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If

• empathy is good for the empathizer

• empathy is good for the person receiving 

empathy

• empathy enables conflict solving
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then

• What is the impact of  cultural works that lead us 

to empathize with the villain?

Dexter, Season 6, 

Oct.-Dec. 2011

Stockholm, 1973, film by Robert 

Budreau in the aftermath of  the 

Stockholm bank robbery

Stories of  crime, 

guilt, punishment. 

Fiction?
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Outline

1. What is empathy?

2. Is empathy good? 

3. Where do we learn empathy? Empathy in real 

life vs. empathy in fiction

4. Empathizing with the villain: what does it say 

about me?

5. Why we read fiction: dangers and implications
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What is empathy?

• Robert Vischer, 19th century: Einfühlung, the 

subjective experience evoked by the aesthetic 

appreciation of  a work of  art

• Theodor Lipps: from an object to an Other

• E. B. Tichener: English translation of  Einfühlung

as empathy (from Greek: in+pathos)
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What is empathy today?

• Evolutionary theory: 

cooperation 
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What is empathy today?

• Philosophy, linguistics: 

Theory of  Mind 

(ToM)
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What is empathy today?

• Neuroscience:    

Feeling of  Body 

(FoB)
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What is empathy today?

• Phenomenology:      

Co-experiencing 

the situation of  

others
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Two kinds of  empathy

• ToM

• Cognitive empathy

• Cold empathy

• Affect

• Affective empathy

• Hot empathy
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2. Is empathy good?

• Common assumptions:

– Empathy leads to pro-social behavior; good for 

empathizer and target of  empathy

– Empathy important for conflict solving

– Empathy should be promoted

• But: is there another side to this story?
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“Dark Empathy”

• “False or filtered 

empathy”

• “Sadistic empathy”

• “Empathetic vampirism”

Breithaupt, Fritz. 2019.

The Dark Sides of  

Empathy. Ithaca: Cornell 

Univ. Press. 
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3. Where do we learn empathy?

Study by Kidd&Castano

2013 suggests that reading 

literary fiction improves 

ToM:

“[R]eading literary fiction 

temporarily enhances ToM. 

More broadly, they suggest 

that ToM may be 

influenced by engagement 

with works of  art.”
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Contradictory evidence: no 

evident correlation between 

experiencing fiction and 

becoming more empathetic
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So, what is the experience of  empathy?

• Connected with aesthetics and emotional 

development

• Empathy intensifies our experience by making 

us view reality from another’s perspective

• It engages our intersubjectivity
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4. Empathy for the villain?

When reading a novel, looking at a visual art work, or 

attending a theatrical play or a movie, our embodied 

simulation becomes liberated, that is, it is freed from 

the burden of  modeling our actual presence in daily 

life. We look at art from a safe distance from which our 

being open to the world is magnified. In a sense, to 

appreciate art means leaving the world behind in order 

to grasp it more fully. 
Gallese, V., & Wojciehowski, H. (2011). How Stories Make Us Feel: Toward an Embodied 

Narratology. California Italian Studies, 2(1). Retrieved from 

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/3jg726c2
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5. Why we read fiction: 

dangers and implications

• If  empathy is correlated with morality

• If  literature improves empathy

• Then we should read fiction

• But:

• What fiction?
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5. Why we read fiction: 

dangers and implications

• If  empathy is not correlated with morality

• If  literature does not (necessarily) improve empathy

• Then we should (still) read fiction

• Because through fiction we can:

– enhance intersubjectivity

– experience more than one perspective
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Where we go from here 

• Empathy and related concepts: immersion, 

identification, performativity, simulation

• Studying textual and linguistic correlates of  

empathy

• Studying narrative strategies for enhancing the 

experience of  empathy

• Creating a database of  examples of  “dark 

empathy”
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Thank you!



Lisbon | July 8-10, 2019

Encontro Ciência ‘19

References

ABRANTES, Ana Margarida. 2014. Narrativa e Empatia. Lic ̧o ̃es do Ce ́rebro e da Literatura, Povos e Culturas, 18 - O Ce ́rebro: 

O que a cie ̂ncia nos diz!, Lisboa: CEPCEP, 195-207. 

BRANDT, L. & BRANDT. 2005. Cognitive Poetics and Imagery. European Journal of  English Studies, 9(2), 117-130. 

BREITHAUPT, F. 2009. Kulturen der Empathie. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp.

BREITHAUPT, F. 2019. The dark sides of  empathy. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

BRUNER, J. 1991. The Narrative Construction of  Reality. Critical Inquiry, 18, 1–21. 

COPLAN, A. 2004. Empathic engagement with narrative fictions. The Journal of  Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 62(2), 141–152. 

Retrieved from http://onlinelibrary. wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-594X.2004.00147.x/full 

GALLESE, V. 2001. The “Shared Manifold ” Hypothesis. Journal of  Consciousness Studies, 8(5-7), 33–50. 

GALLESE, V., FADIGA, L., FOGASSI, L., & RIZZOLATTI, G. 1996. Action recognition in the premotor cortex. Brain, 

119, 593–609. Retrieved from http://brain.oxford- journals.org/content/119/2/593.short 

KEEN, Suzanne. 2014. Empathy and the novel. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

KIDD, D. C., & CASTANO, E. 2013. Reading literary fiction improves theory of  mind. Science (New York, N.Y.), 342(6156), 

377–80. doi:10.1126/science.1239918 

MAR, R. A., & OATLEY, K. 2008. The Function of  Fiction is the Abstraction and Simulation of  Social Experience. 

Perspectives on Psychological Science, 3(3), 173–192. 

MAR, R. A., OATLEY, K., HIRSH, J., DELA PAZ, J., & PETERSON, J. B. 2006. Bookworms versus nerds: Exposure to 

fiction versus non-fiction, divergent associations with social ability, and the simulation of  fictional social worlds. Journal of  

Research in Personality, 40(5), 694–712. doi:10.1016/j.jrp.2005.08.002 

SINGER, T., & LAMM, C. 2009. The social neuroscience of  empathy. Annals of  the New York Academy of  Sciences, 1156, 81–96. 

doi:10.1111/j.1749-6632.2009.04418.x 

WOJCIEHOWSKI, H. C., & GALLESE, V. 2011. Embodied Narratology. California Italian Studies, 2(1). Retrieved from 

http://escholarship.org/uc/item/3jg726c2

http://escholarship.org/uc/item/3jg726c2

