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Empathy and sympathy: The important difference

DOUGLAS CHISMAR
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Humans greatly surpass all other species in the capacity to vicariously expe-
rience the feelings of others. Two terms have arisen for this phenomenon of
“stepping into another’s shoes’: ‘sympathy’ and ‘empathy.’ Because their
extensions overlap, the two terms are often taken to be interchangeable.
Though convenient, this practice has allowed a certain confusion into our
thinking about the ways in which we participate in the feelings of another.
In this article, I will argue that blurring the distinction between empathy and
sympathy has caused us to miss important complexities in human motivation
as well as to overlook and fail to develop the unique capacity to empathize.
By strengthening the distinction between empathy and sympathy, I hope to
encourage the study and development of what is truly empathy.

‘Empathy’ and ‘sympathy’ in everyday discourse

Though ‘empathy’ and ‘sympathy’ are often used interchangeably, a subtle
variation in ordinary usage can be detected which we will seek to artificially
sharpen here.! To empathize is to respond to another’s perceived emotional
state by experiencing feelings of a similar sort. Sympathy, on the other hand,
not only includes empathizing, but also entails having a positive regard or a
non-fleeting concern for the other person. This would explain why to say,
“lI sympathize with you” seems to suggest more support and compassion
than, “I empathize with you™.? I don’t make my appearance at the funeral
home to express my empathy, but to convey my sympathy, and while I may
empathize with all the characters of a drama, I am likely in sympathy only
with the hero. A “sympathizer” is one who goes along with a party or view-
point, while an “‘empathizer’” may understand, but not agree with the par-
ticular cause.

This may also explain why it seems more natural to speak of “feeling
sympathy” for someone than “feeling empathy” for him. The “pro-attitude”
which is a component of sympathy is something one distinctly feels towards
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someone; it is a positive and supportive response to his situation. Empathy
allows one to sense what he is feeling, but does not entail the kind of mutu-
ality and “fellow feeling” involved in sympathizing. Thus it makes sense to
say, “give them my sympathy” (cf. “condolences™) or “you have my sympa-
thies” (cf. “support™) but it seems odd to “give empathy” to someone and
incomplete to assure someone that “you have my empathy.” The latter
invites the query, “and ...?”

Empathy, then, implies sharing something of the other’s feelings without
necessarily feeling affection, positive regard or the desire to help. Sympathy,
on the other hand, is a special kind of empathy, viz., empathy coupled with
a benevolent attitude towards the other person. It is easy to see how these
terms could be confused. In order to empathize, one must, in at least some
minimal way, care, be concerned about or be interested in the recipient.
But empathizing does not entail that the subject have a lasting, as opposed
to an occurrent or fleeting concern. The subject is stimulated, disturbed, or
even moved by the recipient, but she may not really care about him or agree
with him. Below we will argue that empathy often happens unintentionally
and sometimes even involuntarily.

Historical background of the two terms

Our analysis suggests that sympathy occurs as a special type of empathy.
Yet ‘sympathy’ is the older and more broadly discussed of the two terms.>
It was used by Galens and Hippocrates for an affection or sensitivity of the
body, while Aristotle used it to speak of being affected by like feelings.
Epicurus spoke of sympathy in terms of a sense of affinity or Koinonia,
and the Stoics appealed to the *“sympathetic vibrations” found in music. The
term became especially prominent in the eighteenth century in the writings
of the British moralists (especially Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, Smith and
Hume).

The problem is that the usage of ‘sympathy’ has varied considerably
and came to serve a multitude of theoretical purposes. Poseidonius and
Epictetus used it most broadly to speak of a kind of “mutual interaction”
of the organic and inorganic on a cosmic level. Shaftesbury identified sym-
pathy with our feelings of moral approval and disapproval. Hume drew a
somewhat looser connection between morality and sympathy, identifying
“humanity and sympathy”, as a source of altruism, with “the benevolent
principles of our frame”* Max Scheler discussed four kinds of Sympathie,
extending from mere emotional identification to an almost mystical “com-
munion of feeling”.> He argues that ‘““true sympathy” be identified with
Mitgefiihl, “fellow feeling,” as in commiseration with the grief of a friend.
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‘Sympathy’ has been used in a similar way more recently by Nicholas Rescher,
who refers to it as an “internalization of another’s welfare,” and as a form of
“pro-social motivation”.®

