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Abstract
Contemporary literature criticises a necessary link between empathy and actions 
that demonstrate genuine moral worth. If there is such a necessary link, many ar-
gue, it must come in the developmental stages of our moral capacities, rather than 
being found in the mental states that make up our motivating reasons. This paper 
goes against that trend, arguing that critics have not considered how wide-ranging 
the mental states are that make up a person’s reasons. In particular, it argues that 
empathy can play a role in moral motivation when it is to some extent unconscious 
or it occurs far prior to the moral action itself.

Keywords Empathy · Moral Worth · Moral Psychology · Motivational Reasons

1 Introduction

Fortunately, we live in a world where people will sometimes not only act in a way 
that’s good, but they’ll do so with good moral motivation. They’ll do the right thing 
for the right reasons, perhaps, or in a way that manifests the right kind of will. This 
paper is interested in the connection between this kind of good motivation (which 
I’ll refer to as acting with moral worth) and empathy. It is interested in whether an 
agent needs to empathise in some way with the targets of their moral actions for those 
actions to manifest genuine moral worth.

Despite the interest, this paper doesn’t give an explicit answer to this question. 
I don’t know whether empathy is necessary for morally worthy action, or whether 
such actions are sometimes possible without the agent empathising at all. Rather, this 
paper hopes to earn its keep in two different ways. Firstly, it argues that existing work 
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on the topic fails to consider the best possible candidate for such a necessary relation-
ship. The best possible candidate, I argue, is a ‘motivational relationship’ between 
the two, where empathy can be found somewhere among the mental states that make 
up an agent’s motivating reasons for acting well. As I will show, this means looking 
further and wider for empathy than philosophers currently look. Secondly, in making 
a case for such a relationship, this paper will also argue that empathy plays a role 
in our actions far more often than we think it does. As such, this paper should be of 
interest not only to those who care about empathy’s relationship to moral concern, 
but to those who care more generally about understanding empathy’s role in our lives 
and our actions.

I begin by introducing the two main characters (empathy and morally worthy 
actions) in S1. Then, in S2, I explain why there’s so much scepticism of any nec-
essary link between the two in the current literature, especially when it comes to 
empathy playing a role at any point beyond our initial moral development. But the 
current literature dismisses a non-developmental link too quickly. In S3 I argue for 
the importance of what I call a motivational relationship between empathy and mor-
ally worthy action. Just as we would, in other cases, explain an agent’s motivations 
by appealing to her unconscious and prior mental states as well as her conscious and 
immediate ones when she judges what to do, so too we should look in those prior 
and unconscious mental states when looking to see whether she empathises with the 
target of her moral actions, and whether that empathy plays a necessary role.

2 Section 1 The Set-Up

Suppose two people volunteer with a local collective. The collective takes food dona-
tions from nearby shops and uses them to cook hot meals for people on the streets. 
Linnie, the first volunteer, volunteers with good motivations. What exactly these 
motivations consist of may vary slightly depending on the correct normative ethical 
theory – for example it might be that she desires to relieve suffering, to do her duty, 
or to express care and concern for her fellow human beings. It might be that what’s 
relevant is her belief in the importance of human flourishing, and that her actions 
reflect the way in which she wants to bring about such flourishing. It’s likely that in 
cases like Linnie’s a lot of these motivations will overlap – Linnie does want all of 
these things, and she values the reduction of suffering, expressing care, doing her 
duty, etc. – so she will have good motivations according to any plausible account.

According to some theories of moral worth, it might be that the content of Lin-
nie’s motivation needn’t be so general, and instead her motivating reasons might be 
specific to the case in question, such as a motivation to help and feed the people she 
comes across on the streets. Perhaps it doesn’t need to be the case that she directly 
cares about others’ flourishing, but just that her motivations are in line with that.1 
Whatever the answer, it’s a simple case: Linnie is doing something good, and she has 
genuinely good motivations that brought her to act in that way.

