self is enhanced because (if) the 

individual is able to endure the frustration and delay that could not previously be handled 

without breakdown. During the separation, the analysand (say) engages in creative 

activities – using the extra time to pursue excellence in her profession, hobby, or 

recreation – rather than lethargic, empty apathetic moping or watching TV, characterizing 

the loss of contact with the life enhancing, empathic selfobject (the analyst). The self is 

strengthened in its being, not in what it knows; and, thus, strengthened, the self becomes 

capable of dealing at an enhanced level of effectiveness with the challenges of life.  

 

The self that is functionally implicated in these dynamics is described as “the bipolar 

self” by Heinz Kohut (1977: 171).  This has nothing to do with manic-depression or 

bipolar disorder, an accidental (unfortunate) association. Functionally, the self is the 

delimited, abiding, independent center of initiative (Kohut 1977: 227). These functions 

are grouped around a grandiose self that is structured in interaction with an empathic 

mirroring by a caretaker typically embodying warm, maternal actions such as nurturing, 

affectively resonating in tune with the infant’s feelings, and supporting emotional 

equilibrium and well being. This forms the basis of one’s sense of being an effective 

agent, able to get results in engaging the world. The other pole is that of the idealized 

other, as represented within the self system that responds supportively to the growing 

child’s striving to be “just like you” when he or she grows up. This other pole forms an 

idealized other that is structured in response to an empathic mirroring by a caretaker that 

allows himself to be acknowledged, idealized, and recognized as powerful in a beneficial, 

enlightened, gracious, and accepting way by the (apparently) less competent child (or 

individual) without highlighting the many actual imperfections possessed by all humans. 

This forms the basis the self that constituent the kernel for the development of integrity 

and wholeness of character in the area of ideals and value. The gap between a person’s 
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grandiose self and the person’s idealization creates a gradient and a “tension arc” in the 

direction of accomplishment.  

 

Much attention has been paid to what is required in one individual empathizing with 

another from the perspective of the individual performing the empathizing. Granted that 

much must inevitably be said about the one who is initiating the empathic relationship 

simply in order to set the context. The focus has been on the internal dynamics in the 

subject of empathy, the one who is doing the empathizing. That is good; but it is one-

sided. What about the target of the empathy? What about the one who is experiencing joy 

or suffering? The beneficiary of empathy? Little attention has been devoted in the 

literature to what goes on in the one who is empathized with. Kohut is one significant 

exception to this. The person who receives empathy – an empathic listening - is the 

recipient of a great gift - according to Kohut.
 18
 Of course, Kohut refers in this context to 

the application of empathy in an everyday empirical context of psychoanalytic practice as 

well as the empathy of parents and care-takers as inferred from discussions in the analytic 

consultation. If empathy is a gift considered from the empirical perspective, ontologically 

empathy is a requirement. To be empathized with is to be acknowledged in one’s 

humanness. It is especially poignant when the experiences are painful or belong to those 

that make us human, all-too-human; but extends to positive experiences such as shared 

joy in the success of a child or loved one where the satisfaction is greatly enhanced by 

being communicated and recognized as an experience by the other. This was the focus of 

the analysis undertaken in the context of Heidegger’s hermeneutic of empathic 

receptivity.  

 

Empathy is fundamental to an account of the dynamics of emotions in that empathy is 

responsible for a person’s emotional equilibrium, homeostasis, balance. Speaking in the 

first person, without another’s empathic regard for me, I cannot get my emotional 

bearings. We see this most clearly when, for whatever reasons, a person’s emotional 

                                                 
18
 Heinz Kohut. (1984). How Does Analysis Cure? eds. A. Goldberg and P. E. Stepansky. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1984. The answer is without a doubt, “empathy.” It is interesting to hear Dr. 

Kohut discussing on video Joseph Breuer’s “talking cure” and the generous listening that Breuer provided 

to Anna O. as a great gift of “chimney sweeping,” i.e., empathy, at the Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis 

web site “75
th
 Anniversary Retrospective”  http://www.chicagoanalysis.org/video.htm.  
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equilibrium has been upset or lost. Without the other’s empathic regard for the person, he 

or she cannot get back the emotional balance that has been lost. The individual may, 

indeed must, “crash and burn” emotionally until she is able to comfort herself enough to 

regain her composure. The person being emotional is whip-sawed from one 

overwhelming affect and instance of emotional behavior to another. It is the other’s 

intervention, which consists not just in saying “There, there, I understand,” but in really 

understanding, in being open to the experience as a vicarious experience that hits one 

palpably, albeit less powerfully than it impacts the other, that makes the difference in 

recovering emotional composure.  

 

The experience of the one doing the empathizing has received the lion’s share of 

description, exploration, inquiry and analysis. As noted, the one exception to this is the 

work of Heinz Kohut. The analysis of the beneficial consequences of empathy has 

received less attention than it has deserved because the account has started with and 

highlighted the empathizer rather than the empathasand. Of course, a complete account 

will include both approaches – that of the self for the other and the other for the self.  

 

Speaking in the first person, the account of the beneficial consequences of empathy ought 

to focus on the other’s empathy for me rather than my empathy with the other. 

Developmentally, the other comes first; and it is a mark of emotional adulthood that we 

are able and inclined to provide such support, service, and solicitude for others. 

 

This asymmetry in the study of empathy is also due naturally to the psychoanalyst 

properly taking a first-person perspective on the process of empathy. Usually, the 

challenge faced by the analyst is to manage his or her counter-transference so that a 

gracious, generous empathic listening can be directed at the narrative streaming forth, 

more or less coherently, from the analysand. However, I suggest there is also reluctance, 

perhaps counter-transference based, for the analyst to appear vulnerable and expose those 

aspects of the analyst’s humanness that occasion the analyst requiring empathy. I hasten 

to add that no one is recommending revisions to therapy and technique. The analyst’s 

contribution is minimal in that he remains a blank slate for the projection of the 
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analysand’s fears and hopes and the establishment of a transference (and empathic 

relationship) that is to benefit the analysand. Except when in the grips of the idealizing 

transference, the analysand surely knows the analyst is a vulnerable human being like 

everyone, yet the analysand does not necessarily want to be exposed to these 

vulnerabilities. Those vulnerabilities of the analyst that come up in the ordinary course of 

life – illnesses of family, births, deaths, nontraumatic failures of empathy – are par for the 

course and to be interpreted and managed.  

 

Thus, it is customary, taking the first-person perspective, to discuss empathizing in terms 

of my having empathy for the other (second- or third-person); and that is a useful thing to 

do. However, what if we (empathically) switch perspective and discuss the other’s 

empathy for me? I become the second-person to the other’s first-person, and the other the 

first-person to my second. When I am the beneficiary of empathy, then it brings home the 

impact of the other giving me my humanness, the sense of satisfaction in being 

understood, the comfort of “getting it” that someone else appreciates (“knows”) what I 

am enduring. All of this is available, in principle, when I am empathizing with the other; 

but it is just not visible from the first-person perspective as an “in bound” benefit of 

empathy. 

 

Once again speaking in the first-person, under this account, the other provides me with a 

lever to move towards recovering my emotional equilibrium when it has been lost for 

whatever reason. The other gives me back my balance by demonstrating his empathy, 

recognition of my emotion, recognition of my integrity, thus, contributing to the recovery 

of my emotional balance.  

 

But, one may object, does this require that I, in turn, empathize with his experience of 

empathizing with me precisely in order to know that I have been the target of his soothing 

empathy? In this case, the awareness of the soothing, the awareness of the restoration of 

the equilibrium of the inner affective sensory milieu, follows from the other’s empathy 

and is not the cause of it. I experience the satisfaction of a felt need for equilibrium 

instead of upset, not empathy as such. I experience that at last somebody is aware how 
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sad (hurt, over-stimulated, etc.). I experience that at last I am sufficiently self-expressed 

in my hurt; it is complete, in the sense that the unexpressed affect is bound to a particular 

form of expression; and now I can let go of it. Or if the emotion is a positive one, then 

somebody is aware of how happy, proud, satisfied I am, and the experience is enhanced, 

multiplied, enlarged, by being communicated. This too has an equilibrating result since 

the individual who is “high” can come down gradually without the hazard of over-

stimulation, resulting in crashing emotionally.  

 

What has to happen in order for the target and would be beneficiary of empathy to 

benefit? The experience I have (as the target of empathy) is not one of being empathized 

as such; rather it is one of being satisfied. Satisfaction interrupts the potential loop, and is 

a consequence of the reciprocity (and empathy) not its cause. Receiving empathy is a 

satisfaction, because a person desires to be with one another in the face of overwhelming 

emotions. This is different than the need for approval, agreement, idealization, likeness, 

though these may enhance or be enhanced by empathy.  

 

We are emotional creatures and expressing emotions is inherently satisfying in itself. To 

be sad and not be allowed to express it is stressful - say, because I am in public or crying 

is socially sanctioned or my competitor is present and I do not want him to see me as 

weak. Of course, expressing emotions may be a means to some other end as when a child 

gets the “gimmes” and cries – and is not pretending - in order to get another piece of 

candy. Here we get a glimpse of real disappointment (the desire for sweets is unsatisfied) 

going over into a social pretence, a role that manipulates aspects of the circumstances a 

means to a goal (the candy shows up in order to stop the fuss that the parent experiences 

as too stressful). But when authentically expressed as an action disclosive of an emotional 

situation, expressing emotions is not a means to an extrinsic end. It is an activity in the 

furtherance of the excellence (virtue in the wide sense) of being self-expressed and being 

known for what one is in the situation.  

 

As noted, significant time and analysis is expended on what happens to (“with,” “in”) the 

person who is employing empathy to understand the other. I experience a vicarious 
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emotion or pain or feeling. I experience vicarious introspection (Kohut). What occurs in 

the person who is the target of my empathy? What occurs in the person who is the 

beneficiary of the empathic process? The person who is the empathasand or the one who 

is empathasized with by another experiences: (1) being understood for who she or he is; 

(2) cooperation, lack of resistance, pushback, or contradiction; (3) acknowledgement and 

recognition in his or her humanness as one like the other; (4) phase appropriate 

frustration, itself the target of empathic conversation, resulting in the formation of 

psychic structure of the self, building character ; (5) a shared humanness in which the 

listener shows that he or she passes the test set for the listener in which the empathasand 

recognizes his own humanness. 

