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Abstract
Are there limits to what it is morally okay to imagine? More particularly, is imagi-
natively inhabiting morally suspect perspectives something that is off-limits for truly 
virtuous people? In this paper, I investigate the surprisingly fraught relation between 
virtue and a familiar form of imaginative perspective taking I call empathy. I draw 
out a puzzle about the relation between empathy and virtuousness. First, I present 
an argument to the effect that empathy with vicious attitudes is not, in fact, some-
thing that the fully virtuous person can indulge in. At least one prominent way of 
thinking about the psychology of the virtuous person excludes the possibility that 
the virtuous could emotionally apprehend the world in a less than virtuous way, and 
empathizing with vicious outlooks does seem to run afoul of that restriction. Then, I 
develop an argument that runs in the contrary direction: virtue in fact requires empa-
thy with vicious outlooks, at least in some situations. There is reason to think that 
a crucial part of being virtuous is ministering effectively to others’ needs, and there 
is also reason to think that other people may need to be empathized with, even if 
their emotional outlooks are at least minorly vicious. Finally, I outline two different 
solutions to this puzzle. Both solutions hold some promise, but they also bring new 
challenges in their train.
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1 Introduction

One question we can ask about the limits of imagination is a moral one: are there 
limits to what it is morally okay to imagine, and if so, what are they? This subject 
has attracted interest from a couple of quarters. There are treatments that deal with 
the ethics of fantasizing, especially sexual fantasizing, when the content of the fan-
tasy itself seems morally problematic or, in John Corvino’s terms, “naughty” (Cor-
vino, 2002).1 The ethics of imaginatively engaging with works that offer morally bad 
perspectives is also a live topic in the philosophy of art.2 The puzzle I will develop 
here is concerned with moral limits on a form of imaginative experience that has not 
been squarely at the center of either of these discussions. I will be dealing specifi-
cally with a form of imaginative experience I will call empathy. I use “empathy” to 
pick out a familiar kind of imaginative perspective taking that has two distinctive 
features. First, it is interpersonal: it involves imaginatively adopting the perspective 
of another person. While we can coherently speak of empathy with fictional char-
acters, with the dead, and with possible future people, my examination will focus 
on empathy with living people with whom one actually interacts. Second, empathy 
is emotionally charged. As I will explain in further detail below, empathy involves 
experiencing an emotional response to an imagined scenario, an emotional response 
that matches or at least harmonizes with the emotion of the person with whom one 
empathizes.3

Empathy is commonly regarded as an important instrument of moral goodness.4 
It has been argued that it is critically important for securing and sustaining moral 
motivation, that it plays a crucial role in shaping our understanding of others’ needs, 

1 See also Hershfield (2009), Neu (2002), and Smuts (2016).
2 Hume is generally regarded as having kicked off this conversation with his claim in “Of the Standard 
of Taste” that “where vicious manners are described, without being marked with the proper characters 
of blame and disapprobation; this must be allowed to disfigure the poem, and to be a real deformity. I 
cannot, nor is it proper I should, enter into such sentiments” (1987 [1777], p. 254, my emphasis). Key 
more contemporary work that touches on the morality (rather than just the possibility) of imaginative 
engagement with “immoral” fictions includes Moran (1994), Walton (1994), Jacobson (1997), and Mul-
lin (2004).
3 “Empathy” has many uses, and some prominent uses do not match mine. Accounts that use “empathy” 
to designate at least some mental states or activities that do not involve perspective taking include Gor-
don (1995), Nichols (2001), Snow (2000), Hoffman (2001), Slote (2015), and Batson (2009). Accounts 
that use “empathy” to designate at least some mental states or activities that do not involve emotional 
matching or harmonization on the part of the empathizer include Aaltola (2014), Paul (2017), Andrews 
and Gruen (2014), Preston and de Waal (2002), and Batson (2009). My use is close to that of Sherman 
(1998), Matravers (2011), and Coplan (2011). It also mirrors Kaupinnen’s characterization of “combined 
empathy” (Kaupinnen 2014) and Darwall’s characterization of “proto-sympathetic projective empathy” 
(Darwall 2011). Readers with qualms about my use of “empathy” may substitute in “emotionally harmo-
nizing/matching imaginative perspective taking.”
4 Commonly, but not universally. Bloom (2016) argues that empathy ultimately does more moral harm 
than good, in part because our capacities for empathy are so limited and uneven. Prinz (2011) takes a 
similar tack, but his target phenomenon is not clearly the same as mine: it is unclear if Prinz thinks that 
empathy necessarily involves imaginative perspective taking.
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and that it is a central means by which we form moral judgments.5 It seems natural 
enough to say, then, that a capacity for this distinctive form of imaginative experi-
ence will be required for moral virtue.6 And it might also seem like a relatively obvi-
ous and unobjectionable extension of that claim to say that the broader and deeper a 
person’s ability and willingness to empathize with others, all things being equal, the 
more virtuous that person is.7

This latter thought starts to look considerably less platitudinous, however, once 
we attend to the fact that the perspectives which present themselves as potential tar-
gets for our empathy are not always themselves morally innocent. As we go through 
life, we are presented with opportunities to empathize not just with straightforwardly 
decent attitudes such as joy at spending time with friends, or grief over the loss of 
a loved one, but also with those everyday attitudes that seem at least venially bad, 
such as creeping jealousy at a friend’s success, a temptation to selfishly keep the 
best goods for oneself, or a twinge of schadenfreude in the face of a rival’s failure. 
So we can ask: Is empathy with these less noble attitudes something that the virtu-
ous person will characteristically engage in? Or is such empathy in fact incompatible 
with virtue? Is it perhaps the case that the morally virtuous person is actually more 
limited in what she can empathetically imagine than more mediocre folks are?

I will focus on drawing out a puzzle about the relation between empathy and 
moral virtuousness. First, I will present an argument to the effect that the fully virtu-
ous person cannot empathize with vicious attitudes. At least one prominent way of 
thinking about the psychology of the virtuous person excludes the possibility that 
the virtuous could emotionally apprehend the world in a less than virtuous way. 
If that is right, the same sort of restriction should carry over into the imaginative 
domain. Empathetic emotions are concerned with scenarios we are imaginatively 
representing, rather than believing in, but that difference will not mean that the vir-
tuous person is free to indulge in less than virtuous ways of emotionally picturing 
those scenarios. Then, I will develop an argument that runs in the contrary direction: 
virtue in fact requires empathy with vicious outlooks, at least in some situations. 
There is reason to think that a crucial part of being virtuous is ministering effec-
tively to others’ needs, and there is also reason to think that other people may need 
to be empathized with, even if their emotional outlooks are at least mildly vicious. 

5 For arguments to the effect that empathy plays an important role in generating and supporting moral 
motivation, see e.g. Batson et  al. (2003), Batson (2011), Hoffman (2001), Sherman (1998), Maibom 
(2007), and Slote (2015). For arguments to the effect that empathy is morally significant in part because 
it helps inform us of others’ needs, see e.g. Matravers (2011), Masto (2015), and Oxley (2011). For 
the claim that empathy contributes to the formation of moral judgments, see e.g. D’Arms (2000), Slote 
(2007), and Kaupinnen (2014).
6 As Smuts (2016) points out, it may be particularly productive to ethically evaluate imaginative activity 
and/or dispositions in virtue theoretic terms because doing so allows us to make robust moral assess-
ments even when individuals’ control over their activities or dispositions is unclear or doubtful, and our 
imaginative activity is one of those things that we might doubt we are always in control of.
7 This suggestion would also fit in well with the recent broad movement to highlight various contribu-
tions that imagination (and more specifically the trait of being imaginative) makes to moral excellence. 
See e.g. Johnson (1993), Kekes (2006), Chappell (2017), Bommarito (2017), and Babbitt (1996). For an 
argument that empathy itself is not a virtue, see Battaly (2011).
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According to this second argument, then, it is a mistake to conceive of the virtuous 
person as specially imaginatively limited.

My principal goal is to bring this puzzle into view. However, in the final section 
of this paper, I will also outline two possible solutions to the puzzle. They both have 
promise, but they do introduce significant new challenges in their train.