1  For more on the specifics of this distinction in discussions of moral concern, see e.g. Carbonell [8].
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We can suppose that another volunteer might perform all of the same actions as 
Linnie, but with different motivations. Herb might put in just as much effort in col-
lecting the donations, chopping the vegetables, and making sure that the hot food gets 
out to the people who need it. But Herb doesn’t do it because he wants to relieve suf-
fering, do his duty, express care, etc. Herb does it because he thinks very little of the 
people on the streets and sees himself as their reluctant saviour. He doesn’t consider 
the people he feeds as people deserving of care and respect, his motivations for bring-
ing them food are mostly about solidifying or expressing his feelings of superiority. 
And his motivations may be this way without them making a difference to how his 
actions appear from the outside. ‘Moral worth’ is the term I’ll use to describe the dif-
ference between the good cases, like Linnie, and the bad cases like Herb.2

Moral worth is not about whether duties are fulfilled, rights are respected, or 
whether goodness is brought about, at least not directly. It’s not about how many 
hungry people are fed, or if the relevant people are fulfilling their responsibilities. 
Instead, the concept aims to pick out whether the agent – given their motivations for 
their actions – has done something right. Arpaly describes it as “the extent to which 
the agent deserves moral praise or blame for performing the action, the extent to 
which the action speaks well of the agent”.3 Linnie is praiseworthy for her actions, 
and the actions speak well for her. The same cannot be said for Herb – not after we 
know about why he acts in the way that he does. If we praised both of them for their 
actions and then later found out about Herb’s reasoning, it’s likely we’d think that 
his praise was undeserved.

For the purposes of this paper, the kinds of moral action I’m interested in aren’t 
just those that are morally worthy, but more specifically they’re those which are also 
directed in some way towards benefitting other people. This is to exclude actions that 
might have no empathic targets.4

‘Empathy’ is a broad term that can have several different meanings.5 The kind 
I’m interested in for this paper is a kind of ‘fellow feeling’ that an agent has towards 
another, that in some way aims to mirror the feeling of that other.6 Suppose we think 
about Linnie empathising with the people she meets and gives out food to while vol-
unteering. On most accounts, empathising with the target will involve something dif-
ferent to feeling sorry for them or caring about them, or even mirroring their feelings 
through a process of emotional contagion. Instead, empathising will involve match-

2  For more on moral worth see, for example, Arpaly, Markovits and Sliwa [2, 15, 22]. I also take this to 
be roughly the same thing that Denham refers to as ‘moral concern’ and ‘moral motivation’ in Denham, 
[11], and sometimes I’ll borrow that language as well.

3  Arpaly, [2] p.224.
4  Denham also clarifies this, saying “…countless moral requirements do not directly concern personal 
welfare at all, and enjoy no direct connection with empathy. Among these empathy-irrelevant norms are 
various sexual, dietary, and hygiene prohibitions, norms deriving from religious commandments, and 
norms based on conceptions of social honor and prestige.” [11] p.228. I’m sceptical about at least some 
of these as being particularly moral notions, but nonetheless I’m happy to restrict myself to discussing 
other-directed morally worthy actions.

5  For an example of how broad the term can be, Cuff et al. [10] have a review of the concept that covers 
43 discrete definitions.

6  The feeling element distinguishes it from ‘cognitive’ empathy. See, e.g., Maibom, Spaulding [14, 23] for 
more on the distinction between cognitive and ‘affective’ empathy.
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ing what the target feels because they feel it, as if she were feeling it on their behalf, 
while still understanding the target as being a separate person to herself. Linnie might 
try to imagine the hunger of a person she meets, in order to better understand their 
situation. And she might do an even better job if she takes on board more of the com-
plexities of how they feel, whether this involves resilience, anger, pride, distress, etc. 
In this way, empathising better with the people she meets is an important source for 
helping her to understand people, their perspectives, and their experiences.7

There is some discussion both about the need for more specifics in discussions of 
empathy8 and on what a definition should include.9 For the purposes of this paper, 
I hope to remain neutral on some aspects of the debate. This is because I hope that 
the arguments here can generalise to a number of different definitions of empathy, or 
even other mental states that might be contenders in terms of their necessity for moral 
concern, such as caring. I’ll say more about this briefly at the end.

