Empathy and
Intersubjectivity

LOUIS AGOSTA, Ph.D.

T HIS ESSAY HAS Two PURPOSES. The first is to explore the relation-
ship between empathy and intersubjectivity. The second is to
explore, within the bounds of intersubjectivity, the way in which em-
pathy entails a “double representation” (and what this means).

The assertion of the first part of this essay is the strong one that no
human interconnection would exist at all without the empathic func-
tion, in which one individual apprehends, is receptive to, the feelings,
the .emotional life, of another. Here “intersubjectivity” is understood
to mean our interrelated being together with one another in the in-
terhuman world of regard for and sensitivity to the feelings of other
persons. We shall discover that the interrelation between empathy
and intersubjectivity is twofold. First, a path will be traced from inter-
subjectivity to empathy, in which empathy will be exhibited as the
functional foundation of human intersubjectivity. Then, the return
route will be traced. Moving from empathy to intersubjectivity, empa-
thy will be considered as a means or method of reestablishing or in-
stituting contact with another individual when we have strayed into
the realms that are experience-distant from those of the other.

In fulfilling the second purpose of this piece, we shall have an oppor-
tunity to consider the role of vicarious experience in the functioning of
empathy. We shall also explore the distinction between empathy and
emotional contagion, on the one hand, and the relation with interpreta-
tion (in the form of analogy), on the other hand.

What “intersubjectivity” is may require further clarification. In
general terms, it represents an allusion to a philosophical tradition
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