 

The assertion is that empathy is an ontological approach, a method – of significance 

above and beyond its cognitive significance – of restoring the self to its integrity when 

the self has become fragmented, when life seems empty and meaningless because the 

empathic other, for whatever reason, has become unavailable. As an approach empathy 

addresses the challenge of the experience of the fragmentation of the self. Fragmentation 

of the self is occasioned by set backs, breakdowns, and thwarted plans – both large and 

small – that life presents in the course of its unfolding. Fragmentation of the self includes 

feelings of being overwhelmed by anxiety, lethargy, depression, and related unpleasant 

affects as well as risky or maladaptive behaviors. The latter include engaging in serial 

adulterous sexual relationship, shop lifting (especially when the individual is financially 

well off), voyeurism in public places, or other high risk behavior.
19
 It should be 

emphasized that neither the causes nor the effects of a disorder (“disease”) of the self are 

capable of being created by single, one time breakdown; but require a series of events 

that form a pattern. 

 

Empathy thus engages what has been described as the theoretical blind-spot of 

philosophy of mind, conscious suffering. And it does so in such a way – to express it 

paradoxically – as to include the unconscious. Empathically based interpretations 

                                                 
19
 Arnold Goldberg. (1999). Being of two Minds: The Vertical Split in Psychoanalysis and Psychotherapy. 

Hillsdale, NJ: The Analytic Press, 1999. See also Arnold Goldberg. (1995). The Problem of Perversion: 

The View from Self Psychology. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995. 
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disclose the repetitive patterns of past behavior even as they are projected into current 

and future behavior in interpreting the transference. Empathy discloses the suffering of 

the other as a trace affect, a trace of the other’s humanness and one’s own in relation to 

the other, providing input to further transformations (“ontology”) of the self 

(“ontological”), cognitive, or ethical processing. From the perspective of the individual 

who is the target of the empathy—“empathasand”—an intrapersonal dynamic is launched 

that is beneficial. I hasten to add that empathy is not sympathy understood as a 

compassionate response to suffering as a moral sentiment. In so far as the suffering 

includes emotional imbalance, upset, loss of equilibrium of one’s inner affective-sensory 

milieu, empathy is like the application of a soothing medicinal poultice to a burn. 

 

A related paradox is that empathy is beneficial in strengthening the self precisely in so far 

as it fails in a phase appropriate and non traumatic way. What does that mean? Traumatic 

failures are easy to identify. Recall Dr. Wolf’s patient whose mother repeated called her 

“trash” in the context of an already stormy relationship. She then turned to her father, 

with whom she enjoyed a supportive relationship, for recognition and esteem. The latter 

was forthcoming until he suddenly divorced the wife and abandoned the family for 

another relationship. A double trauma. On the other hand, a phase appropriate, non 

traumatic failure of empathy is more subtle. A five year boy who is enjoyed a summer of 

playing with similarly aged friends and being taken care of by a warm, empathic stay-at-

home Mom is dropped off at morning Kindergarten in September. To him this is 

traumatic, but phase-appropriate. It’s rough and some tears result, but he can handle it. 

After establishing a relationship, empathy is expected or wished for on the part of the 

empathasand, but it does not always show up or show up with the wished for regularity. 

Breakdowns happen. If the failure is phase-appropriate, that is, not traumatic and not too 

severe to be integrated, then the result is character development, formation of psychic 

structure, strengthening of the self and deepening of the ability of the self to integrate all 

kinds of experiences, including those that are disappointments. This includes the classic 

characteristic of being able to deal with delayed gratification – being able to wait for 

whatever it is that is being anticipated and desired. Just as significantly this also includes 

subtle strengths of character (of the self) such as being able to deal with ambiguity, 
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vagueness, and uncertainty across a wide diversity of behavioral contexts. This includes 

being able to deal with open-ended inquiries in business, personal relations, or scientific 

research where the answer is not known in advance and uncertainty is common over a 

long period of time and wide range of variables.  

 

Yet another benefit to being the recipient of empathy and working through phase-

appropriate failures of empathy that has been neglected in philosophical circles occurs in 

terms of an increased capacity to make fine-grained distinctions in one’s experience. 

Kohut has repeatedly alluded to such benefits as an increased sense of humor, 

appreciation for art and music, as well as an enhanced capacity for empathy itself. 

Attention to fine-grained distinctions in an individual’s experience of other individuals is 

hypothesized to be transferable across domains such as the experience of art, humor, as 

well as engaging with others. 

 

In any case, the would-be beneficial consequences of empathy has become a matter of 

controversy. Dr. Kohut famously reported that one of his analysands honored him, paying 

him a compliment saying the following: being listened to by the generous empathic 

listening provided in the sessions with Dr. Kohut was like sinking back into a warm bath. 

In the context of the benefits of empathy, the cynic might say, “No good deed goes 

unpunished.” The critic might object that properly speaking the benefit of empathy 

belongs at the same level as a trip to the spa. One takes oneself away from the stresses 

and dynamics of the work-a-day world, takes relaxing bathes, perhaps gets a massage, 

enjoys a specially prepared diet. The result? The person feels better. Symptom relief.  

 

I believe Kohut would agree with the critic on this criticism, while still enjoying the 

compliment. Of course, for someone who is suffering and in real distress, symptom relief 

has its uses and benefits. It enables one to get some distance from the issues and engage 

them in way that makes possible a permanent and long lasting solution. However, a 

permanent solution requires change in the structure of the self. Kohut was always 

consistent and clear that the effect of empathy on the function and structure of the self 

occurred (as Kohut expressed it) as a result of phase appropriate, non traumatic failures in 
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empathy. These failures provided opportunities for interpretation and working through 

that enabled the analysand to take over empathic functions that were being provided by 

the analyst for the analysand. Kohut would align this process with normal development. 

For example, the toddler at play in the playground ventures forth to engage with the other 

child and slide set, returning to his or her Mom to get assurance and emotional recharge. 

Her caretaker functions as a part of the toddler’s self, providing emotional balance and 

equilibrium, and personal validation that things are good. As the toddler grows up, he 

takes over this function of self-regulation and seeks out the caretaker less frequently or 

not at all. The teenager needs fewer reminders to turn off the TV and do his homework or 

pick up his stuff as he takes over the functions of organization that someone else has been 

performing for him. Likewise, the analysand has been benefiting from occasional 

symptom relief provided by the gracious, generous listening of the analyst; but when the 

analyst is not available due to vacations, interruptions in the process, or, even more 

importantly, due to breakdowns in understanding that occur due to the analyst being an 

imperfect human being too, then the opportunity is present for the analyst to take over the 

function of integration, regulation, and balance for himself. This enables him to perform 

for himself and going forward for others an entire set of empathic functions that were 

previously unavailable. The skilled analyst will provide a gracious empathic listening to 

provide symptom relief, knowing full well that the inevitable course of life will occasion 

phase-appropriate breakdowns in empathy on his part, in turn, offering opportunities for 

the kind of interpretation and working through on the part of the analysand that develops 

improved functional integration of the self and resilient self structure.  

 

Now having performed a drill down on the target of empathy, let us return to the 

perspective of the one performing the empathic listening. Being an empathic (“good”) 

listener depends on being a certain kind of person rather than possessing a body of 

knowledge. Being a certain kind of person means - having the depth of character to be 

with what you are told, including statements that your empathy is defective, without 

becoming judgmental, angry, and reactive. Providing a gracious and generous listening to 

the other person, who is telling me of his situation, I form a vicarious experience that is 

subject to further empathic processing. In order for the other to benefit from my empathy 
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for the other, do I then have to persuade him or her that I have listened? That is a strange 

way to put it. Do I then have to become an empathic rhetorician and persuade the other 

that I have gotten or captured or understood what he had to tell me? That would be a 

misleading way to put it.  

 

In order for the other to benefit from my empathy (or me from his), the requirement is 

that the empathasand experience being “gotten” in his humanness without necessarily 

explicitly recognizing that he has been the subject of a gracious listening. For our 

purposes here three points are worth noting. One can always talk about and describe 

empathy; but that is not relevant here. The short answer is that in the on-going, current, 

actual exercise of empathy, empathy is shown, not said. The recipient of empathy can 

benefit from it without being aware that it is called by a certain label. Neonates and 

young children in normal families are the beneficiaries of the empathic caretaking 

delivered by their parents and siblings.  

 

Granted that no explicit persuasion is required, what does the “showing” look like? How 

could one do that without persuading? The listener must be responsible for the way in 

which the other will receive the response based on empathy with the other. What is 

required is for the empathizer to recreate the situation of the other in such a way that the 

other’s listening is also recreated. Without that, the empathic intention is present, but not 

the communication back to the other. And empathy without communicating it back to the 

empathasand is like a tree that falls in the forest without anyone being present. It does not 

make a sound. Yes, there is perturbation of molecules in the air; but there is no human 

hearing. Likewise, one has attempted to perform empathic acts, but one has not been 

effective in communicating that empathy has occurred. The response must show empathy 

without necessarily saying it. The response must demonstrate empathy, express empathy 

without describing it. In this regard, the response converges with the art of the skilled 

rhetorician who communicates by both saying and showing, granted that one is not 

offering an argument designed to persuade. The matter of persuasion is relevant after all, 

since the skilled rhetorician persuades by communicating who he is rather over and above 

the logic of his argument.  
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I hasten to add that empathy does not mean agreement, though it may include 

acknowledging the beliefs or assertions or desires of others as to what is so, what is 

wished for, or what is imagined. Empathy means respect, recognition, and 

acknowledgement, of the other’s belief as one which a person in his situation could 

naturally come to hold. From this perspective, it makes no sense to empathsize with 

someone and then tell the other, “You have been empathized with.” If the empathy of the 

one was successful, it will show up in such a way that the other will “get it,” know it in 

the everyday sense of “know” as be aware, be acquainted. If the empathy is not 

successful, the other does not experience being known for what and who he is, does not 

feel gotten, then the assertion (“You have been empathized with”) is not accurate. If the 

other is, then the assertion is redundant. The truth of this admittedly complex interaction 

is that, yes, it does make sense to check how accurate one’s empathy is.
20
   

 

Now we shall consider the implications for empathy of the structure and articulation of 

the self and on the emergence of the self in human development. This entails a shift from 

the dynamics of the gift of empathy ontically to the ontological constitution of the same 

in the context of the self system. After some initial reflections on parallels in the 

traditions of psychoanalysis, phenomenology, and the social behaviorism of G.H. Mead, 

we will introduce some case history material for discussion.  