3 Section 2 The Relationship

At first, empathy might seem like a good contender for a common feature in agents 
who express moral concern through their actions.10 After all, it’s easy enough to 
imagine some cases in which empathising can make the difference between an action 
being one that manifests moral concern rather than one that doesn’t. Think back to 
Linnie – she volunteers to cook and distribute food for people who need it, and her 
actions demonstrate moral worth. We can imagine that part of what makes her moti-
vations good is going to be that she understands the perspectives and experiences of 
the people who she cooks for. She helps them in part because she appreciates their 
projects, their lives, and their struggles. In contrast, we can imagine Herb having no 
such empathy at all – he takes a patronising attitude towards the people he cooks food 
for and makes no attempt to understand what they are actually going through. So the 
presence of empathy in the good case and a lack of it in the bad case is one difference 
between them.

There are some reasons why empathy might even be seen as necessary for the 
good cases. We saw briefly above how the phenomenon of empathy that we’re try-
ing to pinpoint is the kind that plays a role in understanding other people. It might 
be plausible to think that some form of understanding of what a person or their life is 
like is going to be necessary for knowing how to treat them well. Empathising with 

7  For more on the role of empathy in understanding people, see Bailey, [4].
8  Coplan, [9] is an example of someone who argues for a more precise definition against, e.g., Preston & 
de Waal [18].

9  One contentious aspect, for example, is the extent to which an empathiser must necessarily endorse the 
positions of the target of their empathy, in order to really be empathising with them.

10  Bailey, Betzler [4, 6] are examples of people who advocate some connection between empathy and 
moral action, even if it’s not a necessary one.
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a person can contribute to knowing about their goals, their fears, their desires, what 
hurts them or what might help them to flourish.11

Furthermore, affective empathy is more than just a set of beliefs about a person 
that can inform another’s action. Empathy might also play an important role in moti-
vating a person to act. By coming to see a person’s situation as they see it there’s a 
normative element to the picture that can motivate us in a way that cold facts alone 
might not.12

To better understand the question of whether there is a necessary connection 
between empathy and moral concern, it will help to be clearer on what forms this 
connection might take. Denham makes a distinction in ‘Empathy and Moral Moti-
vation,’ where she distinguishes between what she calls synchronic and diachronic 
relationships. They are:

 ● Synchronic: a claim about “the motivational contributions of immediate and 
occurrent empathy to token others-welfare judgments.”13

 ● Diachronic: a claim that “empathy is necessary for the development of the capac-
ity to be motivated by others-welfare judgments.”14

Let’s take the synchronic claim first. If empathy were synchronically necessary for 
moral concern, then, it would need to play an immediate and occurrent role in the 
mental state of the agent as they form the judgment of what they should do. On 
some level, they’d need to be taking on the fellow feelings of the person who their 
moral judgment is about. If they were making a judgment about whether they should 
volunteer to feed people, then they’d need to be empathising with the people who 
they’d likely be feeding. Suppose we think back to Linnie and her volunteer work. 
We can suppose that Linnie’s is an easy case: one where empathy does play a role in 
the fact that her actions manifest moral worth. For the empathy to play a synchronic 
role, we’d have to look at the times when she makes the moral judgments (such as ‘I 
should go and help out with the food today’), and find that her empathising with the 
people she’s there to help has played an immediate and occurrent role. Perhaps as she 
resolved to spend her day helping out she thought about the people she usually finds 
there, and was moved to help them in part because of the way she understood their 
perspective and how they are more likely to get a warm meal tonight if she helps out.

If, on the other hand, empathy was diachronically necessary for welfare-judg-
ments, then the empathy wouldn’t need to be occurrent or immediate, but rather 
something that came about much earlier in the development of capacities to make 
judgements in ways that express genuine moral concern. Perhaps, for example, 
empathy would’ve been needed for a role in developing general good will towards 

11  For some more details on why it might help, see Masto [16], who argues for empathy being at least 
‘sometimes’ necessary for moral action. For another example of someone who defends empathy’s role, 
see Simmons [21].
12  Denham mentions this possible connection in Denham, [11] p.228.
13  Denham, [11] p.229.
14  Ibid. Denham is particularly interested in the role of empathy in development up until late adolescence. 
(p.236)
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fellow creatures. When Linnie was learning that other people have feelings, perhaps 
some sort of empathic understanding of those feelings was necessary in the develop-
ment of her moral character.

But it’s not clear that there’s a necessary connection between empathy and moral 
concern of either type, or even that it is overall more helpful for moral action than 
unhelpful for it. Indeed, it seems like much of the philosophical tide currently flows 
in the opposite direction.