On the other hand, we can also turn to Adam Smith and David Hume for
what might be called “minimalist” uses of ‘sympathy’ — instances in which
the term is used simply to describe an individual’s sensitivity toward or
awareness of another’s emotional and physical state. Describing our ten-

dency to sympathize, Smith writes:

Persons of delicate fibres and a weak constitution of body complain, that
in looking on the sores and ulcers which are exposed by beggars in the
streets, they are apt to feel an itching or uneasy sensation in the corre-
spondent part of their own bodies. The horror which they conceive at
the misery of those wretches affects that particular part in themselves
more than any other; because that horror arises from conceiving what
they themselves would suffer, if they were really the wretches they are
looking upon, and if that particular part in themselves was actually affect-
ed in the same miserable manner.’

Hume likewise spoke of sympathy as “a propensity ... to receive by com-
munication [other’s] inclinations and sentiments, however different from, or
even contrary to our own” ®

It was perhaps the need for a way to refer to this “minimalist” (non-
benevolent?) form of sympathy which led Theodor Lipps® to invent the
term “empathy” (Einfithlung) c. 1907. In aesthetic Einfiihlung, one
imaginatively attributes to an object feelings, attitudes or activities aroused
in oneself by the object’s depicted position and surroundings. These
feelings are elicited through a kind of involuntary neurophysical re-
sponse — an “aesthetic semblance.” Lipps spoke of this as “kinesthetic
mimicry”; he believed that certain shapes of objects and the structural con-
figurations in which they stand have the potential to evoke involuntary
muscular and nervous system reactions consisting of a kind of imitation of
the forces imagined to be operant in or upon the objects. These reactions,
reflected in the observer’s consciousness as “‘inner motions,” may or may
not be identified as one’s own feelings, but are projected back onto the object
of art. Thus viewing a Doric column holding up a heavy stone arch is said to
evoke an imitative kinesthetic response in the observer, inclining her to at-
tribute to the column highly anthropomorphic qualities, such as that of
doggedly straining to hold up the heavy weight.

Lipps extended the concept of empathy to interpersonal empathy. An
observer may empathically experience the perceived physiological stresses
upon another (e.g., a crowd watching a game of football lean forward in their
seats and tense up as the running back attempts to fight his way past the
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defensive line). In addition, in empathy one may participate in the emo-
tional states of others.

The highest evocation of all arises from the sensuous appearance of the
human being. We do not know how or why it happens that a glimpse of a
laughing face, or a change in that contour of the face, especially the eyes
and mouth, which we associate with the phrase “laughing face” should
stimulate the viewer to feel gay and free and happy; and to do this in such
a way that an inner attitude is assumed, or there is a surrender to this
inner activity or to the action of the whole inner being. But it is a fact.'

I wish to suggest that the degree of “surrender’ to this inner response is a
crucial variable, determining whether empathy grows into sympathy, and
whether it elicits altruistic responses such as helping behavior.!?

Some further differences

The primary value of introducing the separate term ‘‘empathy” is that it
allows us to name a particular class of vicarious physiological and emotional
activations: those which (a) can be experienced unintentionally, and (b) are
shared by humans and the higher animal species. There is strong experimental
evidence that both animals and humans sometimes, perhaps often empathize
unintentionally and even involuntarily. Studies have suggested that rats,
guinea pigs, chimpanzees, and also human neonates respond empathically
to the perceived sufferings of their peers.!* Chimpanzees, for example, will
sacrifice eating opportunities to rescue other chimps in distress. This occurs
even in instances where no kin relationship exists, and in which the “‘altruist”
chimp is hungry. There is little reason to expect that the empathizers in these
studies make any effort or intend to empathize. Far from always being sought
out, empathy may occur toward those one dislikes or at inconvenient times,
sometimes leading to attempts at extinction of the response or avoidance
of the other person (rather than seeking to help him).**

This is not to deny that we frequently make efforts to empathize (often
coupled with efforts to “show empathy”). The point is that empathy some-
times occurs apart from either the intention to empathize or any sort of good
will directed towards the empathy recipient.}* One need not truly care about
another person in order to empathize with him; the parameters which deter-
mine the likelihood of empathizing differ from those which determine sym-
pathy. In the case of empathy, familiarity with the recipient and his situation
is the chief parameter, whereas for sympathy, agreement with the recipient,
liking him and what he stands for, the presence of shared ventures etc. appear
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to be the important variables. One is more likely to empathize with individ-
uvals who have played a functional role in one’s upbringing, such as kin group
members, than strangers from another land or tribe.!® In this way, empathy
tends to be past-oriented, based upon established patterns of recognition,
whereas sympathy is future-oriented, pertaining to shared desires, purposes
and goals.