The Other as a Constituent of the Self? 

In a sense, the hermeneutic of empathic receptivity undertaken in Chapter___ on 

Heidegger’s special hermeneutic of empathy grew up in place of the ruins of the 

philosophical problem of other minds. But this account of empathy remains incomplete 

until we can understand how the “other” can come to be a constituent of the “self.” What 

does it mean to say that a model representing the other is a part of the self - that the 

person is not only a part of the community but that the community is also a part of the 

person? In spite of wide divergences of formal vocabulary and substantive method, this 

idea of the other as a part of the self can be documented in several different traditions. Its 

                                                 
20
 See Chapter ___ on Validating Empathy for a detailed drill down on checking the accuracy of one’s 

empathy.  
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clarification belongs to the foundation of human interrelations, and the account of the 

condition of empathic receptivity can profit from an encounter with some of the specifics 

of these traditions.  

 

One form of the above-cited paradox (that the community is also a part of the self) is 

explicitly stated in a passage from Scheler devoted to the problem of other minds.
21
 But 

within the phenomenological tradition, both Heidegger and Husserl have expressed a 

parallel approach to social interrelations. Heidegger’s “they self” (“das Man” or “the 

one”) and Husserl’s “alter ego mirrored in my monad”; both present variations on a 

theme of how the other can obtain a representative in the self system. Husserl is more 

particular in his attempt to gain at least one alter ego from which social relations can then 

be generated than Heidegger who begins with the recognition of a group of anonymous 

others as such. However, in spite of profound differences, we should not miss the forest 

for the trees. Ample evidence is available that there is a fundamental unity to this 

tradition in terms of the problem of the differentiation of the self in its community of 

human interrelations. 

 

The Freudian Self: Identification and Substitution 

The problem of how a model of the other can be represented in one’s own self also 

emerges in the tradition of psychoanalysis. The question of the introjection of a lost loved 

object, and the establishment of a functioning ego ideal, raises the issue of the 

differentiation of the structure of the self in the context of psychoanalysis. Here we are 

able to see the connection between a vicarious experience (which is basically empirical) 

and the condition of possibility of the latter (which is an a priori concern). The link 

between these two diverging, yet interrelated, dimensions can be established through the 

intermediary function of “substitution.” Let’s take a step back and see to what this 

                                                 
21
 Available in English as The Nature of Sympathy (1913/1922) by Max Scheler, tr. Peter Heath. Hamden: 

CN: Archon Books, 1970: 247. This is the second edition (1922). The first edition (1913) was entitled Zur 

Phänomenologie und Theorie der Sympathiegefühle.  See also M. Scheler. (1913/22). Späte Schriften in 

Gesammelte Werke, ed. Maria Scheler and Manfred Frings. Vol. 9, Bern: Francke Verlag 1976: 305ff.  : 

229-30. 
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amounts in terms of Freud’s theory of the ego ideal, particularly as stated in his 1921 

Group Psychology.   

 

It is of more than passing historical interest that Freud (in 1921) attributes to the ego ideal 

many of the functions of criticism and censorship that by 1923 in The Ego and the Id will 

be subsumed under the superego.
22
 It is unfortunate that he discards this early 

terminology in favor of the more static categories of 1923, for the role, function, and 

symbol of the narcissistic self greater than the ego is lost as a consequence. Furthermore, 

the fate of the ego ideal is tied to that of identification. In short, the ego ideal is a 

formation left by the personal environment’s influence on the child’s narcissism. It is a 

function of the expectations that significant others make on the child, but which the 

child—being the finite creature that he is—cannot always live up to. Freud is worth 

quoting at this point: 

 

It comprises a conscience, a critical agency within the ego, which even in normal 

times takes up a critical attitude towards the ego. . . . Some such agency develops 

in our ego which may cut itself off from the rest of the ego and come into conflict 

with it. We have called it the “ego ideal”. . . We have said that it is the heir to the 

original narcissism in which the childish ego enjoyed self-sufficiency; it gradually 

gathers up from the influences of the environment the demands which the 

environment makes upon the ego and to which the ego cannot rise . . . (Freud 

1921: 109-10). 

 

The ego ideal is formed when, in the grips of the Oedipal drama, the child tries to unite 

the two diverging desires of wanting his mother and wanting to substitute himself for his 

father. He wants to have the first, and be the second. The best way to attain the first is 

through the second. But here precisely is a demand “which the environment makes upon 

the ego and to which the ego cannot rise.” That is, the young child cannot succeed, and, is 

left to make a virtue out of necessity, so to speak.
23
 The child’s (allegedly) self-sufficient 

narcissism runs up against the limits of the real situation. He cannot live up to the model 

of his father. But the identification with him is still fed by the hope of attaining sole 

                                                 
22
 See, S. Freud. (1921). Group Psychology, S.E., vol. 18. “Group Psychology” is a mistranslation of “Mass 

Psychology” [Massen Psychologie], which deals with crowd behavior and undifferentiated, large groups.  
23
 This is not only a bad joke, but a literal truth as well. That is, the child is confronted with necessity in that 

he needs his parents to care for him and in that he cannot substitute himself for his father, and the outcome 

of this confrontation is the development of the conscience, which is to tell right from wrong.  
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possession of the woman. So a split in the self occurs between the person that one really 

is and what one would like to be. In so far as the latter is one’s better self, it is ironic that 

it is the result of one’s worst desires and only a more refined and skillful way of seeking 

to gratify them.  

 

This should serve as an outline of the emergence of the ego ideal. But more important for 

our present purpose is the recognition of the function of the ego ideal in the establishment 

of the organization of a group (in our own terms “human interrelations”). A bond 

between self and other is constituted when one replaces his ego ideal with the other. That 

the ego ideal is capable of amalgamating itself in this way with the other is an indication 

of its ability to function as a model of the other. I can put the other in my place and 

substitute him for myself through the mobilization of the ego ideal.  

 

Freud explicitly considers this function of substitution of the other for an aspect of the 

self in terms of the formation of crowds, the bond of being in love, and hypnosis. But, 

with an appropriate shift in emphasis, what Freud says can be extended to cover empathic 

receptivity as well. In addition to the differences in the number of individuals involved 

and the degree that the sexual drive is allowed gratification, these three cases differ from 

that of empathy in what happens to the ego. Descriptively speaking, in hypnosis the ego 

is put to sleep. (The analogy is almost perfect, for the subject does not remember what 

has happened, he may have dreams or vivid hallucination like experiences, and will 

awake refreshed. The only difference is that the subject’s eyes may be open, and he 

remains in contact with the particular person of the hypnotist.) Likewise, in the behavior 

of crowds and being in love the ego is sacrificed: “The object has, so to speak, consumed 

the ego” (Freud 1921: 104). In contrast, in empathy, although the other is amalgamated 

with the ego ideal in a substitutive way, the ego’s capacity to relate to the environment is 

unimpaired. The capacity to test reality, which is a function of the ego, is still functioning 

effectively in empathy.  

 

In metapsychological terms, crowd, (panic, etc.), the fascination of the lover with the 

beloved, and the ego suspension of hypnosis all abolish the distinction between ego and 
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ego ideal by more or less completely suspending the first term. But in the case of 

empathy, this split in the self is still functioning productively to be receptive to the other 

simultaneous with rendering the receptivity articulate and intelligible. In so far as the ego 

ideal is that aspect of the self capable of representing others, the ego ideal functions as a 

model structuring receptivity. Yet the ego ideal is the point at which the dichotomy 

between narcissistic self-involvement and other-directedness in the psychoanalytic 

account of object relations breaks down. A person who has been amalgamated with the 

ego ideal is invested with narcissistic interest, yet, by definition he remains other.  

 

This kind of intermediate and transitional phenomenon - what would today be called a 

“selfobject” by self psychology after Kohut - can also be isolated in the connection 

between the work of mourning and of empathy.
24
 In mourning, a lost object is preserved 

in one part of the ego through identification with it. The lost object is substituted for a 

component part of the ego. The object is lost in reality, and one can no longer have it as a 

possession; so one becomes the object in fantasy, in being the object. Freud writes: 

 

Identification with an object that is renounced or lost, as a substitute for that 

object—introjection of it into the ego—is no longer a novelty to us. A process of 

this kind may sometimes be observed in small children. . . A child who was 

unhappy over the loss of a kitten declared straight out that now he himself was the 

kitten, and accordingly crawled about on all fours, would not eat at table, etc.
25
 

 

Let’s be clear about this. Here the child is not asking himself “How should I act ‘as if’ I 

were a kitten?” The operation is not cognitive; it is ontological. The child does not care in 

the sense of being worried; he cares in the sense of a thrown introjection in which the 

missing kitten is straightaway implemented by the child’s being the kitten. Here the 

process of identification has been be isolated before it has gone underground, so to speak, 

and been closed from shared access. I think we must admit that the matter has gone 

beyond the stage of a game of pretending when the child no longer wants to eat at the 

table and insists on crawling on all fours instead of walking upright. Freud’s “etc.” also 

                                                 
24
 Ralph R. Greenson. (1960). “Empathy and its vicissitudes.” International Journal of Psychoanalysis 41 

(1960): 418-24: 423-24. “One resorts to empathy . . . when one wants to regain contact with a lost object. 