2  Virtuousness precludes empathy with vicious attitudes: 
the argument

In this section, I will develop and examine an argument for two interconnected 
claims, namely that (1) a fully virtuous person will, because of their virtue, not be 
able to empathize with vicious perspectives, and (2) the more virtuous a person 
is (other things being equal), the more constricted their ability to empathize with 
vicious perspectives will be. By a “vicious perspective,” I mean: an outlook on the 
world or some portion of it that is morally bad because and insofar as it involves see-
ing as viable or attractive morally bad possible courses of action, because it involves 
not seeing as viable or attractive relevant morally good possible courses of action, 
and/or because it more generally involves a misrepresentation of the morally salient 
qualities of the object(s) of the perspective.8

I am using the label “vicious” quite broadly, here, in two different respects. First, 
I do not restrict application of the term “vicious perspective” to only the perspec-
tives of people who are not at all attracted to good courses of action, nor to only the 
perspectives of people who go on to actually do bad things. A person could have a 
vicious perspective, in my sense, and yet find the strength to act well. For instance, 
if the possibility of shoplifting for the simple thrill of it looks mighty attractive to 
you, if it tantalizes you, and yet you force yourself to pay for your items neverthe-
less, your perspective counts as somewhat vicious by my lights despite your laud-
able ultimate choice. It might be more precise, not to mention more respectful of 
the Aristotelian tradition, to use the label “vicious, akratic, and/or merely continent 
perspectives” for the ways of apprehending the world that I want to pick out with 
the label “vicious”—I’m avoiding doing so only because it is rather clunky. Second, 
while the word “vicious” commonly connotes a significant degree of moral serious-
ness, I don’t restrict the class of vicious perspectives in this way. A vicious perspec-
tive might be gravely bad (for example: seeing one’s fellow human beings as noth-
ing but disposable playthings fit for abuse), or it might be merely mildly bad (for 
example: seeing as attractive an opportunity to take more than one’s fair share of 
some trivial good). Between these two extremes there is a wide and well-populated 
range. In this paper, I will primarily focus on empathy with what I regard as mildly 
vicious perspectives. A diet of more extreme examples would, I think, risk steam-
rolling over some of the intuitions I will be concerned to draw out in the second half 
of the paper.

8 This could include, for instance, the misrepresentation of a truly urgent moral need as merely a weak 
reason for action.
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The argument for the twin conclusions of this section hinges upon two characteri-
zations, one of virtuous perception, and one of empathy. Let me briefly present both, 
and then elaborate upon them.

1. Virtuous perception: A virtuous person relating to the world in a characteristically 
virtuous way will apprehend it in a particular emotional light. Specifically, she 
will not be blind to, indifferent to, or repulsed by considerations that recommend 
acting in a virtuous way. Nor will she be tempted by considerations that might, 
to others, appear to recommend acting in a way contrary to virtue. Those latter 
considerations will not even figure in her practical appraisal of the situation.

2. Empathy as emotional imaginative perspective taking: Empathy involves emo-
tionally picturing the world or some segment thereof as if from the point of view 
of the target of one’s empathy. We succeed in empathizing just insofar as we 
manage to imaginatively recreate, first-personally, the other person’s emotional 
perspective on their situation.

2.1  Virtuous perception

The idea that virtue consists at least partly in a characteristic form of evaluative 
apprehension is one that has roots in multiple virtue ethical traditions.9 In some 
form or another, it continues to be widely endorsed today. One of the people who 
has done the most to develop and defend this idea in our time is John McDowell, 
and I will be focusing on McDowell’s particularly influential articulation of what 
distinctively virtuous perspectives involve.10

McDowell offers his neo-Aristotelian account of distinctively virtuous vision as 
an alternative to a popular two-factor model of practical thought. On this model, 
an intention is the product of two elements: first, a set of beliefs about the facts that 
obtain in a situation, a set of beliefs which is both motivationally inert and equally 
available to folks all across the spectrum of virtuousness, and second, a desire which 
is distinct from that aforementioned set of beliefs, and which may vary indepen-
dently from it.11 That two-factor picture is misleading, the thought goes, because 
there is no such thing as a neutral apprehension of the facts that obtain. Depending 
upon where you are on the path to virtue, different features of a given situation will 

9 For explorations of this idea in the Confucian tradition, see e.g. Ivanhoe (1990), Sligerland (2003), 
and Sarkissian (2010). Swanton (2003) develops this idea in the context of a virtue ethical theory sig-
nificantly inspired by Nietzsche. See Gyekye (1987, Ch. 9) for discussion in the context of Akan virtue 
ethics.
10 McDowell’s view is primarily developed in a series of papers collected in McDowell (1998). See 
especially “Virtue and reason” and “Are moral requirements hypothetical imperatives?”. McDowell’s 
account represents only one way of articulating the idea that virtue consists at least partly in a character-
istic form of evaluative apprehension, of course, and his account has been the target of significant criti-
cism from other virtue theorists, including other neo-Aristotelians. See footnote 13 for other accounts of 
virtue sympathetic to the McDowellian picture, and see footnotes 15–17 for accounts critical of it.
11 This model is most frequently and famously associated with David Hume (2000 [1740]); recent 
defenses of the “belief-desire” (or “desire-belief”) model of intention include Ridge (1998) and Sinha-
babu (2013).
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show up as relevant, and different action possibilities will call out to you as viable. 
McDowell particularly emphasizes that the perception of the virtuous is different in 
kind to the perception characteristic of less than virtuous people. To bring out the 
particularity of virtuous perception, McDowell introduces the concept of silencing. 
He tells us of a virtuous person who recognizes a particular requirement to act: “[T]
he virtuous person conceives the relevant sorts of situation in such a way that con-
siderations which would otherwise be reasons for acting differently are silenced by 
the recognized requirement” (1998, p. 92).

Silencing is not an entirely transparent notion. Here are a few possible ways of 
specifying what silencing involves:

(1) The virtuous person does not see any considerations which would counsel acting 
in a way contrary to virtue as reasons.

(2) Considerations which would counsel acting in a way contrary to virtue are 
accorded no weight at all in the virtuous person’s deliberations about the thing 
to do.

(3) Considerations which would counsel acting in a way contrary to virtue are, in 
the case of the virtuous person, excluded from having any motivational pull.12

These characterizations focus on what might at first look like different conditions: 
the condition of appearing as a reason, the condition of figuring in deliberation, and 
the condition of engaging motivationally. For McDowell, though, these conditions 
actually cannot be teased apart from each other. The overall picture that emerges is 
this: considerations which would counsel acting in a way contrary to virtue do not 
get weighed in the agent’s deliberation because the agent does not see them as pro-
viding any reason for action at all. And saying that the agent does not see them as 
providing any reason for action just is another way of saying that the agent’s inclina-
tions are not engaged by those considerations. Of a given consideration which would 
counsel acting in a way contrary to virtue, namely a prospective enjoyment that can-
not be pursued consistent with a given requirement of virtue, McDowell writes: “[H]
is [a virtuous person’s] clear perception of the requirement [of virtue] insulates the 
prospective enjoyment…from engaging his inclinations at all. Here and now, it does 
not count for him as any reason for acting in that way” (1998, p. 91).

To illustrate: Suppose that I, a morally mediocre person, go to the market and 
find a pile of delicious pears marked at a high price but unguarded by their inatten-
tive seller. The idea of simply pocketing a pear might occur to me as an attractive 
possibility. I might resolve not to do it, or try to pay the option no mind—but still, 
there it is, exerting some pull. But that act of pocketing simply won’t show up for my 
virtuous counterpart as an option, because the virtuous person will not construe this 
unguarded pear stand as an opportunity for underhanded gain, even for a moment. 
Instead, she will maintain a clear, unshakable view of the situation as an opportu-
nity to acquire something good through fair compensation. As Phillipa Foot writes 

12 See Baxley (2007) for an alternative list of possible interpretations that overlaps with this one.
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in support of this conception: “The fact that a man is tempted to steal is something 
about him that shows a certain lack of honesty: of the thoroughly honest man we say 
that it ‘never entered his head,’ meaning that it was never a real possibility for him” 
(2002, p. 11).13

Importantly, McDowell and his fellow travelers do not hold that the virtuous per-
son will be simply insensible to the pleasure of getting something without having 
to pay for it. The virtuous person can, compatibly with her virtue, recognize and 
even attend to this fact: if the circumstances were different, the ends that are now 
not at all motivationally or rationally “live” for her might have been worth pursu-
ing. She can recognize as attractive the possibility of securing a free pear, were that 
possibility to arise under relevantly different conditions (a pear giveaway!). But that 
does not mean that she can, consistent with her virtue, see nabbing the pear as at all 
attractive under the conditions that actually obtain.