The hardest challenge for any account of a necessary relationship will be to dis-
miss counter examples. After all, if there are any cases at all of people acting with 
genuine moral worth but not having experienced empathy in the process, then what-
ever kind of connection it is, it’s not a necessary one. An example of such criticism 
comes from Denham, who defends the diachronic account but takes issue with the 
synchronic account. She says,

…it stands to be defeated if agents’ others-welfare/altruistic judgments are ever 
motivating in the absence of occurrent empathy. […] An overworked nurse 
suffering from compassion fatigue and long past empathic attunement can con-
tinue to be motivated by her commitment to caring for her patients; a dedi-
cated humanist may serve the homeless, even when he ceases to be animated 
by empathy for them. In both cases, their (non-empathic) concern may even 
see them through occasional episodes of irritation or distaste or revulsion. That 
gives us no reason to deny that their ultimate goal is to relieve the plight of 
those in need.15

If there are any cases of good moral motivation without empathy playing a role in that 
motivation, then the relationship is not a necessary one. Let’s call this the ‘counter-
example challenge’ to necessary relationships. Along with Denham, I take this to be 
the strongest problem for such accounts.

The counter-example challenge will be the main topic of this paper, since I think 
it is the most plausible problem for the relationship between empathy and moral 
worth. Before discussing my positive proposal, though, I will also briefly discuss 
two further types of challenge to such accounts. Firstly, there’s a ‘target-based chal-
lenge’. According to these objections, empathy cannot be necessary for morally wor-
thy actions because some morally worthy actions simply do not have an appropriate 
target for the moral agents to empathise with. Some philosophers have this concern 
even when we limit ourselves to discussion of other-oriented moral action. Prinz, 
for example, discusses examples like a victim of a pick-pocket who hasn’t realised 
that her pocket has been picked.16 It seems like she is an appropriate target for moral 
action (the pickpocket should return her purse, for example) but empathising with 
her would not be motivationally or epistemically useful, since she doesn’t even know 
that anything is wrong.

Finally, there are also a wide variety of ‘practical challenges’. I use this label 
to mean anything which, practically speaking, prevents us from applying either the 

15  Denham, [11] p.235.
16  Prinz, [19] p.218.
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knowledge or the motivation that empathy gives us correctly. This includes the fact 
that empathy is “easily manipulated”,17 difficult to apply to large problems with large 
numbers of victims,18 cognitively quite demanding,19 and prone to a number of bias-
es.20 In these cases we might be able to empathise, but the empathy might struggle to 
morally motivate us, or even motivate us in another direction completely.

4 Section 3 The Proposal

I propose that the arguments against a necessary relationship between empathy and 
morally worthy action haven’t been considering the most plausible version of that 
relationship. The best version, I will argue, is this:

 ● Motivational: a claim that empathy is necessary (but not sufficient) for the for-
mation of any given instance of morally worthy action, but without needing to be 
either occurrent or immediate.

If we look at these motivating reasons at the right level of detail – the level of detail 
that takes into account the full picture of those motivations – it will often be the case 
that empathy plays a vital but non-occurrent and/or non-immediate role.

But I’ll begin by saying something about the explicit caveat that empathy might 
be necessary but not sufficient for morally worthy actions. This wording is meant as 
a response to the practical challenges: challenges that showed why some instances of 
empathy were either morally misleading (due to things such as biases in who we are 
more likely to empathise with) or were difficult to translate into actual moral motiva-
tion, due to things such as the scale of the moral problems. The best case for a neces-
sary relationship, I argue, isn’t that all cases of empathy will lead to moral action, 
nor need it be the case that the amount of empathy felt is proportional in any way 
to the moral action that results. It might be the case instead that there is a minimum 
threshold of empathy that is required, and after that is met, empathy’s job is done.21

This motivational relationship should be plausible firstly because it reflects our 
understanding of agents’ actions more broadly. Even when we’re not thinking about 
morality or empathy, but simply trying to understand an agent’s motivational reasons 
for acting, we’ll look back further than just the mental states that were occurrent or 
immediately before they judged that they should act. For the rest of this paper I will 
argue that we should be looking in the same place for empathy, when we’re assess-
ing whether it played a role in an agent’s acting out of moral concern. I’ll argue both 
that empathy can be found beyond our most conscious mental states, and that it can 
play an important role while still being prior to the moral judgment or non-occurrent.