Empathy, sympathy and altruism

To what extent are either empathy or sympathy altruistic? To what extent
does either response suggest an altruistic tendency in humans? On the face of
it, sympathy appears the more altruistic response because of its pro-social
component. If we insist that “altruism” includes a conscious or intentional
desire for the other’s good, then sympathy is more altruistic than empathy.
On the other hand, if the positive regard entailed by sympathy commonly
derives from shared ventures, friendships, loyalties, etc., then perhaps it is
actually a form of “group egoism,” which is less easy to interpret as genuine
altruism. Empathy, where experienced unintentionally, may create a motiva-
tion to come to aid even where there is no conscious partnership or shared
interest. This would make empathy the more purely altruistic, though less
praiseworthy response. Whether sympathy or empathy are the more altruistic
depends upon which component of altruism one more heavily weights: the
conscious desire to help or the absence of egoistic motivation.'®

As to the extent of human altruism, Hume wisely observed that most
humans are not ruled by a universal desire for the public good. We are charac-
terized at best by a “limited generosity”.!” Even in a non-individualist so-
ciety, pro-social motives only go so far. With this in mind, it seems ironic
that Hume, associating sympathy with benevolence, sought to appeal to sym-
pathy as an evidence of that generalized concern for society’s good alleged
to lie behind the institution of morality. We do not quibble with Hume’s
use of ‘sympathy’ to speak of human pro-social motives; we argued above
that this is its niche in everyday utterance. The problem is that Hume wanted
to ground a universal concern for the good of society on sympathy, despite
his common sense acknowledgement elsewhere that humans aren’t always
disposed so kindly.'®

We refer to Hume’s discussion only to support a more general point:
it is inadequate to appeal to sympathy in support of an altruistic portrayal
of humans and their institutions. If sympathy entails having a positive regard
or pro-attitude towards another, and if, for various ideological and egoistic
reasons, we only inconsistently have such a regard for others, then sympathy
can be expected to have only a limited (and highly prejudiced) effect upon



262

human society. Is it possible that the pervasive non-egoistic response pattern
which intrigued Hume is to be found in empathy rather than sympathy?

The tendency to emphasize has indeed been widely noted in all ages and a
variety of settings. Murphy (1937), on the basis of a study of a variety of
age groups, concluded that “experiencing distress when another is in distress
seems primitive, native, reasonably universal”.!® There are of course classic
counter-instances implying an apparent lack of empathy, though it is interest-
ing to note that even the students involved in the Milgram study®® were not
without empathy. A recent duplication of Milgram’s experiment (Krebs,
1975) revealed that empathy, measured by levels of physiological arousal
as well as verbal protest, occurs in the induced-obedience situation, despite
the fact that the subjects still unfortunately submit to the white-coated
experimenter’s demands.?!

What remains disturbing about the Milgram experiment is the fact that
empathy, however pervasive, apparently needs not evoke helping behavior.
This is surprising, because there are strong evolutionary reasons to believe
that empathy may have developed as a cuing device to rescue efforts, be-
ginning on the level of lower species (e.g., insects) with a sensitivity to the
release of chemical “alarm pheromones” and developing into the highly
sophisticated physical and emotional mimicry which we are capable of ex-
periencing today. Hume’s analysis seems correct that in many (if not all)
cases, empathically experiencing another’s pain sufficiently disturbs the
subject to cause her to take action in his behalf. Though no human response
is beyond the reach of egocentric defeasibility and rationalization, it seems
reasonable to expect some increased probability of helping behavior as a
result of the experience of empathy. Nonetheless, there is no logically neces-
sary connection between empathy and altruistically coming to aid.