Virtuous apprehension of the world is sometimes glossed in terms of emotional 
outlook. I don’t want to insist that all evaluative apprehension, virtuous or otherwise, 
must be understood as emotional. Nor do I want to insist that all emotions must cen-
trally involve evaluative apprehension; the category of emotion may be too diverse 
for that. But it nevertheless seems attractive and appropriate to refer to emotion 
when describing the special outlook of the virtuous person, because we can say of at 
least of a broad and important class of emotions that they centrally involve evalua-
tively charged ways of seeing. Take, for instance, the emotion of grief. Suppose I’ve 
just lost a loved one. What will my grief involve? Well, I feel leaden and exhausted. 
There is a dull ache in my chest, and tears spring to my eyes unbidden. My thoughts 
return again and again to all the plans we had made together. The everyday pleasures 
I normally would enjoy now feel like so much dust in my mouth, and the only thing 
that looks attractive is crawling back into bed. This emotion is composed of complex 
motivational, somatic, and attentional features. But there is something that unifies 
these components, such that they all count as elements of grief. And I think it is 
plausible that the unifying factor is the perception of the death as an awful loss, one 
that calls out for tears, solemn attention, and retreat from the world.

If it is true of virtuous people that they have particularly clear, undistorted evalu-
ative perceptions, ones that get things right, and if it is true that emotions are plausi-
bly understood as syndromes that typically centrally feature evaluative perceptions, 
then it stands to reason that virtuous people will characteristically have emotions 
that reflect, in an unusually accurate and unclouded way, the actual evaluative facts 
on the ground, and they will not have emotions that involve clouded or inaccurate 

13 The emphasis is Foot’s own. Foot and McDowell are not alone in thinking that virtue may involve 
not seeing morally bad courses of action as attractive. Other contemporary defenders and sympathizers 
include Trianosky (1988), Vasiliou (1996), Little (1995), Jollimore (2011), and Vigani (2019). Herman 
(1996) develops an account of desire and character that offers a way to vindicate claims like Foot’s from 
a Kantian perspective. See Hursthouse (1999) for an account of virtuous practical perception that over-
laps considerably with both Foot’s and McDowell’s, while raising some doubts about the comprehensive 
application of McDowell’s silencing thesis.
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evaluative perceptions.14 So we can say, for instance, that the really virtuous person 
will not feel jealousy, if it is true (as it seems plausible to say) that jealousy involves 
seeing the possibility of hatefully undermining a rival as attractive, and if it is also 
true that hatefully undermining a rival is not in fact a morally good course of action.

Of course, not all theorists fully embrace the view of virtuous vision I’ve sketched 
out here. Some worry that, in refusing to count individuals who experience tempta-
tion as virtuous, McDowell and those who agree with him make virtue too rare a 
thing.15 Others object that the view does not sit well with their sense that, at least in 
tragic cases where the right action will also bring grave harm, the virtuous should 
feel emotionally torn.16 The view is not without its attractions, though. First, it does 
feel like there is something right about the thought that the virtuous person is distin-
guished by clarity of moral vision, and that part of that clarity is a kind of singular-
ity: morally bad possibilities simply do not get a look in. The proposal that virtuous 
vision is singular and clear yields a highly intuitive consequence in cases like the 
unguarded pears, even if it feels less obviously well equipped to handle tragic or 
quasi-dilemmatic cases.17

What is more: one hallmark of Aristotelian ethics is the distinction between the 
truly virtuous and the merely continent person. Both are said to act rightly, but the 
virtuous person’s action is set apart by a particular form of ease or grace. McDow-
ell’s view of virtuous vision allows for a sharp and straightforward characterization 
of the difference between the merely continent and the truly virtuous. Because con-
siderations which would counsel acting in a way contrary to virtue do not show up 
to tug at the will of the virtuous person, other possibilities do not cloud, crowd, or 
distort her apprehension of the thing to do. Conversely, we can say with McDow-
ell, the merely continent are characteristically torn between different ways of seeing 
their situation, attracted to different courses of action that are simply unthinkable 
to the truly virtuous. Because she is emotionally buffeted by these different attrac-
tions, the continent person’s choice of right action is hard won, whereas the virtuous 
person’s choice is made without struggle and exhibits (in McDowell’s words) a sort 
of “sublimity” (1998, p. 91). The ability to differentiate between these two sorts of 
character is widely recognized as a valuable element of nuance in our thinking about 
what it takes to be good and who we ought to emulate.18 Virtue theorists who reject 

14 For more on the analysis of emotions as syndromes, see e.g. Gibbard (1990), D’Arms and Jacobson 
(1994), and Shoemaker (2015).
15 Blackburn memorably characterizes as to be “jettisoned” those “elements of the virtue tradition…that 
rhapsodize over the special nature supposedly belonging to virtuous persons, such as their special immu-
nity to temptation, or the way in which their virtue ’silences’ all their other dispositions. For it seems to 
turn out that this god-like nature belongs to nobody, and represents an ideal to which nobody can approx-
imate” (1998, p. 37). See also Baxley (2007). Seidman (2005) offers a partial refutation of this objection.
16 See Stark (2001) and Stohr (2003).
17 Even some of its detractors allow that the view has considerable intuitive appeal; Stark (2001) goes so 
far as to label it the “common sense” account.
18 See e.g. Sherman (1997, Ch. 2), Foot (2002, Ch. 1), Hursthouse (1999, Ch. 4), and Annas (1993, Ch. 
2).
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the claim that virtue entails singularity of moral vision themselves admit it thereby 
becomes difficult to retain the distinction between continence and virtue.19

2.2  Empathy as emotional imaginative perspective taking

We’ve reviewed an influential and attractive characterization of the virtuous person 
as apprehending the world in a particular clear emotional light, one that is distinct 
from the way that other folks can see it. Now let me turn to my description of what 
empathy involves. Empathy (as I understand it here) necessarily involves a form of 
imaginative “transportation.” In empathizing, one imaginatively occupies the other’s 
position and considers their situation from that vantage point. And, when efforts to 
empathize succeed, one secures an acquaintance with another’s emotional outlook 
on the world (or at least some part of it) from the inside.

There are earlier hints of it in Hume, in Montaigne, and perhaps even, if one 
squints, in Plato, but Adam Smith is the one who first properly develops the notion 
of empathy as imaginative emotional perspective taking. His detailed description of 
how empathy operates has had a long philosophical afterlife, I think in no small part 
because it feels true to life. Smith’s characterization of empathy seems to pick out 
a kind of process that we recognize as familiar. To get a grip on what empathy in 
my sense might involve, then, let us follow along with Smith’s treatment of one of 
his own examples, a case in which an observer comes across a mother grieving the 
recent death of her child. The empathetic process begins with the immediate recog-
nition that the mother is deeply sad. Her facial expression, gestures, and posture all 
serve to make that clear to the observer. Having noted this emotion, the observer 
seeks information about the mother’s situation, and begin to “enter into” that situa-
tion (1982 [1759], p. 12). This “entering” is a matter of imaginatively re-centering 
one’s perspective, an activity one can facilitate by telling oneself a particular sort of 
story. Were I the observer, I might set the scene for myself by imagining that I have 
lost a beloved child, that I had fully expected her to outlive me and had counted on 
our having many years together, that the death has occurred quite recently, and so 
on.

Once we have re-centered our perspective through this sort of imaginative effort, 
Smith says, “[a] passion arises in our breast from the imagination” (1982 [1759], p. 
12). Importantly, this is not the same as saying that we merely think of the emotion 
we might have in the given situation. We may think of questions like “how would 
you feel?” as invitations to empathize, and sometimes they may be exactly that, but 
not insofar as they are invitations to engage in a predictive exercise that can be done 
in a dispassionate, third-personal way. Empathy is not a cool predictive endeavor. 
When I empathize, I redeploy my own emotional sensibilities, directing them at the 
situation that I am imaginatively inhabiting, and that I believe mirrors the actual situ-
ation of the other.20 So, I allow my thoughts to be directed in the ways characteristic 

20 Many empathy researchers distinguish between cognitive and affective empathy. See e.g., Hoff-
man (2011), Batson (2009), Aaltola (2014), Kaupinnen (2014), and Paul (2017). Some theorists who 
embrace this distinction hold that the former type of perspective taking doesn’t at all engage our cona-

19 See Stark (2001, p. 442) and Stohr (2003, p. 340ff).
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of grief. The imagined loss absorbs my attention, while other matters fall away from 
view. My emotional processing of the imagined situation may also involve a somatic 
response. I might experience a sinking feeling in my stomach, or my eyes might well 
with tears. The apparent isomorphism between the original grief of the mother and 
my empathetic response gives us strong reason to conclude that when we succeed in 
empathizing, we do not merely guess at what emotion we might have in such a case. 
Nor do we imagine that we are feeling some emotion. Rather, when we empathize, 
we actually have an emotional experience, one that to some extent corresponds to 
the other’s original emotion.