To not understand is a form of losing or rejecting an object” (ibid.).  
25
 Freud, Group Psychology, S.E. 18: 109. 
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speaks volumes here since it may imply that the child is regressing in other ways such as 

“forgetting” how to use the toilet, an area in which the kitten also had no competence. 

While it is a mere speculation who the patience was (Anna?), the loss of toilet skills on 

the part of the child of a family friend may perhaps have occasioned a visit to have a chat 

with “Uncle Sigmund,” thus disclosing this little vignette. Here the child has himself 

become the transitional selfobject. As the work of mourning progresses, the child’s self 

will become further differentiated. He or she will be able to possess the beloved kitten in 

imagination, so it may be able to be relinquished in reality. As the child grows up, this 

ontological capacity for identification will be further elaborated as the talent for role 

playing, leadership, and metaphor.
26
 

 

Likewise through empathy, a substitutive identification is mobilized at an appropriately 

mature level using a vicarious experience. Note the way speech captures an important 

aspect of experience in that “vicarious” has “vicar” (a “substitute” or “deputy”) 

embedded within it. This dimension of substitutability is unambiguously preserved in the 

locution “vice versa,” often used at the end of a statement that can be reversed. It 

indicates that the reciprocal substitution of terms may be made by switching views. 

Ontically, the one individual is substituted in a role in which he represents the other. 

Thus, the patient in therapy does not recall rebelling against the authority of his parents; 

but constantly finds himself questioning the authority of the analyst. The child who has 

lost a kitten, refuses to walk on two legs, crawls on the ground on all fours, will not use 

the table to take meals, etc. Ontologically, the one individual becomes the other by 

assimilating the other to his way of being in relation to himself and the involvement with 

the world of locomotion, meals, chores, etc.  

 

Vicarious experience can be characterized as a transitional phenomenon – content 

constellated in an opaque partition of the self model (to paraphrase Metzinger) activating 

                                                 
26
 Or vice versa.  Ted Cohen powerfully and concisely argues that the talent for metaphor, a capacity that is 

not further analyzable according to Aristotle, lies at the basis of our understanding of other persons, 

narratives (and related artistic forms such as role playing), and  even empathy. This eloquent and 

entertaining gem of a book carefully issues a disclaimer that empathy is not necessarily always involved in 

the enlarged sense of metaphor implicated (by Cohen) in personal identification. “[. . . ] I have absolutely 

no wish to claim that such efforts of empathy are always involved.” See T. Cohen. (2008). Thinking of 

Others: On the Talent for Metaphor. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008: 16 
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the same features of intra-psychic self structure as those of leadership, love, hypnosis, 

and mourning where the other is substituted for a component of the self, in this case, the 

ego ideal. But it is important to note that vicarious experience serves a different purpose 

than all of these. Its purpose is to establish contact with the other in a way that preserves 

the integrity of each individual. Vicarious experience is not as strong as the global merger 

witnessed in the case of the child who lost his kitten (where the ego was completely 

submerged in and sacrificed to the other). It is intermediate between the former and the 

isolation of the adult in mourning (where the other individual (object) is eventually 

recognized as irretrievably lost). In contrast with the latter, vicarious experience has more 

chance of success in establishing contact with an interhuman reality, in which fantasies 

can be shared and tested, than the selected case cited by Freud that also involve an 

activation of a model representing the other.  

 

The patient walking into the analytic consulting room finds himself in the same position 

as the boy with the lost kitten as regards identification and what is superficially called 

“role playing.” Only unlike the child, who suffers from the loss of “love,” the would-be 

analysand is suffering from neurotic symptoms. He is suffering from a loss of self-

control. He is not intentionally role-playing; but, if the analysis gets off to a good start, 

the analysand soon finds himself repeating a pattern of substituting the analyst for 

individuals in other parts of his life – unwittingly identifying the analyst with other 

individuals in his life. Of course, the analytic consulting room is designed precisely to 

activate this form of identification. The conversation is designed to activate a 

transference of a pattern from the analysand’s life, where it cannot be managed, to the 

analytic “theatre,” where it can be disclosed, interpreted, and raised, restoring the 

patient’s well-being. Initially the patient cannot remember; he repeats.  

 

For instance, the patient does not say that he remembers how defiant and critical 

he used to be in regard to the authority of his parents, but he behaves in that way 

towards the physician. He does not remember how he came to a helpless and 

hopeless deadlock in his infantile searchings after the truth of sexual matters, but 

he produces a mass of confused dreams and associations, complains that he never 
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succeeds at anything, and describes it as his fate never to be able to carry anything 

through (Freud 1914: 160).
27
 

 

The pattern matching exercise of substituting one individual for another reaches an 

extreme – a certain kind of reduction to absurdity without the negative implication of a 

logical fallacy – in the analytic consultation. This is the equivalent of an interpersonal 

hallucination. The second person – in this case, the analyst himself - as a physical entity 

is not a hallucination and is given in the standard context; however, the function he or she 

plays in the analysand’s experience is transitory and imaginary. It is the functional 

equivalent of a hallucination that the analyst is your father, mother, brother, etc. and in 

turn. The suggestion is that such substitutions are more common than is generally 

recognized or acknowledged in ordinary experience among standard, normal humans in 

everyday interrelations. Simply stated, such substitutions are common. The difference 

between the analyzed and the unanalyzed individual is that the former has access to the 

distinction and can catch him- or herself in the act before the automatic mechanism of 

substitution has created a misunderstanding, miscommunication, upset, or scandal.  

 

Given the Freudian context, the obvious issue at this point is - what about empathizing 

with the unconscious of the other? In Chapter ___ empathy with unexpressed emotions 

was considered in detail. The conclusion was reached that empathy with an emotion that 

is not occurring – that is an emotion that is merely dispositional – makes no sense. 

However, empathy with an occurring emotion that is disavowed and denied due to a 

vertical split in the self – and is dynamically unconscious as a result of this split - does 

indeed make sense. Therefore, in this particular sense, empathy with a split off emotion 

that has been betrayed makes quite good sense.  This use of empathy is perhaps what 

Freud had in mind when he spoke of the analyst using his own unconscious to resonate 

with that of the analysand:  

 

Expressed in a formula, he [the analyst] must bend his own unconscious like a 

receptive organ towards the emerging unconscious of the patient, be as the 

receiver of the telephone to the disc. As the receiver transmutes the electric 

                                                 
27
 S. Freud. (1914). “Further recommendations in the technique of psychoanalysis: recollection, repetition 

and working through” in Therapy and Technique, ed. P. Rieff. New York: Collier Books, 1963: 157-66. 
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vibration induced by the sound-waves back again into sound-waves, so is the 

physician’s unconscious mind able to reconstruct the patient’s unconscious, which 

has directed his associations, from the communications derived from it (Freud 

1912: 122).
28
 

 

A subject as vast and deep as the unconscious can be engaged only selectively here. First, 

the sense of “unconscious” is that of the “dynamic unconscious.” That is, certain ideas, 

intentions, and affects are denied, rejected, repressed (to use the technical term), and 

become unavailable to introspective attention. This content is denied because it is 

unacceptable to the individual conventionally, socially, morally such that it is 

inconsistent with the survival of the sense of self, the individual’s identity writ large. The 

fate of the contents is different depending on whether they are repressed (i.e., forgotten) 

or split off vertically where they continue to be available to introspection but are 

cognitively impenetrable.  

 

The cognitive impenetrability of the dynamic unconscious should be distinguished form 

what Metzinger (above) describes as autoepistemic closure in so far as the latter is 

applied to neurological processes. The latter can never cross the threshold of attentional 

awareness. The firing of mirror neurons in emotional contagion or even of rods and cones 

in the eye are never available to conscious introspection no matter what one does. 

However, the unconscious formed as a result of repression or a vertical split of given 

contents is “dynamically” precisely because it can change to become conscious. For 

example, as the result of analytic work, the analysand can transform that part of the self 

model that is the censor – a repository of conventional norms – that is initially transparent 

(and therefore invisible) into an opaque representation of values that the individual 

consciously owns or discards. A similar dynamic applies to the unacceptable and 

therefore repressed desires that form the system unconscious (and designated as the id – 

the German word “es” for “it” – the impersonal other - in the 1923 typography).  

 

                                                 
28
 S. Freud. (1912). “Recommendations for physicians on the psychoanalytic method of treatment” in 

Therapy and Technique, ed. P. Rieff. New York: Collier Books, 1963. Also to be found in The Standard 

Edition of Freud’s Works (S.E.). Translated under the supervision of James Strachey. London: Hogarth 

Press, 1955-64. Volume 12: 111-20. 
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Freud is clear about the dubious value of attempting directly to communicate knowledge 

to the patient. Educating the analysand, telling her or him that the behavior is 

inconsistent, using the power of suggestion to implant counter-cognition is useless. Until 

empathically informed interpretations have created some freedom around the patient’s 

censorship of himself or other obstacles to being straight with himself, the unexpressed 

commitments underwritten by desire, passion, and resistance will always win out over 

logic, information, and knowledge: 

 

This disconcerting ability in patients to combine conscious knowledge with 

ignorance remains unexplained by what is called normal psychology. By reason 

of the recognition of the unconscious, psychoanalysis find no difficulty in it [. . .] 