17  Prinz, [19]
18  Prinz, [19], Kauppinen, [13]
19  Kauppinen, [13]
20  Prinz, [19]
21  Simmons makes a similar case in favour of empathy against practical objections in Simmons, [21].
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Generally, when we want to understand what an agent’s motivating reasons for 
action are, their current mental states will often not give us enough information. Sup-
pose, for example, that someone wants to know why I’ve taken the left turn as I walk 
down the road. As it occurred to me that I needed to take the turn, there might have 
been very little else in my head other than something irrelevant to my turning, like 
complaints about the weather – particularly if it’s extra bright or extra cold, or there’s 
something else distracting me from thinking too much about why I’m going where 
I’m going. But my reason for turning left is to get to my office. As I judge which road 
to go down, a full explanation of my motivating reason is going to need to include as 
far back as the time when I decided to go in and get some work done. It might go even 
further back than that – and also take into account the reason I’m going into the office 
(to finish a paper), or the reasons I want to finish a paper (a desire to understand the 
topic, or the lure of some ice cream that I promised myself as a reward).

In practice, how far back to look will depend on the context, the reason why we’re 
trying to figure out the person’s motivations.22 The information that we’re trying to 
find out, and what information we already have, will usually affect what it makes 
sense to ask about which of a person’s mental states contributed to their motivating 
reasons. But when it comes to understanding what was necessary for a person to have 
acted with good moral motivation, then we need to have a full picture of what their 
motivating reasons were. Suppose that one person thinks that actions demonstrate 
moral worth when they manifest the right sorts of desires in an agent.23 To satisfy 
that person, it might be enough to say that Linnie’s judgment manifests moral worth 
because it is a product of her desire to help others. She wanted to provide support, 
and so she did. But that isn’t enough to tell us whether empathy is also necessary for 
moral concern, because empathy might have been necessary further down the line, 
either in her coming to have that desire or in her coming to realise that her volunteer-
ing was an appropriate way to fulfil that desire.

The same, then, should be the case when we think about where in an agent’s mental 
states to look for signs of empathy. Think about the cases like the nurse with compas-
sion fatigue or the person who wants to feed the homeless because of their dedication 
to the cause, even though they’ve ceased to feel empathy for the people they aim to 
help. It seems very plausible that there are a number of cases just like these where 
agents aren’t empathising with the targets of their morally good actions when they 
decide to act, but that doesn’t mean that empathy didn’t necessarily occur earlier in 
the process that led to their being motivated. Perhaps the volunteer empathised with 
the homeless when they first considered the plights of people on the streets, and that 
empathy played a necessary role in their being dedicated to the cause, even if they 
aren’t actively empathising with those people now. And perhaps the fatigued nurse 
doesn’t have the capacity to empathise afresh with their patients every time they do 
something to help them, but it’s an empathy towards such patients which played a 
necessary role earlier in the process of their reasoning that contributes to each of their 
good actions as a nurse now.

22  For more on this, see discussion of motivating reasons (and other kinds) in Alvarez, [1] p.183.
23  Arpaly and Schroeder, for example, argue that moral worth comes from good will, which they take to be 
an intrinsic desire for the right or the good, correctly conceptualised. [3] p.162).
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Remember that not every instance of an action that seems outwardly good will 
provide a potential counter example if there’s no empathy at the centre of it. After all, 
not every good action is one that manifests good moral worth from the person who 
acted. A nurse who does good work only because they haven’t thought hard enough 
about a different career choice might not have empathy playing any role in their moti-
vations, but their actions might also not be so morally worthy.

It will also be useful to clarify who the target of empathy needs to be for this 
account to work. It seems to me like the best accounts of a relationship between 
empathy and moral worth will include cases in which agents empathise not for cur-
rent, actual, existing people, but future and potential people as well. This seems to be 
an accurate representation of how empathy can motivate us. Sometimes I’ll be able to 
treat you well because I can empathise with what you’re currently going through, and 
tell from that what you might need from me. But this doesn’t seem to be significantly 
different from other occasions, when I might need to empathise with how you’re 
going to feel soon. Maybe if I’ve heard that you’re just about to get rejected for a 
job, or if I suspect that you’re about to face a difficult time for other reasons. In these 
cases I can try to reimagine and share in the affect I suspect that you’ll have, in order 
to know what to do to make you feel better.