Crucially, the empathizer retains an awareness that her empathetic emotion is ori-
ented not toward a circumstance that actually obtains in her case, but rather toward 
a thought, one that corresponds to what the other believes her situation to be.21 That 
awareness has two consequences. First, it provides a check on the kind of emotional 
expressions or behaviors we will exhibit. Thought-directed emotions don’t prompt 
action in the same way that their belief-directed counterparts do. Empathetic grief at 
the thought of losing a child will not move us to wail and rend our clothes, because 
we retain a firm grip on the fact that our child is not actually dead. And second, that 
awareness naturally invites us to complete the process of empathizing by forming a 
belief about how our thought-oriented emotion compares to what we believe to be 
the original emotion of the other. Often, we simply assume that our thought-oriented 
emotion mirrors the other’s original emotion (“I feel awful grief at the thought of 
the loss; she must feel awful grief, too.”). But we might also notice that our emo-
tion fails to match the other’s apparent emotion in valence, intensity, or orientation. 
Smith suggests that we should judge ourselves to have succeeded in empathizing 
just insofar as we are able to actually match the other person’s outlook along these 
various dimensions (1982 [1759], p. 16). So, for instance, if you feel completely 
anguished by your loss, but I can only work my way into feeling mildly annoyed at 
the thought of losing a child, we can say that my empathetic efforts have not been 
very successful.

Now, to draw the two parts of our analysis together. Successfully empathizing 
with another requires experiencing an emotion that is the thought-directed analogue 

Footnote 20 (continued)
tive or emotional capacities. Is there actually such a thing as perspective taking that is totally “cold,” 
that doesn’t at all engage our conative or emotional capacities? Some are broadly skeptical of the cat-
egory of purely cognitive empathy [see e.g. Hobson and Hobson (2014), Deigh (1995), and Noddings 
(2013)]. Admittedly, some matters do seem like more plausible subjects for cold perspective taking than 
others do. Perhaps we can imaginatively inhabit another’s perspective concerning a math problem with-
out any emotional engagement [though see Noddings (2013, pp. 15–16)]. But what would it even mean 
to imaginatively take up another’s terrified perception of a spider as menacing without at all engaging 
our emotional capacities? Maybe we could suppose that the proposition “the spider is menacing” is true 
without thereby engaging our emotional capacities, but that suppositional activity is a far cry from actu-
ally picturing the spider as menacing [Moran (1994) makes a similar point]. At any rate, I will not argue 
here that purely cognitive empathy is impossible; I am only interested in the limitations on empathy that 
is emotionally live, since this is a sort of empathy we seem to particularly need from others.
21 For further analysis of thought-oriented emotion, see Lamarque (1981), Carroll (2003), and Moran 
(1994). Walton (1978) offers a dissenting argument to the effect that emotions must always be belief-
oriented.
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of the other’s original emotion. Emotions typically centrally involve the presentation 
of their objects in a particular evaluative light—as lovely and deserving of delight, 
or as awful and deserving of dread, and so on.22 So, empathizing with someone 
typically entails emotionally apprehending the object of their concern (or, rather, 
the imaginative analogue of that object) in the same evaluative light that they do. 
We have also posited, with McDowell, that the virtuous have a distinctive way of 
seeing the world, a special sensibility, that is not shared with the merely continent, 
the akratic, or the classically vicious. Their evaluative apprehensions, including 
their emotional apprehensions, will be systematically different from other people’s, 
because they will be uniquely accurate, clear, steady, and singular. It would seem to 
follow, then, that the virtuous and the non-virtuous will struggle to empathize with 
each other across the perceptual divide.23

One might at this point object that the fact that the empathizer is operating in 
an imaginative context has not yet been sufficiently taken into account. Perhaps if 
we do properly factor it in, we can forestall the conclusion that the virtuous and the 
non-virtuous will not be able to empathize with each other’s emotions. One could 
propose that while contra-moral considerations cannot show up for the virtuous per-
son when she is responding to a situation she believes is actual for her, her virtue 
will not at all be compromised if when she merely (knowingly) imagines a scenario, 
she is attracted to non-virtuous courses of action available within that scenario. The 
problem, though, is that we would then need a non-ad hoc justification for think-
ing that the assessment of virtue should be very differently affected depending upon 
whether the person believes the given scenario is one that is actual for them or not.

Now, there is one prima facie reason to think this that stands out to me: we do not 
act on our emotional evaluative apprehensions when they are a response to what we 
take to be imagined scenarios. A foolish, angry perception of ruinous revenge as an 
attractive option is neatly insulated from generating bad behavior when we experi-
ence it as a response to a scenario that we are self-consciously imagining, but if we 
actually believed that, say, our friend had betrayed us, we might act on that angry 
perception.

If we thought that our virtue depended upon whether we in fact act badly, then it 
would make sense to say that the virtuous are free to experience all sorts of contra-
moral evaluative apprehensions within an imaginative context, since those appre-
hensions won’t affect their behavior. But it is worth underlining that this response 
will not be adequate by the lights of McDowell and his fellow travelers’ conception 

22 Influential theories of emotion that treat evaluative perception as at least a central element of emotion 
include Roberts (2003), Tappolet (2016), Döring (2007), and Goldie (2000).
23 It is important to stress that this conclusion pertains only to empathy in the sense of emotionally har-
monizing/matching imaginative perspective taking. There is no reason to think that the gap between 
virtuous and non-virtuous perception will limit the virtuous person’s empathy for the non-virtuous, 
if by “empathy” we instead mean distress at witnessing another’s suffering [see Batson (2009), Hoff-
man (2001, Ch. 3)] or concern for another who is suffering [see Batson (2009), Eisenberg and Eggum 
(2009)]. Similarly, the claim I am making does not carry over to empathy in the sense of knowledge of 
another person’s inner state. As I argue below, a virtuous person need not be hampered in their ability to 
predict others’ inner states.
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of virtue. As I’ve mentioned, one of the major benefits of that conception was sup-
posed to be that it is able to count the truly virtuous and the merely continent as una-
like in virtue even though they both consistently act in accordance with virtue.

Interestingly, McDowell and those sympathetic to his account have actually 
suggested, in their characterization of virtuous vision, that the perspectives of the 
truly virtuous are in some sense inaccessible to the non-virtuous, not available for 
insider access even through strenuous imaginative effort. McDowell suggests that 
the choices of the virtuous will be comprehensible to the non-virtuous insofar as 
those choices are driven by “independently intelligible” desires; the virtuous and the 
non-virtuous share some basic desires in common, and for the non-virtuous those 
shared desires “constitute possible points of entry for an outsider trying to work his 
way into an appreciation of a moral outlook” (1998, pp. 83–84). But, importantly, 
McDowell holds that those coincidences will “take an outsider only some of the 
distance toward a full understanding” of the virtuous and their choices, because so 
much of the virtuous person’s outlook cannot be captured in terms of desires the 
non-virtuous can be expected to share (1998, p. 85).24 What virtue ethicists have not 
highlighted, in their efforts to call attention to the gulf that separates the virtuous 
and the non-virtuous, is the plausibility of the parallel claim that the virtuous will 
be similarly hampered when it comes to imaginatively inhabiting the perspectives of 
those who are considerably less morally excellent.25

It is important at this point to stress that empathy is not all-or-nothing. It comes 
in degrees. We can think of a quite deep empathy, one which captures more of the 
details of the situation and secures a more precise match with the original emotion 
of the target of empathy (I empathize with your stubborn, itching hankering for those 
particular pears, a longing specifically sparked by and centered upon their forbidden 
status), or a coarser sort of empathy (I empathize with strongly desiring some good 
even though that good it not permitted to me), or, at the extreme end, a really very 
vague sort of empathy (I empathize with hankering after something). I am not claim-
ing that a person who is halfway decent will, in virtue of that fact, be unable to at all 
empathize with other people’s vicious attitudes. Rather, the thought is that increas-
ing virtue translates into a diminishing ability to empathize deeply or precisely with 
vicious emotions.26 Presumably, even a merely modestly virtuous person will not 

24 See also Hursthouse (1999): “[T]he reasons the virtuous agent gives will not make her actions fully 
comprehensible to the cowardly, intemperate, untrustworthy and dishonest… She would like someone 
else to have some of what’s available—why, when she could take it herself? Why is she making such a 
point of keeping her promise or telling the truth in this case when all it’s going to do is cause her trou-
ble?— It’s pointless” (p. 130).
25 Morton (2011) is an exception. He does affirm that our “decency” can be empathetically “blinkering” 
(p. 318). According to Morton, the decent will struggle to empathize with the indecent, and may also 
struggle to assess the accuracy of their empathetic efforts vis-à-vis indecent perspectives.
26 If that is right, then the problem we confront is not just a conceptual problem about whether the con-
dition of full virtue (a condition that may never have been instantiated by an actual human being, given 
the demandingness of the concept of virtue we are considering) is hypothetically compatible with empa-
thy for vicious perspectives. Many real people are such that certain kinds of immoral possibilities do 
not show up as attractive for them, and we can ask (1) whether their empathetic capacities are therefore 
partially restricted, and (2) whether this is in any way morally regrettable. I thank a reviewer for inviting 
this clarification.