The patients are aware, in thought, of the repressed experience, but the connection 

between the thought and the point where the repressed recollection is in some way 

imprisoned is lacking. No change is possible until the conscious thought-process 

has penetrated to this point and has overcome the resistances of the repression 

there (Freud 1913: 154-5).
29
 

 

As noted, a repressed idea or intention is forgotten and is transformed into a somatic 

symptom using the body to represent sexuality or a reaction formation such as the idée fix 

(obsessive idea) that the sister is being incompetently treated by her physician in order to 

keep the unacceptable idea and intention repressed. For example, the case of the sister-in-

law secretly in love in her own imagination with her sister’s husband – an unacceptable 

idea in Victorian times and prior to daytime television psychodrama – transiently has the 

idea upon learning of her sister’s serious illness, “Good, now I can have him [the 

husband] to myself,” and falls ill with a hysterical affliction immediately thereafter, 

entirely forgetting the thought until it was uncovered in the course of a short course of 

psychoanalysis. Affects – whether specific emotions or the affective dimension of desires 

- that are repressed cease to be occurrent, and become dispositional.
30
 Those affects that 

are vertically split off remain available to attention, but are typically denied, since they 

                                                 
29
 S. Freud. (1913). “Further recommendations in the technique of psychoanalysis: On Beginning the 

treatment, tr. J. Riviere in Therapy and Technique, intr. P. Rieff. New York: Crowell-Collier, 1964: 135-

156. 
30
 S. Freud (1915). “The unconscious” in General Psychological Theory, ed. P. Rieff, New York: Collier, 

1963: 116-50. In section 3 on the unconscious emotions of this 1915 paper “The Unconscious” Freud 

explicitly says that after repression an unconscious affect is only present as “a potential disposition” in the 

“system unconscious” whereas  an unconscious idea has an actual, not dispositional, representation there 

(as discussed in the chapter ___ on empathy and unexpressed emotions).  
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are unacceptable. These latter can be surfaced by a subtle empathic resonance. Likewise, 

when a thought or intention that has been repressed is authentically recovered, the 

dispositional affect accompanying it is transformed into an occurrence. This results in the 

famous abreaction – basically a catharsis – that indicates, yes, the idea is no longer just 

cognition, but lives as an effective part of the individual’s life.  

 

The converse is also the case. Just as recovering the idea can lead to the emotion, the 

emotion can lead to the idea. As noted in Chapter ___, in the section on “affect” in The 

Interpretation of Dreams, Freud notes that if an individual dreams of being afraid, then 

the person is really afraid.
31 
The robbers are imaginary, but the fear is real. If Hans 

dreams about a horse, the horse may really be a substitute for his father (or his father’s 

powerful masculinity). However, if Hans, the person, is afraid, he is really afraid. The 

fear is not a substitute for some other emotion. It is fear. But of what is the issue. Thus, 

when an emotion shows up in a dream, day dream, or ordinary awareness, it is exactly 

what it seems to be as an affect (feeling). This is why empathically targeting (“locking 

on”) the emotion—especially if the emotion is ambivalent or unexpressed—is so 

powerful. The emotion is occurrent but unbounded as to its cause or target or even its 

exact individuality as an emotion and can provide clues as to the individual’s motivations 

amidst otherwise disguised and distorted expressions and behavior. 

 

The Other in the Self: The Generalized Other and the Narrative of the Self 

Next, a third tradition that has differentiated a representative of the other out of the matrix 

of the self is instantiated in the work of George Herbert Mead.
32
 Although the 

introduction of the tradition of social behaviorism may seem surprising, it is by no means 

arbitrary. As we shall see, even if our discussion is restricted to developmental aspects of 

the ontogenesis of empathy in the history of the self, what we have to say will constitute 

an integral part of the overall argument of this thesis. Neither introspective knowledge by 

acquaintance nor inferences from behavior provide an adequate approach to cognitively 

                                                 
31
 S. Freud. (1900). The Interpretation of Dreams., tr. J. Strachery. New York: Avon Books, 1965: 497f. 

32
 G. H. Mead. (1934). Mind, Self and Society from the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist, ed. C.W. Morris. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962. 
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grasping the other, we have attempted to retrieve and rehabilitate the former in the 

Chapter on “The Philosophical Significance for Empathy of Neurology.” Now we are in a 

position to perform an analogous retrieval and reconstruction of behaviorism. But it is not 

just any behaviorism that is here at issue, but a particular kind that does not overlook the 

importance of the function of symbolization. Furthermore, a consideration of Mead’s 

“social behaviorism” with its focus on symbolic interrelations and gestures will put us in 

a position to make further progress in understanding the function of the model 

representing the other in so far as it relates to introspection. 

  

Although Mead is a social behaviorist by his own self-interpretation, he is opposed to the 

Watsonian behaviorism that flourished during the first two decades of this century in 

America that attempted to analyze without remainder social interrelations through such 

concepts as stimulus, response, conditioning, habit, etc. Mead aims at showing that the 

social situation is unintelligible without the introduction of such concepts as the “social 

act,” “significant symbol,” and “communication.” This also requires that an account of 

the “other” be taken up and integrated.  

 

The social act is behavior oriented towards the response of another. The question with 

which Mead is confronted is how a behavioral gesture or response can take on the 

capacity to function as a meaningful or significant symbol. Mead explicitly excludes 

conditioning or habit as a sufficient explanation (Mead 1934: 163). Instead, he seeks to 

explain the significance of the symbol through the requirement that it be able to function 

for both the self and the other. A behavioral gesture is a significant symbol in that the 

agent takes the other into consideration: 

 

It is through the ability to be the other at the same time that he is himself that the 

symbol becomes significant (Mead 1922: 157). 

 

It is necessary for one to have available a representation of the other in one’s own self in 

order for gestures to be significant symbols. This representation is the “generalized 

other”: 
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From the behavioristic standpoint it [i.e., signification] must take place through 

the individual generalizing himself in his attitude of the other . . . through taking 

the attitude of what may be called the generalized other. . . . He finds himself 

speaking to himself and to others with the authority of the group . . . (Mead 1922: 

161-2). 

 

By means of this model of the other the social process is brought within the experience of 

the individual. The other’s response is made a constituent of my own experience. If I am 

to participate in significant communication, then it must be a dialogue not a soliloquy. 

(We will consider an apparent exception to this in a moment.) The self and the other are 

differentiated out of a common social process of interrelation. If anything, priority 

belongs to the other—we tend to live for the most part in the expectations and demands 

that others make on us, and only later become aware of ourselves as individuals.  

 

Mead’s assertion about “speaking to oneself . . .with the authority of the group” recall’s 

Jean Piaget’s research into the child’s so-called “collective monologue.”
 33
 Piaget’s 

researches into the child development have called our attention to the “insufficiently 

socialized individual speeches” of children, i.e., the collective monologue. Piaget 

distinguishes egocentrism from secrecy, and suggests that reflection in children does not 

admit of secrecy.
34
 The child has little verbal continence and tends to say everything that 

occurs to him on a moment-by-moment basis. Although children talk incessantly when 

together in a kind of collective monologue, they rarely substitute the other for their own 

selves in order to appreciate the other’s point of view. According to Piaget, the social 

attitude is there only in form not substance (Piaget 1922: 76). Piaget makes it a matter of 

definition that “egocentric” speech and thought are intermediate between undirected, 

autistic (i.e., dreamlike) thought and adult social intelligence (Piaget 1922: 65). While the 

adult uses collective concepts to think socially, even when he is alone, the child under 

seven years of age thinks egocentrically, even when in the society of others (Piaget 1922: 

60). Vygotsky will, of course, stand this analysis on its head like a good Marxist, 

suggesting that the child consistently thinks socially but speaks egocentrically until he 

                                                 
33
 J. Piaget. (1923). The Language and Thought of the Child, trans. M Babain (New York: Meridian Books, 

1974). 
34
 Piaget writes of “reflection” not “introspection” though these cover much of the same ground.  
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learns not to express himself verbally – i.e., until the child acquires verbal continence. At 

that point, the explicitly expressed verbal thinking is condensed, subjected to selective 

deletions of contextual components, “goes underground,” and is no longer audible to 

others because it is no longer spoken aloud or, for that matter, spoken at all. It is 

transformed into the abbreviated, condensed “inner code” of verbal thinking.
 35
 

 

For our purposes here the distinction between Piaget and Vygotsky is initially moot. The 

reason for citing them at this point is that Mead has already called attention to the 

phenomena that so engaged them, but with an interesting variation. The capacity to talk 

to oneself is part of the process whereby the self acquires rules, conventions, and the 

expectations of the group. The genetic importance of the phenomenon of the collective 

monologue for our understanding of the self is not to be underestimated. Especially from 

the standpoint of a behaviorist, who is inclined to distinguish external observables from 

inner thoughts, the collective monologue constitutes a way of opening up what was 

previously regarded as inaccessibly “inner.” Although Mead lacks the data available to 

Piaget and his Soviet student and critic Vygotsky, he has grasped the essentials, and 

points out that the child’s monologue constitutes a kind of visible, audible instance of 

what in the adult functions as inner speech.  

 

Although Mead does not call this out, what he says also implies that the monologue may 

be a dialogue, between the child and one of his imaginary friends: 

 

The young child talks to himself, i.e., uses the elements of articulate 

speech in response to the sounds he hears himself make, more continuously and 

persistently than he does in response to the sounds he hears from those about him, 

and displays greater interest in the sounds he himself makes than in those of 

others. We know also that this fascination of one’s own vocal gestures continues 

even after the child has learned to talk with others, and that the child will converse 

                                                 
35
 See Chapter ___ on Empathy and Introspection where the distinction is material and their results are 

considered in more details. Nobody is not moving their lips. In other words, the classic behaviorist 

(Watsonian) idea that microscopic muscle movements occur at some stage of the interiorization of explicit 

speech to verbal thinking is inaccurate. Such movements simply never occurs. No evidence of it was ever 

discovered – except perhaps in adult professors of psychology at Cornell, Leipzig, or Wuerzburg -  because 

deletions of the subject and condensations of adjective and predicate render verbal thinking 

incommensurable with articulate speech. [Editorial note: if this Chapter is moved off the critical path due to 

consideration of length, then it should be cited as an unpublished paper by the author.] 
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for hours with himself, even constructing imaginary companions, who function in 

the child’s growing self-consciousness as the processes of inner speech—thought 

and imagination—function in the consciousness of the adult.
36
 

 

Without wishing to agree that thought and imagination are equivalent to inner speech 

(which is a thesis of Watsonian behaviorism that Mead criticizes elsewhere), we can 

retrieve what is essential here.  

