
Thinking Society - Empathizing with Enemies 
 

Human beings are capable of empathizing with our friends and dehumanizing our enemies. How 
do we balance these two often-conflicting tendencies?  We often fall into “us-versus-them” 
thinking regarding those we label as enemies. Can we find a way to protect ourselves from real 
threats while also deescalating our own “fight or flight” reactions?  Can we, should we, empathize 
with our enemies?  
  
At 7:00PM on Monday December 4th, come to a discussion organized by the Greater 
Philadelphia Thinking Society (GPTS) and the Philadelphia Ethical Society (PES). The format will 
be similar to previous joint events: short introductory presentations to frame the discussion, 
followed by small group discussions, and ending with a whole-group sharing of take-aways. Most 
of the time will be spent in small groups. Light refreshments and non-alcoholic beverages will be 
provided. Hugh Taft-Morales (PES) and Sandy Catz (GPTS) will be co-hosts. 
 
Food for thoughts, resouces, links: 
 
We humans have the capacity to both empathize deeply with each other or to see each other as 
mortal enemies. Sometimes we treat people with dignity and respect, and other times we can 
dehumanize and kill each other.  What is morally acceptable? Should I try to feel empathy for 
those I strongly disagree with politically?  Should I strive to empathize with people displaying 
bigotry – racism, sexism, homophobia?  Or, is it ok, or at least excusable, to do the opposite - to 
dehumanize those we fervently oppose? Can we just write some people off as enemies, and 
focus on marginalizing them, whether they are nuclear-armed dictators or Neo-Nazis? 
 
We both empathize and make enemies in less extreme ways every day.  We regularly feel 
empathy for people, from the child who scrapes their knee to the homeless man down on his luck.  
But we also can treat others as shallow caricatures - we swear at the driver who cut in front of us 
on the expressway or hang up rudely on the caller offering to consolidate our credit card debts.  
And less directly, but perhaps more commonplace, we all contribute to systems that often 
dehumanizes others – like when we pay our taxes to fund an inhumane prison system.  
 
Robert J. Lifton, a psychiatrist who wrote much about militant dehumanization, says that it works 
well because we humans crave simplistic thinking.  I know I do sometimes. It’s so easy to see the 
world in ethical black-and-white – I’m good, they’re bad.  In judging others, we fall into hero 
worship on the one hand and demonization on the other. And when you are thrust into the 
madness of war, sometimes it’s just easier to see the enemy as completely evil and dangerous 
and beyond redemption.  It makes complicated and involved moral deliberation unnecessary.      
 
TYPES OF EMPATHY 
 
An article titled, “Empathy is good, but exhausting,” published in the Washington Post on 
September 26th by Jennifer Breheny Wallace, offers three types of empathy to consider. 
 
The first is “cognitive empathy,” which is the ability to understand intellectually what someone 
else is experiencing.  This type of empathy involves simply acknowledging and imagining the 
state of mind of another creature.  Although it’s the simplest type of empathy, it does require 
understanding of verbal and physical cues, from tone of voice to facial expressions.   
 
The second type of empathy Wallace discusses is “emotional empathy,” when we actually feel 
the same emotions we observe in another.  While we may disagree how dramatically, and how 
accurately, we can feel the emotions of other people, this is an important characteristic of human 
social life and culture.  Young children, who have yet to develop strong and autonomous 
identities, are greatly affected by the emotions of others.  If one toddler starts crying for some 
reason, other toddlers may join in without knowing why. Adults too can get caught up in extreme 
emotional empathy.  They can find it hard to separate emotionally from the person for whom 



they’re feeling empathy.  People can fall into codependent relationships, over-identify with each 
other and leading relational problems.  
 
A third type of empathy that Jennifer Wallace discusses does involve some distance, and, as a 
result, is healthier and more constructive.  It’s called  “compassionate empathy.”  Wallace says 
that this type of empathy is “where you feel concern about another’s suffering, but from more of a 
distance and with a desire to help the person in need.”  In this case you are aware of the other’s 
suffering – like cognitive empathy – and you have a certain degree of emotional empathy as well.  
But that compassionate empathy adds sufficient emotional distance along with a commitment to 
act to lessen the pain of others. 
 
This is more than simply picking the middle ground between acknowledging the suffering of 
another and over-identifying with their suffering.  The key ingredient here is to link emotion with 
the willpower to act to ameliorate suffering.  Not only is this healthier for the person feeling 
empathetic, it is what those in pain most desire.  Understandably victims usually care less about 
whether or not others are distressed by such victimization, than they care about escaping 
victimhood.   
 
Roman Krznaric, a British philosopher, created the world’s first Empathy Museum.  He wanted to 
challenge visitors to see through the eyes of others, “transform our personal relationships,” and in 
the process “help tackle global challenges such as prejudice, conflict and inequality.”  [Check it 
out at http://www.empathymuseum.com/ and read an article: “Roman Krznaric, Empathy with the 
Enemy” at: 
https://www.romankrznaric.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Krznaric-Pedestrian-Essay-print-
version-020810.pdf 
 
Krznaric counsels visitors to his museum and website to see “…empathy as the ultimate form of 
travel, a means of transporting ourselves into other lives in ways that can illuminate our own. 
There is no need to limit where we take our journeys. We must extend our empathetic 
imaginations not just to the dispossessed or disadvantaged, but also to those whose views and 
actions we might oppose or disdain, from wealthy bankers to bombastic politicians to racist work 
colleagues – even the sibling who broke a favorite toy. There are few better ways of bringing us 
face to face with our own prejudices, uncertainties and inconsistencies. That is how empathy can 
become both a moral guide and a basis for a philosophy of living. Socrates saw the path to the 
good life in the effort to ‘know thyself’. The lesson of empathy is that we will only discover 
ourselves by stepping outside ourselves.”  
   
An Empathy Video That Asks You to Stand in Someone Else’s Shoes, Trent Gilliss 
On Being - at:  
http://www.onbeing.org/blog/an-empathy-video-that-asks-you-to-stand-in-someone-elses-
shoes/5063 
 
“Radical Empathy,” a TED talk by Sam Richards - at: 
http://www.ted.com/talks/sam_richards_a_radical_experiment_in_empathy?utm_source=newslett
er_daily&utm_campaign=daily&utm_medium=email&utm_content=button__2014-12-14#t-16160 
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