9633

1 3

Synthese (2021) 199:9621–9647 

be able to summon up a feeling of yearning when she tries to imagine doing evil for 
evil’s sake. Someone who is still further along the path to virtue will find herself 
at a loss when it comes to seeing as attractive the act of taking something that she 
is not permitted. And as for someone who is so far down the path to virtue that she 
doesn’t feel the force of any sort of temptation to do other than what is right? Well, it 
looks like she will have reached a point where even quite coarse empathy with large 
classes of non-virtuous but very ordinary human emotions will be out of reach.

The thought that our empathetic abilities can be quite dramatically constrained 
by our virtue is perhaps surprising in light of the longstanding tendency to treat a 
broad and deep capacity for empathy, understood as emotional imaginative perspec-
tive taking, as a mark of great virtue. But the fact that a thought is surprising is not, 
in the end, a decisive strike against it. Perhaps, one might think, we should hold both 
that the highly virtuous are very constrained in their ability to empathize with the 
rest of us, and that this is in no way regrettable or concerning from a moral point of 
view.

I do not want to dismiss that possible conclusion out of hand, but I do want to 
raise some doubts about it. Let me turn to a first apparent reason to worry about 
the thought that the virtuous will be limited in their ability to empathize with the 
non-virtuous. I don’t think that this worry is as concerning as it first appears, but 
spending a moment with it will help us to get clearer on what exactly is and is not 
available to the virtuous person. We might think that the argument I’ve given so 
far implies that the virtuous person will suffer from the following sort of morally 
significant handicap: ordinary people’s choices will be less predictable to the vir-
tuous person than they will be to her less excellent counterparts.27 I have in mind 
one of the great clichés of detective fiction: the investigator exploits his own inner 
demons, his darker impulses, in order to effectively imaginatively channel others’ 
bad emotional perspectives, and thereby anticipate the villain’s next move. But vir-
tuous people will not share those dark sensibilities, on the sort of view we have been 
considering, and so they won’t be able to engage such sensibilities empathetically in 
order to make an accurate prediction. This could be a problem because it seems like 
an ability to accurately predict what other people will think and do can be critical to 
identifying the morally best action. And folks who struggle to identify the morally 
best action are, by hypothesis, hampered in their virtue.

It is important, however, not to overstate or mischaracterize the gaps in under-
standing that virtue might entail. Virtuous people need not be naïfs who are simply 
taken aback, perpetually surprised, by others’ vicious attitudes and choices. There 
is nothing to bar a virtuous person from acquiring extensive third-personal knowl-
edge about typical patterns of vicious thought, perception, and behavior, such that 
she can become quite adept at guessing what stupid, petty, or downright terrible 
things the rest of us are likely to do. If McDowell and others are right about virtue, 
and if I am right about what empathy involves, the virtuous person simply won’t 
be able to effect that prediction via an imaginative emotional “inside track,” in the 

27 On the connection between empathy and skill at predicting another’s behavior, see Morton (2002) and 
Paul (2017).
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way that the hard-bitten detective with a dark streak does. Now, it may be that this 
“outsider’s” approach to predicting vicious behavior is more laborious and unwieldy 
than our detective’s is. A simulative approach to predicting behavior and action can 
be remarkably mentally economical, and managing without this sort of inside track 
may well take up considerable attentional resources.28 Still, if the aim of accurate 
prediction is important enough to acting well, we can expect the virtuous person to 
apply herself to it with alacrity, and to develop relatively sophisticated predictive 
powers as the result of her efforts.29

The ability to predict non-virtuous people’s choices accurately does not seem to 
be beyond reach of the very virtuous in principle, although it may be a hard thing 
for virtuous people to secure in practice. But this thought about accurate prediction 
points in the direction of a distinct concern that has me in its grip. The worry is also 
about a gap in the virtuous person’s understanding of others, but a gap of a differ-
ent sort. I will now turn to this other argument that without a capacity for empathy 
with vicious outlooks, a person will be missing out on something of positive moral 
importance.

3  Virtuousness (sometimes) requires empathy with vicious attitudes: 
the argument

I’m going to consider an argument for the claim that the virtuous person will char-
acteristically empathize with vicious outlooks, at least in some situations. It has two 
premises.

1. Effective ministry: A virtuous person characteristically effectively ministers to 
others’ needs.

2. Need for empathy: Because being empathized with offers relief from a particular 
form of suffering, we sometimes need to be empathized with, even in cases where 
our own emotional outlook is at least venially vicious.

I think that both of these premises are intuitively attractive. Let me start with 
Effective ministry.

28 On the efficiency of prediction via empathy and other forms of simulation, see e.g. Gordon (1986), 
Heal (2003), and Goldman (2006).
29 Morton (2011) argues that the barriers decent people face in empathizing with the indecent are wor-
risome because they interfere with decent people’s ability to anticipate others’ choices (which in turn 
makes interpersonal coordination difficult). I do not deny that the virtuous person may have to work 
especially hard to accurately anticipate less virtuous people’s choices, but I do think this is not the only 
reason to worry about the empathetic limitations I’ve been describing.
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3.1  Effective ministry

There is widespread agreement among both ancient and modern ethicists that the 
virtuous person is distinguished from the rest of us more mediocre types not only in 
virtue of her particular dedication to morally good general aims, but also in virtue 
of her unusual ability to non-accidentally succeed in achieving those aims.30 The 
virtuous person is no bungler. She is not just very concerned to be kind (to take just 
one example of a virtuous general aim). She is also alert to opportunities for kind-
ness and keenly sensitive to the many factors that will affect what counts as kind-
ness in the given circumstances. She will register those features and respond to them 
adroitly, nimbly avoiding the kinds of inappropriate intrusiveness or condescension 
that less skilled folk with ambitions to be kind may lapse into.

The virtuous person is exquisitely attuned to moral reasons of all sorts, and facts 
about others’ needs constitute one important source of moral reasons. By “others’ 
needs,” I mean those goods which are required for their flourishing.31 Flourishing is 
a notoriously difficult concept to characterize completely, but we do not need a fully 
general theory of flourishing to be able to say some compelling things about what 
is normally required for human flourishing. Strong candidates for necessary com-
ponents of or conditions for (most) humans’ flourishing include: taking joy in the 
exercise of our capacities for creativity, learning, friendship, and self-determination; 
engaging in meaningful and rewarding activities; and being recognized for both our 
dignity and our lovability. So, in addition to the goods we require for simple sur-
vival, it seems reasonable to say that our needs generally include (at least) com-
panionship, love, recognition, and adequate opportunities to learn, to invent, and to 
choose. We can also pick out a set of “negative” needs, given considerations about 
the things that get in the way of flourishing. It is widely thought that the enemies of 
flourishing include a mixture of material and psychological ills. Ill health, poverty, 
and lack of liberty plausibly constitute obstacles to flourishing, but so do boredom, 
insecurity, depression and loneliness.32 Insofar as these adverse conditions prevent 
us from flourishing, we need to be free of them.33

A virtuous person will recognize others’ genuine needs, see them as providing 
reasons for her, and respond to those needs with alacrity and finesse. In ways direct 
and indirect, the virtuous person will strive to remove barriers to others’ flourishing.