 

Now, however, Mead’s view as expressed moves closer to that of Piaget’s student, 

Vygotsky, than to Piaget himself. Rather than view this egocentric speech as 

insufficiently socialized speech (which will simply die out as the child matures), 

Vygotsky reverses Piaget’s formula, and he characterizes egocentric speech as 

insufficiently individualized social speech. Thanks to his appreciation of the collective 

use and development of concepts, an appreciation fed by the function of ideology in 

Marxist thought, Vygotsky is able to avoid the paradox of having to posit the existence of 

“individual speech” that exists only egocentrically. Instead, “egocentric” now indicates 

insufficiently individualized social speech and verbal thinking. This points to the still 

ongoing and incomplete process of differentiating the child’s self out of the social matrix. 

In short, egocentric speech displays a lack of differentiation of speech for oneself from 

speech for others. Even if we insist on the distinction between inner and outer, we can say 

that egocentric speech is intermediate between external and internal. It is speech on the 

way inward. It does not so much die out as go underground where it develops into inner 

speech, thus, seeming to disappear from the scope of direct observation.  

 

Mead points out that the child’s monologue without explicit reference to the generalized 

other. But he has at his fingertips an instance of the generalized other in the process of 

formation. The imaginary friends to whom children often talk are intermediate between 

the purely inner reflection of the adult (which is closed off to us) and the purely external 

speech of the dialogue (to which we are open). Imaginary friends represent the self as an 

object. They open the way to the ability to be other at the same time that one is oneself. 

                                                 
36
 G.H. Mead. (1912). “The Mechanism of Social Consciousness,” Journal of Philosophy, Psychology, and 

Scientific Method 9 (1912): 403. 
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With the help of his imaginary friend is an empirical, ontogenetic prototype of the 

“generalized other,” the model of the other embedded within the self.  

 

Example of the Other in the Self: The Imaginary Friend 

Here our discussion takes a turn in the direction of concrete experience. In fact, all our 

reflections up to now from the traditions of phenomenology, psychoanalysis, and social 

behaviorism have been oriented towards providing a kind of framework for the 

discussion of how a model of the other develops in the context of vicarious and shared 

experience. In short, how the ontogenesis of the self goes hand in hand with empathy.  

 

In Chapter ___ on Empathy and Intentionality, speech acts were used to access 

intentions. Empathy was one form of intentionality for which the higher order speech act 

of story telling was described as a method of access. As noted, if one understand Searle 

literally as he should be taken - that the speech act delimits and makes accessible the 

intentional state - then the performative of telling folk tales implements the intentional act 

of empathy.  

 

Obviously it goes significantly beyond Searle’s analysis of speech acts to consider story 

telling as a speech act sui generis. Yet both the performative and the intentional act have 

identical conditions of satisfaction. The speech act of story telling aims at world to word 

direction of fit as the words bring into being the communal experience of a vicarious 

feeling of well being; and the intentional act of empathy creates a community in which 

the self and other discover their shared humanity.  

 

 

Ontically, the story teller uses empathy to entertain the listener by representing a drama 

of shared humanness in its particularity whether by evoking emotional events such as 

laughter, pity, or fear (in the classic sense); ontologically, the listener who wishes to be 

distracted from his daily troubles creates the possibility of empathic community by his 

shared humanness of the drama.  The story teller moves the listener emotionally; the 
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listener humanizes the story teller, calling him not just to the role of an entertainer putting 

on a good show (though that too occurs) but to the possibility of a human being sharing 

an emotional experience in relation to another human being as represented in the drama. 

The listener by his very being gives the story teller his humanness – as it were, making 

the story teller a fellow inquirer in the emotions evoked by the drama represented in the 

story - so that the story teller can give it (emotions in a human context) back to the 

listener in a drama that defines them as part of the same community of fellow travelers on 

the road of life. 

 

In the above-cited discussion, we looked at a folk tale. Here we turn our attention to a bed 

time story, presented as a screen memory.  

 

Much of the discussion of empathy has been about empathy as a method of transforming 

suffering and frustration into a strengthened self. But the same result can be 

accomplished using happy, even joyous, experiences as the content of the empathic 

relationship. Let’s focus on one of those. The following memory was reported by a 

student in a class on the foundations of becoming a teacher. Of course, we will be 

analyzing this story, not so much in the interest of validation, but rather to see how 

vicarious and shared experience is constituted through the functioning of a concrete use 

of a generalized other still in its initial stage, the imaginary friend of a little boy. Let us 

call the author of the story by the name “Simon.” He writes: 

 

“Once there was a boy named ‘Doodle Bug.’ Every shiny summer day he 

got into this little blue car and went for a ride. If he peddled hard he could make 

his car go fast. Sometimes he would drive to the Indian village and make a treaty 

with the chief. Other times he went to the Bakery with his Mom. She would buy 

cookies. Once Doodle Bug tried standing on his noodle. For this the Baker-lady 

gave him apple strudel. Everyone laughted.” [sic “laughted” is intentionally 

misspelled] 

This is a bedtime story my Mom told to me when I was very young.  

 

Notice the structure of this narrative. As the last sentence indicates, the character of 

Doodle Bug is embedded within the memory of the story his mother told to him at the 

end of the day. It is possible that this bedtime ritual was repeated on many occasions with 
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variations that are telescoped together in this narrative, which, strictly speaking, would be 

called a “screen memory.” The document that was actually produced by Simon will be no 

less factual if it is a composite sketch of several different narratives. One time they went 

to the store. The next day he played with his blue car. Another time he played Indians. 

But in spite of the fanciful features of the one story in which all these events are 

summarized, the point at which the text touches base with ordinary, everyday reality and 

speech is “a bedtime story my mom told to me when I was very young.”  

 

We encounter a performative use of speech. What does the mother accomplish in talking 

this way? She summarizes the events of the exciting days of summer, and presents the 

boy with a picture in words. This binds the child’s excitement after a stimulating summer 

day on the go, permits him to let go of such a very attractive day, and, thus, helps him to 

fall asleep. If one were to say in a single statement what the story accomplishes as a 

narrative, then it would be that it completes the day, making it into a coherent whole that 

makes sense instead of disconnected fragments.  

 

The telling of the story of “Doodle Bug” is a social experience shared by mother and son. 

Experience is made into a coherent whole as the events of the day are knit into a 

meaningful narrative by the mother’s imagination. Within the context of the unfolding 

human interrelation, the narrative ceases to be mere fantasy and discloses a nucleus of 

historical truth. The actual events of the day are incorporated into the narrative—peddling 

hard and going to the bakery. The ongoing process of socialization is alluded to—a treaty 

is made with the “chief.” This is a substitution for the father, who is not otherwise 

mentioned. (Note that unlike “Mom,” it is not capitalized.) 

 

In fact, the reader readily notices that the story contains substitutes for all the important 

human events in Simon’s life. It would be true to say that each of these events, including 

persons, is represented by its own “vicar.” Not only is “Mom” explicitly named, she is 

also implied in the “Bakery-lady” who provides food. So each of the members of the 

family are represented in the narrative by vicarious substitution. The author also appears 
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twice. Simon is the Doodle Bug. But he is also the one who says “I” in the final phrase 

“… when I was very young.”  

 

In a sense, the “author” of the story is vague. Does it refer to Simon, who is now 

recollecting the story, or does it refer to Simon’s mother, who first narrated the bedtime 

tale? It would be foolish to try and make a choice here. Both have contributed to what 

was a brief oral tradition until the class taken by the author in becoming a teacher fixed 

the process into this written text.  

 

In the case of this bedtime story, we have a different version of social referencing. By 

requesting and expecting a bedtime story, the child is asking for guidance on how he 

should summarize and integrate the day into his growing self so that he can fall asleep 

without anxiety or worry. Here the mother is in effect telling the child how to feel by 

means of the story which reviews and integrates the events of the busy, stimulating day 

so that her son can feel good about it and relax.  

 

In social referencing, one individual checks with the other about how the one should feel. 

In the classic example and within defined limits, a toddler falls over, and then looks at her 

father. If the father smiles back, then the toddler laughs – it’s like a game and falling over 

– plop –is fun. If the father looks worried, the toddler cries and reaches out to be rescued 

– the fall was a hard one and comforting is required. For further background on social 

referencing see Hobson (2005).
37
 The care-taker’s empathy with the toddler in effect 

gives the child’s emerging, inchoate emotion an explicit form by binding it to his smile or 

worried look, communicating what the emotion should be, and giving it back to the child 

in articulate form. The child then takes it over and uses it to guide what it is experiencing; 

and if it aligns with that experience, then it laughs or cries appropriately. Or in an 

alternative description, the empathic care-take expresses the emotion on behalf of the 

child. The child then receives the communication, which is then taken up and further 

                                                 
37
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processed and expressed by the child in reciprocal attunement with the care-taker’s smile 

or worry-look, completing the circle.
38
  

 

In terms of social referencing, the imaginary playmate is the intermediate structure 

through which attention is formed around emotionally charged, affectively-laden 

experiences. In terms of self psychology, the imaginary friend is a selfobject or 

transitional object in Kohut’s or Winnicott’s terms, respectively. Doodle Bug is that 

aspect of the author who recognizes the common good, the authority of the group. Doodle 

Bug is on his way to becoming a creature with a conscience. Even though the boy Simon 

may not always be able to keep his treaties, still his mother presents him with an image of 

his better self, his ego ideal. Doodle Bug is the reflection Simon makes in his mother’s 

eye. Doodle Bug is what Simon’s mother wants him to be, and if Simon wants to please 

his mother, then he will be like Doodle Bug. Doodle Bug is the “vicar” through which the 

mother communicates her hopes, expectations, requirements, and understanding to 

Simon. He is the vehicle through which the constraints and privileges that one very 

significant other make and grant to Simon are communicated to him.   