Getting clearer on the target of empathy doesn’t just add to the case I’m build-
ing that there are more motivationally relevant instances of empathy than we might 
expect. It also answers what I called the ‘target-based challenge’ to the relationship 
between empathy and morally worthy action. Think back to the cases of victims who 
haven’t yet been harmed, or don’t know that they’ve come to any harm. It might be 
the cases that empathy is still necessary for moral actions here, but that the agent 
should be empathising with potential or future versions of the target.

I will also argue that empathy doesn’t need to be an occurrent mental state for it to 
play a role in moral concern. To begin with, it will be important to note that there’s 
scope for a number of different interpretations in the language here, in understanding 
what ‘occurrent’ means.24 An occurrent mental state is often one contrasted with a 
standing one. For example, I might have a standing desire to paint a colourful paint-
ing, but when it plays no role in my psyche it’s not one of my occurrent desires. I 
might also have a standing belief that there are ducklings in the park, even when I’m 
not thinking about ducklings and the belief is doing nothing to influence my other 
actions. When I try to think of a list of things I currently believe, for the purposes 
of writing some of these down as examples in a paper, my belief about ducklings 
becomes occurrent to me. An occurrent mental state is active, where a standing one 
is not.

Partly, then, showing that mental states need not be occurrent to be part of a per-
son’s motivational reasons will involve repeating the same arguments as I did above. 
After all, I have just argued that prior mental states can play a necessary role in moti-
vation, and prior mental states are not necessarily active ones anymore. It might be 
that they were necessary earlier in the process when they actively affected something 
else about the agent’s mental states, but now that they have done so they are active 
no longer.

24  See Bartlett [5].
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But I want to go even further than that in making the case for wide-ranging 
examples of empathy. Occurrent mental states are sometimes contrasted with uncon-
scious ones.25 Whether or not these are something that the synchronic account aims 
to exclude, it’s still an important place to look for instances of empathy that might 
contribute to moral motivation – a place we might not otherwise consider to look, and 
that might stop us worrying about some of the supposed counter examples.

After all, other relevant desires, beliefs, or cases of reasoning might be uncon-
scious to the agent throughout the process, and so not explicit in her thoughts at any 
time. Think about Bren, who might take a certain route home because she stands a 
chance of bumping into the girl she’s dating in their favourite park, without being 
conscious at any point that that’s what she’s doing. This might still play an important 
part in her motivations, whether or not she’d be able to report on it.26

Consciousness, of course, can also be a broad term, so it might help to be a little 
more specific. We can think of a number of extents to which our mental states might 
be available to us. On one end of the scale there are those that are explicitly thought 
and at the forefront of an agent’s mind, that we’re attending to and that we could 
describe if asked. The feeling of tiredness and the desire to go to bed might be at the 
forefront of my mind, for example, when it’s a warm summer afternoon in the office 
and I’ve just had my lunch. Sometimes empathy will be at this end of the scale. I 
might spend some time with a friend because I understand how lonely they’ve been 
since their breakup, and the more I can explicitly empathise with their situation, the 
more this plays a prominent role in the forefront of my mind, the more it might moti-
vate me to do what I can to be there for them.

Then, further down the scale, are various states that play less of a prominent or 
obvious role in our minds. There will be some mental states that are fairly near the 
front of our minds but that we can’t easily put into words. There are others that we 
would notice but only if given the opportunity to reflect on them. There are more 
still that are non-luminous, that could influence us without us being able to recognise 
them even when prompted and given ample time to reflect.27

Could this be the case for some of the more particular definitions of empathy? 
Particularly when we think about whether it’s necessary that an instance of empathy 
is one where the empathiser believes that their experience is in some way replicating 
the experience of someone else, rather than something they’re experiencing person-
ally. It might be possible that the affect could be unconscious in at least some of those 
ways. Beliefs and desires can certainly be conscious, as with the case of Bren above. 
But some philosophers, such as Bramble, argue that even paradigmatic affective 
states like pleasure or pain can be unknowable to us as we have them.28 We can later 

25  Bartlett [5] discusses some examples of this, and argues instead that it’s better to understand occurrence 
in terms of whether the state is currently active and influencing other states, rather than by any type of 
explanation about what level of consciousness it’s on.
26  For more on the role of desires motivating from the ‘background’ rather than the foreground of our 
minds, see Pettit and Smith, [17].
27  For more on non-luminous mental states, see Williamson [24].
28  Bramble argues this particularly well in Bramble, [7]. He also credits Haybron, Schwitzgebel [12, 20] 
for their work on it as well.
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tell that we were in these states, he argues, because of things like physical responses 
(that could be objectively measured) or later inferences.