30 Aristotle tells us that virtue is “correct” or “successful” (katorthotikos) (NE 1104b34). The Stoics, 
likewise, posit that virtue requires “successful” action (katorthoma) [see Annas (2003, Ch. 2)]. In mod-
ern times, Zagzebski (1997) tells us that a virtue is “a deep and enduring acquired excellence of a person, 
involving a characteristic motivation to produce a certain desired end and reliable success at bringing 
about that end” (p. 137). Annas (2003) similarly holds that success is an important part of virtue, but 
claims that we can fail to achieve particular ends without impugning our virtue so long as we “do every-
thing we can” (p. 26).
31 I adopt this sense of “need” from Anscombe (1958, p. 7). For more on the role of needs in moral phi-
losophy, see Reader and Brock (2004).
32 On the needs generated by loneliness, see Roberts and Krueger forthcoming. See also Kraut (2007) on 
isolation and loneliness in relation to flourishing.
33 The claim that we have both material and psychological needs that must be met in order for us to 
flourish is widely but not universally accepted. Stoics, for example, would refuse it.
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With that link between virtue and responsiveness to need established, it is time to 
look at the second premise. I will lay out the argument that one genuine need a per-
son can have is the need to be empathetically understood, even when her emotional 
outlooks are less than virtuous.

3.2  The need for empathy

My defense of this latter claim begins with a methodological point. Susan Wolf 
writes of philosophical analyses of friendship that “[i]t is hard to give sense to 
debates about the value of friendship in the absence of considerations about what 
features of life give people joy and comfort and keep depression and despair at bay” 
(2007, p. 167). To generalize the thought: debates about the value of human social 
institutions, relations, and practices should take seriously observations about what 
seems to make us happy and what seems to make us suffer. I will adopt this guide-
line: if we seem to suffer from the absence of a particular sort of treatment, then 
there is at least prima facie reason to think that that sort of treatment is in fact valu-
able and contributes to our flourishing.

Adam Smith writes about our valuation of others’ empathy with us: “Nothing 
pleases us more than to observe in other men a fellow-feeling with all the emotions 
of our own breast; nor are we ever so much shocked as by the appearance of the con-
trary” (1982 [1759], p. 15). Of the more particular case in which someone is swept 
up in a negative emotion, Smith goes so far as to say of that person that “[h]e longs 
for that relief which nothing can afford him but the entire concord of the affectations 
of the spectators [that is, empathizers] with his own. To see the emotions of their 
hearts, in every respect, beat time to his own, in the violent and disagreeable pas-
sions, constitutes his sole consolation” (1982 [1759], p. 22). Smith is being more 
than a little dramatic, here, but I still think he has hit upon something right. But 
what, exactly, is the nature of the consolation that others’ empathy might be said to 
offer us?

Part of our interest in being empathized with may sometimes have to do with a 
desire to have others agree with us. We want others to imaginatively emotionally 
apprehend things in the same light that we do in part because we want them to agree 
that this is actually the right light in which to see things, and because getting them to 
emotionally apprehend things in the same light may be a first step in securing their 
endorsement of our outlook. But there is more to our concern to be empathized with 
than that. After all, we do sometimes crave others’ empathy even in cases where we 
disapprove of our own emotional outlook as ultimately incorrect. So, for instance, 
we may believe of our own twinge of envy at a competitor’s success that it is not, in 
fact, the right way to feel. We are in this case not looking for others to endorse our 
feeling. And yet: that does not stop us from wishing, at least sometimes, that some-
one would empathize with our envy!

If a desire for endorsement is not (or not always) behind our interest in being 
empathized with, then what is? To answer this question, it is helpful to return once 
more to basic questions of what is involved in having an emotional experience. I’m 
going to suggest that the first-personal experience of an emotion affords a direct 
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appreciation of our emotion’s intelligibility, at least in cases where two further con-
ditions to be specified below are satisfied. This is true even for emotions that we do 
not endorse. And, much of the time, what we are really seeking in other people’s 
empathy is just a direct appreciation of the intelligibility of our own emotions.

I’ve already said that emotions can typically profitably be understood as cen-
trally involving a presentation of the world or some part of it in a particular evalua-
tive light. Let’s take a look at an emotion that is a good candidate for being at least 
mildly vicious in order to get a grip on the kind of appreciation I have in mind. 
Suppose I have just settled in for a much-anticipated TV and popcorn session when 
I get a call on the phone: it slipped my mind, but I had promised that I would help 
a friend move her things to her new apartment. I feel frustrated! The prospect of 
lounging on the couch still looks eminently attractive to me, while the thought of 
carrying through on my freely given promise leaves me utterly cold. I feel a kind 
of itchy irritation at the thought of having to haul myself out of the house in order 
to help. My thoughts turn to all the many things I have already done for my friend 
(conveniently skimming over all the things she has done for me)—what sacrifices I 
have made! And here is just one more to add to the pile! My friend’s request now 
looks unduly onerous rather than reasonable. It feels like a little dragging of feet and 
muttering under the breath are called for. In sum, my frustration presents a decidedly 
filtered view of the situation as a whole.

Because I am not entirely swept up in the emotion, I may conclude that my frus-
tration is not all-things-considered correct—I know that this isn’t how I ought to see 
things. But even if I believe that I shouldn’t be seeing things this way, my frustration 
nevertheless makes sense to me, in that it reflects the situation’s apparent evalua-
tive features. After all, the couch looks tempting, and the good deed looks like an 
unreasonable burden. When we recognize that our frustration reflects the situation’s 
apparent evaluative features, the seeming presence of those features makes our emo-
tion itself look correct. The situation looks vexatious, and so seeing it as vexatious 
seems right, even if we know that this is not, in fact, a correct evaluative appre-
hension. Let us say that our emotion is intelligible to us insofar as we register it as 
reflecting the apparent evaluative properties of the given situation.

It is not the case that we grasp all of our emotions as intelligible, all of the time. 
First, emotions that do not centrally involve conscious evaluative perceptions will 
not be intelligible to us in this sense.34 And second, we appreciate our emotions’ 
intelligibility only when we reflectively attend to them.35 But when we reflectively 
attend to an emotion we are feeling, one that centrally involves a conscious evalua-
tive perception, our emotion will be intelligible to us even if we do not endorse it.36

34 I’ve suggested that emotions do typically centrally involve evaluative perceptions, but I allow that 
some states we might wish to count as emotions do not. Think of a general feeling of malaise, for 
instance. For discussion of other possible candidates for emotions that do not involve evaluative percep-
tion, see e.g. Thalburg (1964), Lamb (1987), and Price (2006).
35 Small children and animals are likely not capable of appreciating their emotions’ intelligibility at all, 
and it is certainly not the case that adult humans always attend to their emotions’ intelligibility, either.
36 I defend this claim at greater length in Bailey forthcoming.
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Earlier, I suggested that empathy involves experiencing an emotion that is the 
thought-directed analogue of the other’s original emotion. We can combine that with 
the thought I’ve been developing here about the connection between experiencing an 
emotion and appreciating its intelligibility to yield the following suggestion: when I 
empathize with another person’s emotion, I also secure a first-hand appreciation of 
the apparent appropriateness of that emotion.37 That suggestion is, I think, a plausi-
ble way of spelling out what we mean to pick out with fuzzy but evocative phrases 
like “seeing where you are coming from” or simply “getting it.”

Importantly, a first-hand appreciation of the apparent propriety of an emotion is 
not available to me if I find myself unable to see things in the relevant emotional 
light, despite my best empathetic efforts. Suppose you see the suffering of your 
adversary as amusing. It delights you and looks worthy of celebration. If, when I 
imagine confronting the suffering of an adversary, I feel saddened and can find noth-
ing in that suffering that even looks like it calls out for anything but solemn regret, 
then I will not be able to regard your delighted emotion as responsive to the situa-
tion’s apparent features. I can know that schadenfreude is a normal emotion to feel 
in such circumstances. And I need not be at all surprised by your schadenfreude: I 
could recognize that it is consistent with your preferences and commitments.38 But 
still, I will not see for myself how the suffering of a rival seems to invite schaden-
freude rather than sadness. Let’s call what I would be missing, that first-hand appre-
ciation of the intelligibility of another’s emotion, humane understanding.39

Is humane understanding something that we need? Does it contribute to our 
flourishing?