 

We use our empathy to gain access to the experience of the child and give it back to him 

in language he can understand that makes sense out of the sometimes overwhelming 

waves of feeling, sensation, and emotion that are causing upset and expressions of upset 

in his behavior. For example in a different context, “The reason you feel sad, Simon, is 

that kitty had to stay overnight at the pet hospital. I know you miss him tonight, but he 

will get well soon and we can go see him tomorrow.” The training in the use of “sad” 

makes essential reference to the way Simon is feeling. It helps him to regulate (“master”) 

what would otherwise be an over-whelming feeling of sadness, preventing him from 

going to sleep. While we can get clues about what is going on with Simon from the 

context, including inferences and a customary conjunction between feelings and 

behaviors – the key differentiator that provides the power to make a difference in 

mastering the emotion is the access through empathy.  

                                                 
38
 See Chapter ___ on Empathy and Expression: Empathy Completes Unexpressed Emotions where this 

example is also used to good effect.  
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Simon gets that his caretaker is empathizing with him over the loss of kitty, that he is not 

alone in his sadness, and he builds psychic structure – traditionally called strength of 

character – in being courageous until tomorrow. Simon does his duty – he goes to bed 

without (too much) upset – and delays gratification until tomorrow. Having his emotion 

empathized with and delivered back to him in an empathic interpretation (“you feel this 

way because …”) that he can hear helps Jimmy to regulate (“master”) what would 

otherwise be an overwhelming feeling of sadness, preventing him from going to sleep. 

By giving it a name, “sadness” it is easier to identify as a specific upset rather than an 

amorphous, overwhelming blob of undifferentiated affects and sensation; and so it is 

easier for Jimmy to express himself, ask for  help or substitute something else, a stuffed 

animal, as a way of binding all the emotions, not just sadness, that come up at bedtime. 

 

As indicated, a nice instance is provided of how “the gleam in the mother’s eye mirrors 

the child’s exhibitionistic display.”
39
 Doodle Bug is an accomplished and clever fellow. 

The story tells how he “tried standing on his noodle” and was rewarded with “apple 

strudel.” This allusion to some kind of acrobatics arouses the reader’s sensual receptivity. 

But it turns out that in the class discussion of this anecdote Simon recalled that, at the 

time of first hearing the story, he had no idea of the meaning of the words “apple 

strudel.” When he heard the rhyme with “noodle” he just “laughted,” i.e., he laughed 

hard. In fact, he was more interested in the cookies than in any strudel, and when he 

eventually learned what strudel really was he didn’t like it, saying that it was too messy. 

This is a surprising association that we cannot afford to ignore. This is where the latent 

thoughts of the anecdote touch the manifest ones. It is far from unambiguous to what part 

of the anatomy “noodle” really refers. It would not be hard to posit a displacement from 

below to above that involves substituting “head” for “penis.” “Stands on his noodle” is a 

kind of screen onto which many kinds of physical horseplay, gratifying to the boy’s 

narcissistic masculinity, can be projected. Within this interpretation, his dislike for strudel 

could be explained. If “strudel” is a substitute for “sexuality,” then, after having 

established a treaty with the chief, strudel would be off limits to Doodle Bug. Simon 
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reports that in reality he did not like strudel. But he is able to receive strudel as a reward 

in fantasy (in the story) provided that the anxiety that this must arouse is bound in the 

form of a rhyme and dissipated through humor. So both the wish and the fear receive 

recognition. 

 

Each of the features of the boy’s self is highlighted in the mother’s narrative. Her 

narrative functions as a form of interpretation of her son’s experiences. Her vicarious 

receptivity towards the boy’s experiences during the day is constellated. As a bedtime 

tale, the anecdote represents the mother’s empathic response to the exciting and 

stimulating gestures of the day. If we want to ask what would count as a confirming reply 

from the boy, then it would consist in his falling asleep. The mother responds to the 

gestures of an aggressive, intrusive, doing boy. She transforms his active attempts at 

accomplishments into something humorous. She makes a rhyme on the exhibition of his 

“noodle.” “Noodle” rhymes with “apple strudel” as well as with “Doodle.” This joke 

precipitates a mini-catharsis that releases the tensions accumulated during the day. 

“Everybody laughted” is both what happened during the day and what happened during 

bedtime while recounting the day’s events. The misspelling of “laughed” with an extra 

“t” is a contamination that also emphasizes the staccato rhythm laughter sometimes 

makes. 

 

Both the “I” and the “me” aspects of the self are displayed in kinaesthetic terms. It is the 

one who says “I” that makes the wheels of the car go fast by “peddling hard.” We are all 

receptive to the experience of getting the wheels on a bicycle going fast, so that they 

seem to turn by momentum. This suggests that Doodle Bug (as well as the boy who is his 

friend) are in what Erik Erikson, in psychosocial terms, would call the locomotor state of 

development. The boy is active, aggressive, intrusive. He has learned to walk sometime 

ago, and shows increasing coordination of his body control in that he can now peddle a 

go car on his own.
40
 But he is still a little fellow attached to his Mom’s apron strings. He 

goes with her to the bakery to procure cookies. There is no conflict here. The drives are 
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being given what they want. The one who receives oral gratification and Mom’s affection 

is “me.” 

 

Furthermore, Doodle Bug confronts the Indians. These are a vicarious substitute for the 

less socialized and more savage aspects of himself—the aspects that want to yell and 

scream when gratification is postponed, slam the doors, track mud, etc. But a modus 

vivendi is reached. A way of living in peace is achieved. Even though Doodle But wants 

complete possession of the only female around—his Mom—he is forced to accommodate 

himself to the reality of the situation. He makes a treaty with the chief. This is the point at 

which a social contract briefly appears in the history of human development. Perhaps he 

implicitly acknowledges that he can have Mom’s attention all day long, but when the 

“chief” comes home from work, then she belongs to him. Co-operation is preferable to 

complete deprivation. The situation of a scarcity of females is confronted, and the value 

of the institutions of contract and promising (treaty-making) are discovered. 

 

The way in which a successful compromise between the conflicting requirements of the 

drives, authority, and reality is affected serves as an index of the depth of the mother’s 

empathic receptivity. Her empathic response, the telling of the bedtime narrative, is tested 

against her son’s reaction. The mother’s response meets with indirect confirmation in the 

presence of good feelings—laughter and the absence of anxiety. It is in this situation of 

sharing experience that the foundation of Simon’s capacity for introspection and empathy 

are laid down.  

 

The mother’s narrative also shows what a keen and involved observer of her son she is – 

listener in the enlarged sense. She knits the events of the day into a coherent and 

entertaining narrative and gives them back to her son empathically in a way that enhances 

his grandiosity in positive but modest way. He is talented - he stands on his noodle – 

whatever that means. Any over-stimulating sexual connotation of “noodle” is dispelled in 

the humor of the rhyme of what is basically a nonsense statement. Brilliant. The 

idealizing dimension of the self is also acknowledge, though it is perhaps not as central as 

the grandiosity at this time in Simon’s development. A treaty is concluded with the 
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Indian Chief. This implies a whole universe of promises, values, and recognition of 

authority. Both aspects of the self – grandiosity and idealizing – are addressed in an 

empathic narrative of humanizing narcissism.  

 

The suggestion is that Simon’s playing with his imaginary friend is the precursor of a 

differentiation of the self that permits introspection. It is a way in which he can be 

“other” to himself without ceasing to be himself altogether. What is to the naïve observer 

apparently a monologue is rather a dialogue between one real and one imaginary person. 

But from the perspective of social behaviorism such imaginary friends present an 

opportunity for studying a model of the other “live”—i.e., before it has become a 

completely introjected function of social thought. The self is objectified and treated as if 

it were other. Conversely, in empathic receptivity the other is subjectivized. One seeks to 

discover the other in one’s own experience. In a sense, it is merely a matter of vocabulary 

whether we speak of an imaginary friend as facilitating introspection or empathy with 

oneself. The latter is a special case of the former, and has its precursor in the same 

psychic function. This is why we will always find the fates of empathy and introspection 

so closely linked together.  

 

Doodle Bug functions as a model in at least two self systems – his own and the mother’s. 

Of course, he emerges as the representation that Simon’s mother imagines of her son. 

There was probably a first occasion on which she realized that Simon was a Doodle Bug. 

But then Doodle Bug is incorporated into Simon’s own self-representation. It makes it 

easier for him to relate to himself. He may take some distance from himself. He can use 

this other to knit his experience into a more coherent, better organized, and more 

understandable whole. No doubt a time will come when this “distance” will no longer 

have to be introduced but rather overcome and reduced. But even then the successor of 

Doodle Bug, the capacity for empathy and introspection, will function in opening up the 

self receptively to interrelational experience.  

 

What is so useful to us about this case of Doodle Bug is how it demonstrates once again 

that we should be suspicious of any facile invocation of the “inner/outer” dichotomy. 
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What counts as “inside” or “outside” is not absolutely fixed but is rather capable of 

variation depending on the functions of opening and closing. We do not propose to 

dispense with this distinction completely, but instead to put it in its properly limited 

application.  

 

In short, Doodle Bug is a constituent of the self system of the little boy, Simon, yet he is 

not “inside.” Admittedly, he is not outside either in the sense that he can be directly 

observed or touched. The imaginary friend is a transitional phenomenon unchallenged 

with respect to its location in the outer environment or the inner one. It is intermediate 

between egocentrism and observation, subjectivity and objectivity. But the phenomena of 

empathy and introspection are likewise transitional ones whose localization is bound to 

seem strange if not paradoxical.  

 

What is essential to this argument is that both imaginary friends and the phenomena of 

empathy are constituents of an “intermediate” aspect of experience. The fact that the 

former is a rather obscure phenomenon which might easily be overlooked is no objection. 

The task is to use it as a reminder assembled to help us notice what is always in front of 

our eyes (at least if we have some experience with children). We have continually 

exercise ourselves in an attempt to keep our awareness open to vicarious and shared 

experiences as these emerge in language. Now when we look at these phenomena with 

their historical development in mind, we encounter a strong candidate for the genetic 

precursor to empathy in the interrelation between mother and child. Of the many possible 

examples that might have been evoked, the one that was chosen presents the self in 

encounter with authority, with the “inner” drives, with both self and other.  