Suppose we think about the fatigued nurse. They act well towards their patients, 
going above the call of their job description and treating their patients with kindness 
and care, helping them however they can. But they’re fatigued, they see suffering 
day in and day out, and they don’t think nor want to think about the plight of every 
person who comes under their care – it’s just too much for them. In fact, doing so 
would actually prevent them from doing their job well rather than helping them to 
do it. Perhaps the nurse empathises with their patients prior to each interaction, sure. 
But perhaps some of their empathy is also something that they don’t attend to very 
clearly while they’re experiencing it, or don’t focus on. Or perhaps the situation is so 
overwhelming to them that they wouldn’t be able to notice, even upon reflection, that 
they’re matching the affect of someone else. After all, it’s exactly these sorts of situ-
ations when those are the sorts of feelings that are better to push down, to get out of 
the way, precisely to avoid further compassion fatigue. We can be very bad at being 
aware of our own feelings.

Of course, there are some difficult aspects of empathy that involves more complex 
mental states than just the matching of affect. The agent also needs to conceive of 
that affect in a certain way, and have certain beliefs about those affective states. Even 
though beliefs themselves can be unconscious, it might be harder to show that the 
affective states themselves can be unconscious while the agent holds beliefs about 
them. Still, while this might be a more difficult argument to make, I think there’s 
still a case to be made for it that these mental states can still be ones we’re not fully 
conscious of. This is because unconscious states can affect our motivations, they can 
affect our reasoning, we can have desires about them. We might act in a way that’s 
consistent with having that affect, and we might later infer that we had that affect.

Given the scale of ways in which mental states might be more or less available to 
us, it might be the case that some people are going to find different places where the 
story stops being plausible. For some, the idea that we might be empathising with one 
another without even being able to reflect on that empathy, given the chance, might 
be too far away from what they think of as real empathy. Others might worry about 
whether such small tokens of empathy in a large and varied selection of contributing 
mental states could really be said to play anything like a necessary role.

As I said at the start, I don’t know whether empathy is required for moral worth. 
But our minds are complex, and I favour a picture in which a lot is going on in our 
psychology that we don’t necessarily have access to. Furthermore, I think that at least 
some of these unconscious and prior phenomena are similar enough to conscious and 
immediate instances of empathy that they’re plausible candidates for being the same 
sort of thing. Together with the fact that empathy can be a useful tool in understand-
ing each other, hopefully I’ve made a good case for why we should look further and 
deeper into our motivations when we want to understand morally worthy action.

1 3



E. Ventham

5 Conclusion

The current literature is sceptical of a necessary connection between empathy and 
moral concern, particularly when we take that connection to be one that goes beyond 
a diachronic (developmental) relationship. I have argued here that they are wrong 
to dismiss the link so quickly, and that existing criticisms (such as that of Denham’s 
counter-example challenge) have failed to appreciate just how wide-ranging the 
mental states are that can contribute to an agent’s motivations. I argued that empa-
thy is likely to play a necessary role in many instances of moral motivation further 
back in the reasoning process than immediately prior to judgment. Furthermore, I 
argued that some (if not all) of the components of empathy might be on some level 
unconscious to the agent as she experiences it, giving us even more reason to doubt 
counter-examples.

Of course, some people might be persuaded for other reasons that empathy isn’t 
necessary for morally worthy action. For those people, I hope that this paper has still 
given them something to think about when it comes to just how often empathy can be 
important for moral motivation. It might also be the case that the lessons of this paper 
(to pay attention to prior and unconscious mental states) are the key for understand-
ing the importance of other relevant mental states to moral worth. It’s important to 
look in the same places when determining the role of caring for others, for example.
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