Well, we can observe that being humanely understood does very much matter to 
us, at least some of the time and in some contexts. Interestingly, we seem to value 
humane understanding non-instrumentally. We can bring its value for us into view 
by thinking about cases where others fail to humanely understand us. Consider the 
case where I am frustrated at having to leave my couch to do a good deed. I may 
choose to keep my feeling to myself, but I might also be inclined to share the story 
of my frustration with others, my friends, for instance. And in doing so, my moti-
vation may be to seek their humane understanding. My frustration is eminently 

37 Note that the qualifications I introduce above will also apply in the case of empathetic emotion: if we 
do not reflectively attend to our empathetic emotion and/or if our empathetic emotion does not centrally 
involve an evaluative perception, then we will not grasp the intelligibility of our empathetic emotion, and 
by extension we will not grasp the intelligibility of the original emotion of which it is the counterpart.
38 I could even approve of your schadenfreude, although that might be a surprising position for me to 
take; it is possible to endorse attitudes that are not intelligible to us. See Stocker and Hegeman (1996) 
and Johnston (2007) for defenses of the claim that what one finds intelligible can diverge from what one 
judges to be correct.
39 Because we secure humane understanding of an emotion by apprehending the situation in the relevant 
emotional light, humane understanding is not available through unemotional engagement with the situa-
tion. The activity that some researchers call “cognitive empathy,” which by hypothesis does not involve 
emotional engagement, is thus not a source of humane understanding. See Stueber (2010, p. 160) for 
another argument to the effect that emotional engagement plays an ineliminable role in securing some 
forms of other-oriented understanding. For further discussion of the nature and value of humane under-
standing, see Bailey forthcoming.
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intelligible to me, even if I don’t ultimately judge that it is morally correct. And I 
may just feel a need for someone else to appreciate that intelligibility firsthand.

Now imagine how disappointed I might feel if my effort to secure my friend’s 
humane understanding were met with this response: she cannot work her way into 
seeing the comfort of the couch as at all attractive in my circumstances, because, 
after all, there was compelling moral reason to get up and go. And, relatedly, she 
cannot work her way into perceiving the invitation to carry through on the promise 
as frustrating; for her, the thought of an opportunity to do good cannot show up as 
anything other than steadily and thoroughly attractive. What she can offer, based on 
her sophisticated third-personal knowledge of how less virtuous people tend to think 
and behave, is no more than the assurance that my frustration is not surprising. It’s 
what she would expect from folks at roughly the same stage in their progress toward 
virtue as I am. My emotion is not, to her, humanely understandable. It is merely 
predictable.

I think, in a circumstance like this, I would not be content with having my pre-
dictability registered. What I crave is for my friend to imaginatively get down in 
the trenches with me, appreciating firsthand how my situation seems to call out for 
the emotional response I am having. It can be painful to feel that our outlook has 
not been appreciated in this way. We will not, unless we are unduly churlish, blame 
someone who cannot humanely understand our vicious emotion because they cannot 
experience contra-moral considerations as attractive. But we may be disappointed 
nevertheless: there is a sort of intimacy that that person cannot afford us, an inti-
macy whose absence is experienced as a kind of hurt.

I have suggested that we are sometimes pained or discomfited by others inability 
to humanely understand our emotional outlooks, even in cases where we acknowl-
edge our own outlooks to be at least mildly vicious. It will be recalled that I earlier 
adopted this general rule: if we seem to suffer from the absence of a particular sort 
of treatment, then there is at least prima facie reason to think that that sort of treat-
ment is in fact valuable and contributes to our flourishing. I am nudging us toward 
the conclusion that not receiving the sort of humane understanding which empathy 
affords is a source of suffering.

Now, a one-off disappointment that our friends cannot humanely understand our 
frustration at having to leave the couch might seem pretty far off from the kind of 
suffering that actually impedes flourishing. But the threat to flourishing that not 
being humanely understood imposes starts to look more serious once we consider 
cases in which our non-virtuous perceptions are concerned with more serious mat-
ters. So, suppose I confront a situation in which I must choose whether to expose a 
sloppy manufacturing process at my plant, one which may be putting many people’s 
lives at risk. But if I do what I in fact know to be the right thing, I will risk losing a 
number of comforts which I have enjoyed up to this point, including my nice salary 
and my warm relations with my colleagues. Imagine, further, that while I recognize 
that this is an opportunity to save others, I am still powerfully attracted to the pos-
sibility of staying shtum, and thereby protecting my very nice life. Torn between 
the need to save lives and the possibility of holding on to the life goods I have in 
hand, I am deeply anguished. Now, my anguished outlook in these circumstances 
qualifies as a vicious perspective, according to the broad characterization of vicious 
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perspectives with which we began, because it involves seeing as viable or attractive 
a morally bad course of action (staying silent). A virtuous person would not experi-
ence the choice as agonizing, because for her there really would be no choice, but I 
myself experience deep conflict.

I think my already bad situation would be made significantly worse if, when I 
sought a confidante’s empathy with my agony, I were met with this sort of regret-
ful response: “Well, since you do want to know the truth, I’m afraid I just can’t get 
into experiencing the possibility of saving my own skin as at all attractive in these 
circumstances. When I imaginatively put myself in your position, the only thing that 
looks at all appealing is the thought of exposing the truth.” I suppose I can only 
really speak for myself, but in these circumstances I think I would experience the 
discovery that my outlook is beyond my confidante’s empathy as seriously distress-
ing, not just mildly disappointing. If I were already struggling with a feeling of iso-
lation, her admission that she cannot empathize, no matter how sincere or gently 
framed, would redouble my sense of painful loneliness.40

I am not trying to persuade you that the suffering sometimes involved in not being 
humanely understood always entails that we have an actual need to be humanely 
understood, one whose satisfaction will contribute to our flourishing. Sometimes, it 
may in fact be better for us if we are effectively frozen out of others’ humane under-
standing altogether. So, for instance, it might be best for us if our truly monstrous 
emotions are treated as beyond the pale, not at all candidates for empathetic engage-
ment. If we are the right sort of person, after all, that treatment might just be the 
thing that pushes us to reform our emotional outlook. But I still think we should be 
hesitant to say that humane understanding is not something we ever need, or some-
thing we need just insofar as our emotions are actually virtuous, and no more. The 
idea that it will be best for us to be shut out of humane understanding unless and 
until our outlook is virtuous may treat too lightly the pain of not being understood.41

In this section, I’ve made the case that virtuous people characteristically minister 
effectively to others’ needs. I’ve also tried to offer some reason to think that, qua 
potential targets of empathy, we can suffer in virtue of not receiving empathy’s char-
acteristic form of understanding, humane understanding, from others. And further-
more, I’ve suggested that this suffering can be something we need to have relieved. 
Taken together, these thoughts suggest that virtuous people ought, in keeping with 
their character, to be able to offer empathy to people even when those people’s per-
spectives are vicious. Not always, of course, for empathy will not in every case be 
needed or even wanted.42 But some of the time, still.

40 Betzler (2019) offers an account of empathy’s relational significance that similarly emphasizes its role 
in supporting valuable intimacy.
41 I also doubt whether denying imperfect people humane understanding is a particularly good means 
of encouraging their progress in virtue. Evidence from therapeutic contexts suggests that humane under-
standing may be particularly effective in helping people move from distorted, self-destructive emotional 
patterns to healthier, more accurate modes of emotional apprehension. See Cherkis (2018) and Bailey 
(forthcoming).
42 And even when it is needed, perhaps sometimes we only need relatively shallow empathy. But if I am 
struggling with my temptation not to report the manufacturing problem, and you, virtuous as you are, can 
only empathize at a very shallow level– “I can understand caring to keep my job in general, but I cannot 
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4  Paths forward

I’ve now made the case for the second of the two opposing arguments concerning 
the relation between being virtuous and empathizing with vicious perspectives. Both 
arguments have their appeal, but taken together they yield an incoherent picture of 
what virtue involves. To resolve this puzzle, which claims should we be willing to 
give up or to modify? I will briefly consider two answers to this question. The solu-
tions I consider are only two possibilities among many. Still, they strike me as par-
ticularly appealing because they do not require us to surrender either the thought 
that we sometimes need for our vicious emotions to be humanely understood, or the 
thought that the virtuous have a distinctive way of emotionally apprehending the 
world. Here are those solutions, in summary:

(1) Virtuous multiplicity: The virtuous person does characteristically apprehend the 
world in a particularly clear emotional light, such that she does not see contra-
moral possibilities as attractive. This mode of apprehension (call it her “home 
sensibility”) is the one she uses to guide her own action and planning. But other 
less virtuous sensibilities are also first-personally available to her, and she can 
slip into them in for the purposes of empathizing without compromising her 
virtue.

(2) Division of moral labor: Virtuous people are limited in the emotional outlooks 
they can humanely understand. However, it does not necessarily impugn a per-
son’s virtue if they cannot respond to everyone’s real needs. That inability just 
means that there is an important moral role for non-virtuous people who can (in 
virtue of their own moral imperfection) meet others’ empathetic needs.