This leaves us with the expected mixed result that most humans fre-
quently but sporadically empathize, generally towards those with whom
they are most familiar regarding situations which they can recognize and
understand. Where occurrences of empathy with distress situations are
most intense, highly altruistic helping behavior will probably result. Un-
fortunately, humans also have the ability to thwart or repress occurrences
of empathy (as in the Milgram experiment) so that, whatever the initial
altruistic inclination, the empathic response is inefficacious. The pervasive-
ness of empathizing, which on the face of it suggests a high degree of human
altruism, is thus balanced off by the idiosyncracy of individual empathizing
and the egocentric defeasibility of at least the weaker occurrences of em-
pathy.
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Educating empathy and sympathy

This leads us to one concluding difference between sympathy and empathy.
This concerns the malleability of the two response-patterns. If, as argued
above, empathy and sympathy depend upon different crucial variables de-
termining likelihood of response, we should expect that efforts to change the
level and uniformity of each response will also differ. In the case of sympa-
thy, an increase might be gained by indoctrinating individuals with a humanis-
tic concept of the interests they share with all their fellow species members.
Needless to say, the task of instilling genuinely efficacious pro-social attitudes
toward all humans is more complex than simply gaining assent to a friendly
belief system. With Hume, we must wonder how close humans will ever ap-
proach to such “universal benevolence,” a “motive too remote and too sub-
lime to affect the generality of mankind”.?

Modifying empathic responsiveness presents a different, and perhaps more
hopeful task due to the different variables affecting the level and occurrence
of empathy. Recall that what makes empathy a more generalized response
than sympathy is the fact that it often occurs unintentionally. Empathy may
occur in situations where there exists no prior attachment to the recipient
and no prospect of individual utility gain. The problem is that situations are
often misread due either to ignorance or prejudice. Both of these are, in turn,
often due to inconsistent familiarity with various persons and situations.
But these are exactly the problems that education addresses. It is likely that
in our evolutionary past, familiarity (and hence empathy and also the in-
creased probability of helping behavior) did not extend beyond one’s family,
population group or tribe. With the growth of civilization and human cogni-
tive abilities, humans have gained the ability to familiarize themselves with
increasingly diverse and distant cultural groups. Effective cross-situational,
cross-cultural and international education offers the prospect of a broadened
and more consistent capacity to empathize. And the more broadly one comes
to empathize, the more reliable (because less partial and uninformed) one’s
capacity to empathize becomes.

This suggests the need for a kind of empathic education which effectively
goes beyond the kind of uninspiring memorization of capitols, geographical
details and remote historical events presently making up many “Social
Studies” classes. Let us construe empathy as an Aristotelian *‘state of charac-
ter,” a disposition which often asserts itself unintentionally, yet which is con-
ducive to long-term development and refinement. As Aristotle argues, “‘we
ought to have been brought up in a particular way from our youth ... so as
both to delight in and to be pained by the very things that we ought; for this
is the right education”.® Empathic education, then, might consist of a kind
of “sensitivity training” perhaps relying heavily on role-playing and video
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resources in response to a variety of situations, persons and cultures. The
goal of such a process would be to reduce the partiality of students’ empathic
responses through non-threatening but emotionally gripping experiences of
cultures beyond their own.*® How this is to be done remains, and needs to
be explored.

The consequences of confusing empathy with sympathy are considerable.
Because empathy is construed as sympathy, the humanistic yet unrealistic
goal of getting people to sympathize (like, care for, be good buddies of) all
others is attempted, with dismal results. In attempting to generate sympathy
for everyone, we overlook the more generalized capacity for empathy. As a
result, this capacity remains undeveloped and, being left in this state, func-
tions only inconsistently and idiosyncratically (which appears to make it
worth overlooking).

In this article we have proposed that empathy be treated as a distinct
phenomenon from sympathy. Empathy consists of an often involuntary
vicarious experience of the same feelings as those of the recipient. As an
innate response-pattern deriving from our evolutionary past, empathy is fine-
tuned to situations by the variable of familiarity (unlike sympathy, which
depends upon agreement and the presence of a pro-attitude). This variable
might be profitably manipulated by a process of ‘“empathic education”
with the goal of a measurable increase in non-partial helping behavior. De-
velopment of the capacity to empathize, then, offers promise of beneficial
changes in social behavior. This in itself makes it worth studying empathy
apart from sympathy as a phenomenon in its own right.
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