 

In this discussion we have sought to trace the continuity between an adult capacity for 

vicarious experience and the child’s first experience of imaginatively substituting another 

for himself and vice versa. I have chosen to concentrate on the differentiation of a 

representation of the other within the self system as exemplified in primitive form 

through the imaginary friend. There is one further consideration to which attention might 

be devoted. It at least deserves mention as a problem. And that is the way in which 
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substitution functions in what sociology calls “role taking.” The substitution of “chief,” 

“Bakery-lady,” and “Doodle Bug” for the members of the family—including the child 

himself—is a primitive form of playing at roles that emerge alongside capacity for 

vicarious experience and empathy. In itself “role taking” is no explanation but rather a 

phenomenon to be explained. That is why I did not invoke it earlier. However, we may 

someday want to consider the role of substitution in a more global account of the 

ontogenesis of not only empathy but the self as a whole to help us notice what is always 

in front of our eyes (at least if we have some experience with children).  

 

Empathy does not just emerge full grown like Athena from the head of Zeus, but like 

one’s capacity for using language and number have a long developmental history with 

many roots that are just beginning to be uncovered. Although this discussion is not the 

complete epigenesis of empathy, the originality of the contribution and its implications 

should be weighed thoughtfully. As empathy is initially a form of interhuman receptivity, 

we may expect that this capacity will first be aroused in a situation of human 

interrelation. In this discussion we have sought to trace the continuity between the adult’s 

capacity for vicarious experience and the child’s first encounter with the imaginative 

substitution of “chief,” “Bakery-lady,” and “Doodle Bug” for the members of his 

family—including himself. Within the constellation his own alter ego takes the central 

place, and it is in relation to this special other that aspects of his self are differentiated.  

 

The primary empathic process gives an individual emotions rather than undifferentiated 

stress, affect, sensation, and is precisely the empathy of the other for the individual. I 

know that you have such experiences since you are a coherent individual (self). If others 

had not treated you emphatically, then you would not be here as you. Simply stated, if 

your spontaneous expressions of intentionality and clumsy attempts at integrating 

experience had not been reciprocated with sufficient empathy, then you would lose 

interest in living and have died at an early age.  

 

It is perhaps the equivalent of an 18
th
 century urban myth. But Frederick the Great is 

supposed to have tried raising a group of children, presumably taken from their starving 
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peasant parents, with all needs satisfied, save one. No one would talk with them. This 

was done in a time when an early version of linguistics was still trying to imagine the 

historical emergence of linguistic diversity. This was done in order to discover what 

language the children ended up speaking spontaneously and on their own without the 

“contamination” of modern speakers. This was hypothesized to be the pre-Babel, Adamic 

language before the fall from paradise and the tower of Babel. The result? The children 

died. Today we would call this neglect. This disastrous experiment was covered up. 

Sadly, analogous, though not always fatal, results were produced in Romanian 

orphanages after the fall of the Soviet Union as understaffed, bare bones institutions 

rigged up mechanical ways of delivering bottled milk to infants, like feeders in a bird 

cage. The results were the production of symptoms developmentally similar to 

neurological damage, autism, and infantile psychosis.
 41
 Many of these symptoms were 

able to be reversed by adoptive, caring, nurturing parents, but, depending on the duration 

of the neglect, not all.  

 

Once an individual gets beyond a critical period in the formation of the self, then the 

individual is much better prepared to endure the sling and arrows of outrageous fortune. 

In particular, the empathy that is required is that care-givers provide solicitude in such a 

way that the individual’s fundamental integrity, wholeness, completeness, is 

acknowledged and recognized. Integrity does not have direct moral implication here, but 

also suggests concern for community, happiness, health, and mental and physical well 

being. This empathic attitude (empathy) of the other towards the individual can indeed be 

redescribed in terms of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs – social recognition is less important 

if you are starving. But as Frederick’s disastrous experiment – as well as the experience 

of orphanages in Eastern Europe after the fall of the Soviet Union – the needs have to be 

addressed more in parallel than Maslow imagined.  

 

The empathy we display as adults has a developmental history (ontogenesis) and even a 

prehistory. The history of empathy, like so much history, provides constraints within 
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which we operate. The history defines, not what is logically possible, but what is 

phenomenally possible. What I can imagine given the experience that I do in fact have. 

Of course, these constraints can be surfaced, made explicit, engaged, revised and 

transformed in the light of new experiences and new possibilities that I can really 

imagine. Descriptions of early stages of empathy can throw light on how we come to be 

what we are today and how we can transform, improve, or change our situation. The 

suggestion is that empathy is one of those concepts that never quite out-grow its history, 

which it trails along with it like the tail of a comet.  

 

The experience of empathy and the development of the self in early childhood revolves 

around the regulation of bodily functions in a caring way that establishes a relatedness to 

the care-giver. The identity of the self emerges individually as parents provide for the 

new born in a way that treats the child as a center of experience basically like the parents 

themselves – albeit unformed and undifferentiated – with bodily appetites, bodily 

discharges, pleasures, pains, as well as an interest in socializing and relating to its 

physical environment. When bodily needs overwhelm the infant – whether in the form of 

a hunger so big and bad that it threatens to devour the individuality as if it were the big, 

bad wolf from the fairy tale – then the self is fragmented. It is not experienced as a whole, 

but rather as a fragment – a giant hunger, a giant mouth, a giant stomach sucking 

everything into it and leaving nothing standing in its way.  

 

All these needs – appetite, temperature regulation (basic comfort), discharge of toxins 

and wastes, enjoyment of basic activities for their own sake (as in the Aristotelian pursuit 

of activity for its own sake) – are contingencies in one form or another; and empathy, in 

one form or another, is our most powerful method of penetrating the thick fog of 

experience that locks us in our own experience and gives us access to the humanness 

other. In the case of the neonate, we should not forget that accessing the humanness also 

consists in creating the humanness as we interact. Indeed as adults we should not 

overlook that our primary way of being is with others in relatedness; and we must learn to 

isolate ourselves to get things done and meet the incessant demands of the grown up 

world.  
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Empathy discloses the contingent givenness of our bodies as animated, living 

implementations of our humanness in relatedness with the world. Our bodies are a source 

of experiences that define our humanity globally and pervasively. Three specific areas 

include paradigm experiences and narratives of our shared humanity – the experience of 

pain, birth (and death), and work (labor). Eros is included in the experience of birth and 

death and aggression in the experience of pain and suffering and death. So the dichotomy 

of Freud’s late dualistic drive theory is able to be mapped on the early reminder that 

“love and work” are the two abilities that psychoanalysis seeks to restore.  In human 

terms, contingency means we have a body that needs constant replenishment, 

nourishment, recharging, in order to have the strength to earn our daily bread to give us 

the strength to earn our daily bread, and so on. In short, contingency means finitude.  

 

One’s earliest caregivers are devoted to ministering to the neonate’s body as regards 

nourishment, warmth, dryness, comfort, and emotional equilibrium. This is the matrix out 

of which the self emerges – not only for the child but for the care-giver too. For the child, 

the formation of structures of the self to regulate emotional experiences depends on the 

availability of the empathic caretakers to sustain and restore equilibrium. We might say 

that Mom is creating a clearing for another person to show up. That clearing is her 

empathy with the neonate and, in the bedtime story, the growing, on the go youngster. 

The caregiver socializes the infant; and the infant humanizes the caregiver. The infant 

challenges the caregiver not just to its role as parent (though it does that too) but to its 

possibility as a human being in committed relationship through thick and thin to another 

emerging human being. The infant by its very being gives the parent his humanness – 

making the caregiver an inquirer in being a human - so that the caregiver can give it 

(humanness) back to the infant in a hundred-and-one contingent circumstances requiring 

empathy.  

 

No one is saying that the caregiver feels or needs to feel what the child is experiencing all 

the time or necessarily most of the time. What the caregiver does is feel what the neonate 

is feeling at crucial times, critical times, paradigmatic times. If he or she does not, then 
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the two are headed for trouble, which need not include mental illness, but surely includes 

more than one’s share of emotional bumps.  

 

The nurturing caregiver lives the problem of other minds for the neonate before it gets 

started. The hungry body that awakens at 3 AM and is accommodated with a meal and 

some cooing and kindness in spite of the inconvenience learns “Yes, there is someone out 

here who cares. I am effective in getting the world to respond and this nice lady (or man) 

is there for me.”  

 

Once language is acquired, the self is the spontaneous condition of making commitments, 

taking a stand, performing speech acts, and experiencing (“suffering”) the consequences 

of one’s actions. Recall how in Chapter ___ on Empathy and Intentionality, the caretaker 

(mother) plays both roles in the “dialogue” with the infant.
 42
 Here the mother is 

operating at a higher level of integration in mirroring the emerging self. Instead of 

playing the equivalent of patty cake deep in the present moment, she knits together the 

stimulating events of the summer’s day in a way that treats Simon/Doodle Bug as an 

accomplished, albeit young, individual self that is on the go, gets what he wants 

(cookies), keeps his agreements with the chief, and does so with humor. 

 

The self is to the function of integration exactly as the coral reef is to the micro 

organisms that live and die there. The self is the beautiful, multi-colored grave yard of 

skeletal remains of processes that have produced results, sedimented, and accreted in a 

boot strap operation of coping with the physical environment and context of human 

interrelations. Another word for “self” is “character,” though some conditions and 

qualifications need to be added. Accomplishments in the direction of excellence produce 

character.  Character is what remains after experiences have been processed (or not 

processed) and left behind in an on-going living into the future by the eruption of 

spontaneity. The self function is a center of spontaneity, possibly emergent in large-

brained organisms. The self function is the spontaneous intentionality of generating 
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possibilities, synthesizing the manifold of experience, constituting content as meaningful, 

integrating the on-going stream of lived temporal unfolding, and laying down a network 

of experiences that provide a multilayered sediment of experience. This sedimentation 

(context of associations of experience) provides the structure required to support and 

implement vicarious experience – enabling one individual (self) to experience emotions 

with, in, and through the other individual.   

 

 

  

 

 