Consider first Virtuous multiplicity. Some virtue theorists, discouraged by the 
demandingness of McDowell’s conception of virtue, have suggested that the virtu-
ous person need not always be wholehearted. In difficult situations where real goods 
morally must be foregone, she can be torn in her emotional apprehension of her own 
circumstances.43 Virtuous multiplicity is not the same as the proposal that the vir-
tuous person may sometimes be emotionally torn. That latter suggestion could not 
resolve the puzzle I’ve presented, because it would not provide us with the resources 
to explain how the virtuous could empathize with, for example, a bit of eminently 
human schadenfreude. The person who feels schadenfreude, even if they are sheep-
ish about it, cannot readily be cast as emotionally torn between various real and 
important goods.

Rather, Virtuous multiplicity suggests that the virtuous have one sensibility they 
use in navigating the world, and that sensibility exhibits the kind of clarity and 

see keeping my job as an attractive prospect when doing so is immoral!”– well, that shallow empathy 
seems unlikely to be fully satisfying. In fact, shallow empathy may sometimes add insult to injury.

Footnote 42 (continued)

43 See e.g. Stohr (2003), Stark (2001), Scarre (2013), and Baxley (2007).
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sublimity McDowell associates with distinctively virtuous vision.44 But, in addition, 
the virtuous have alternate sensibilities available to them, ones they can also inhabit 
first-personally. Perhaps these alternate available sensibilities are just the ones that 
served as the virtuous person’s home sensibility at previous stages in their moral 
development. Virtue theorists generally agree that we are not born apprehending the 
world in perfectly virtuous ways. One might therefore wonder: even if the current 
home sensibility of the virtuous exhibits the kind of clarity and singularity we have 
been discussing, can’t the virtuous harness their memory of their past experience in 
order to imaginatively slip into seeing things in a less morally refined way?45 We 
could think of this move as akin to reverting to a language that was once our mother 
tongue, but that has since been supplanted by another in our ordinary thought and 
conversation. Perhaps deliberately re-adopting an old jealous outlook for the pur-
poses of empathizing is no more problematic than is resurrecting one’s childhood 
French. More ambitiously, we might even allow that the virtuous can shift into sen-
sibilities that never functioned as their home sensibility, if they are sufficiently men-
tally flexible.

What are the prospects for the proposal that we can emotionally apprehend the 
world in less than virtuous ways without impugning our virtue, so long as we are not 
deploying our home sensibility?

This solution to the puzzle must walk a tightrope. The alternate perspectives must 
be ours enough that we can picture the world through them, whilst also being not 
ours enough that deploying them does not compromise our virtue. A first question 
to confront is whether we actually are capable of genuinely inhabiting sensibilities 
other than our home sensibility, such that we actually emotionally apprehend things 
in their characteristic light. Some theorists do treat it as obvious that when it comes 
to empathetic imagining, we can borrow emotional outlooks that are not our own.46 
That assumption has been met with powerful challenges, however. Peter Goldie, for 
one, forcefully argues that there is exactly one sensibility we can actually bring to 
bear in both imaginative and non-imaginative contexts, and that is our actual, sin-
gular, current sensibility. We can reason about other sensibilities in a third-personal 
way, but we cannot deploy them first-personally (Goldie, 2011).47 It is at least true 
that our previous home sensibilities often seem broadly inaccessible now. We are 

44 That navigational project will include the activity of imagining oneself in different scenarios for plan-
ning purposes. Deciding what to do often involves this kind of imaginative projection. Hence, the con-
trast between one’s “home” sensibility and one’s other available sensibilities is not equivalent to a con-
trast between a sensibility we apply in action, on the one hand, and a sensibility we deploy in imagining, 
on the other.
45 I thank a reviewer for drawing my attention to this question.
46 This claim is sometimes made in the course of distinguishing between two forms of empathy, or two 
forms of imaginative activity related to empathy: imagining being oneself in another’s situation and 
imagining being the other in the other’s situation. See e.g. Kaupinnen (2014, p. 101) Oxley (2011, pp. 
18–22), and Hoffman (2001, p. 54ff). However, there are reasons to doubt that that latter distinction can 
survive scrutiny; see Fleischacker (2019, p. 177) and Bailey forthcoming for arguments that this binary 
framing will struggle to accommodate cases where it is, intuitively, indeterminate whether we are imag-
ining being ourselves.
47 D’Arms (2000) makes a similar point in different terms.
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bemused by our own past passions, and while we can give some account of our past 
attitudes (“Of course I adored pop punk, I thought I was a total rebel”), we often still 
find ourselves totally unable to see the object of our attitudes in the same light we 
once did (“Now it just sounds silly, I can’t find it at all cool any more”). We would 
need to investigate whether this observation generalizes to the point that it renders 
Virtuous multiplicity psychologically implausible.48

Even if it is psychologically realistic to maintain that the virtuous have first-per-
sonal access to multiple distinct sensibilities, Virtuous multiplicity also faces this 
further question: just how plausible is the claim that so long as one is deploying 
one’s home sensibility, one’s virtue is not at all impugned by empathy with vicious 
perspectives? That claim seems to permit too much: it implies, for instance, that 
virtuous people can feel delighted at the thought of murdering a child, so long as 
that delight is part of an empathetic effort and does not at all figure in their home 
sensibility. This consequence is difficult to accept, but to avoid it, one would need to 
explain why some empathetic efforts are not compatible with virtue even if they do 
not implicate one’s home sensibility.49

Virtuous multiplicity merits further exploration, but it also faces real challenges. 
Some of these are neatly avoided by Division of moral labor. This latter resolution 
of the puzzle does not require us to modify the picture of the virtuous person’s dis-
tinctive psychology that we developed in Sect. 2. Rather, it involves rethinking what 
we expect of the virtuous. In Sect. 3, I argued that the virtuous are experts at min-
istering to people’s needs. We might tweak that widely held commitment, and say 
instead that virtuous people are in general expert at ministering to others’ needs, but 
that there is at least one real need that they cannot meet, thanks to their virtue. That 
doesn’t mean they are not moral paragons, it just means they cannot do it all, mor-
ally speaking.

If we think that from a moral point of view, it is good for people’s needs to be 
met, then it will turn out that it is also a good thing that the less-than-virtuous are 
not solely surrounded by the perfectly virtuous. We can accept that it is good for 
there to be people who have the clarity of moral vision unique to the virtuous, too. 
But those of us who are less far along the path to virtue can offer something mor-
ally important that our more virtuous counterparts cannot, according to Division of 
moral labor, because the scope of what we can empathize with is different.

Division of moral labor may draw some support from the fact that in non-eth-
ical domains, divisions of labor are frequently beneficial. And there is something 
tempting about the thought that it might be morally best for (some of) us to be a bit 

48 Even if it turns out to be psychologically plausible to say that multiple sensibilities are first-personally 
available to us, aside from our home sensibility, we might also worry that we end up simply relocating 
the problem of empathy between the virtuous and non-virtuous, such that it now becomes an intraper-
sonal issue. How transparent and intelligible can the diverse emotional perspectives Virtuous Multiplicity 
posits be to each other? Will the virtuous person end up looking strangely fragmented, a bearer of multi-
ple mutually unintelligible perspectives?
49 Research on the nature(s) and moral status of method acting may prove a helpful resource on this 
point. There is a small but interesting philosophical literature that links method acting and empathy, 
including Gallagher & Gallagher (2020), Goldie (1999), Nussbaum (2003, Ch. 6), and Gordon (1995).
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bad.50 But accepting Division of moral labor would mean giving up some popu-
lar and well-entrenched virtue ethical commitments. For one thing, we would have 
to surrender the widespread view that the really virtuous only fail to meet needs 
when factors external to their own character intervene.51 The proposal also threatens 
the common and not unappealing tenet that the best response to a given need will 
always be just that response that the maximally virtuous person would give.52 Given 
its destabilizing potential, then, Division of moral labor is also not a solution we 
should adopt incautiously.

I have now provided some sense of the further questions raised by my two pro-
posed solutions to this paper’s central puzzle. Whether or not these solutions 
prove tenable, I hope to have at least shown that the ethics of empathetic imagina-
tion are more complex, and more worthy of philosophical attention, than we might 
have thought. An adequate account of empathetic imagination’s moral status must 
acknowledge how empathy matters to those on its receiving end, while also grap-
pling with worries about how our imaginative activities bear on our moral character. 
To arrive at a coherent view of the moral limits on empathy for vicious perspectives, 
we may have to rethink some quite basic assumptions and intuitions about virtue, 
imagination, and their relation to each other.53
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