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Today’s topic is an enduring question in moral psychology: ���
do we make moral judgments using our reason, or our emotions?  
 
 

Adam Smith (1723-1790), perhaps better known as the       ���
father of capitalism (as author of The Wealth of Nations, 1776),           
also published moral philosophy in his book                             
A Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) 
 

»  He endorses a view about moral decision-making called 
sentimentalism, according to which our emotions (especially 
sympathy) guide us in judging actions as right or wrong. 

•  In contrast, rationalism is the view that ���
moral judgments are (or should be) based on reasoning. 

 

•  We will look at Smith’s defense of sentimentalism,      ���

and then consider a more recent debate                                                               
about the role of empathy in morality. 

–  Interestingly, both sentimentalists & rationalists                                                     
have suggested that empathy might do more harm���
than good for our moral decision-making. 
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Smith begins: 
 

•  “How[ever] selfish man may be supposed [to be],  ���
there are evidently some principles in his nature,                         
which interest him in the fortune of others,                                
and render their happiness necessary to him,                          
though he derives nothing from it                                            
except the pleasure of seeing it.” 

–  Of this kind is pity or compassion,                        
•  the emotion which we feel from the misery of others,    

when we either see it or are made to conceive               
[i.e., envision] it in a very lively manner. 

 

 

•  …That we often derive sorrow from the sorrow of others,                 
is a matter of fact too obvious to require any instances                    
to prove it [i.e., it is a warranted assumption that we all feel pity];  

–  for this sentiment, like all the other original passions of    
human nature, is by no means confined to the                  
virtuous and humane [type of person], though they perhaps 
may feel it with the most exquisite sensibility. 
•  The greatest ruffian, the most hardened violator                      

of the laws of society, is not altogether without it.” (Smith 4) 3	  

video (from Up!):  
bit.ly/1PR1Ydq 



Last week I introduced you to this question about                 ���
moral psychology: 

Ø  Are moral judgments innate or learned? 

–  Moral empiricists believe that we learn how to judge                   
right & wrong actions during our lifetimes,                                
either by imitating others or through explicit training. 

–  Moral nativists believe that we have inborn,                       
instinctual mechanisms for judging right & wrong actions. 

•  By saying that pity/compassion is part of human nature,     
Smith is endorsing nativism.  

»  So not only does he believe that emotions are central 
to emotional decision-making (sentimentalism), 

»  he believes that those emotions are common to all 
human beings and do not require any training 
(nativism). 

•  (In contrast, someone could be a       
sentimentalist but also an empiricist,               
who believes that the emotions we use in     
moral decision-making are learned or trained.) 
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Smith continues: “As we have no ���
immediate experience of what other men feel,  
•  we can form no idea of the manner in which         

they are affected, [except] by conceiving what      
we ourselves should feel in the like situation. 

•  Though our brother is on the rack                             
[i.e., in great distress], as long as we ourselves          
are at ease, our senses will never inform us                
of what he suffers. 

•  …it is by the imagination only that we can 
form any [idea] of what are his sensations. 

…By the imagination we place ourselves in his situation, ���
we conceive ourselves enduring all the same torments,  

•  we enter as it were into his body, & become in some measure                                        ���
 the same person with him, & thence form some idea of his sensations,                               ���
& even feel something which, though weaker in degree, is not altogether unlike them. 

•  His agonies, …when we have thus adopted & made them our own,                              ���
begin at last to affect us, & then we tremble and shuffle at the thought of what he feels. 

–  For [just] as to be in pain or distress or any kind excites the most excessive sorrow,  ���
[in the same way] to conceive or to imagine that we are in [pain or distress]     ���
excites some degree of the same emotion…” (4-5) 	  
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So, Smith’s sentimentalist view is that we determine what’s right or wrong ���
by imagining how we would feel if we were in other person’s shoes. 

•  Hence, making a decision about an ���
ethical question (like “Is it OK to punch Nazis?”) ���
is not a matter of rational investigation, ���
but rather is the result of examining the emotions ���
that arise when we imagine ourselves ���
in the relevant situation(s). 

According to Smith, the most important emotion we use ���
to make ethical decisions is “sympathy” or “fellow-feeling” ���
– though in today’s parlance, we’d call this empathy. 
 

•  Empathy involves feeling with another person by sharing their emotions; ���
purportedly, this is supposed to help us do the right thing for others,���
 by giving us insight into what we should do to bring them joy ���
and what we should avoid doing to spare them pain. 

–  E.g., our ability to imaginatively feel another person’s pain                                   
allows us to recognize that it is wrong to hurt them or to let them suffer 

–  Our ability to imagine someone’s joy from being relieved of financial stress       
allows us to judge that it is right to give to charity. 
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How is empathy for others supposed to prompt ethical actions? 
 

•  Smith says “…the very appearances of grief and joy [in other people]���
inspire us with some degree of the like emotions,  
–  …because they suggest to us the general idea of some good or bad fortune ���

that has befallen the person in whom we observe them���
…[which] creates some concern for the person who has met with it.”  

 
 

•  He emphasizes that empathy “does not arise so much from the [observation] ���
of the passion, [but rather] from that of the situation which excites it.” 

»  One reason he gives to defend this conclusion is that we can feel 
for people who aren’t actually feeling emotions themselves,  
•  like when we feel bad for a madman who “laughs and sings 

perhaps, and is altogether insensible of his own misery”; ���
or when a mother feels bad for a sick infant that can’t yet 
make sense of what it is feeling. 

»  To further this point: “We sympathize even with the dead���
…chiefly affected by those circumstances which strike our senses, ���
but [which] can have no influence upon their happiness.” (8) 
•  Our sadness for people who have passed comes from our 

imagining what it would be like to not be alive anymore. 
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Smith is convinced that empathy leads us to behave ethically ���
–  but this view has recently come under fire. 

 

•  Psychologist Paul Bloom explains ���
(in “The Baby in the Well”) that it has become popular ���
to “enthusiastically champion an increase in empathy ���
as a cure for humanity’s ills.” (3) 

–  E.g., former President Obama often argued that we need more empathy, ���
and spoke about how:  
•  “when you choose to broaden your ambit of concern and empathize with 

the plight of others, whether they are close friends or distant strangers                   
– it becomes harder not to act, harder not to help.” 

–  A lack of empathy is often suggested as the basis for immoral actions ���
(e.g., the torture of prisoners at Abu Ghraib by American guards, ���
cyberbullying, school shootings, etc.) 

Ø Bloom will defend the surprising view that “this enthusiasm ���
[for empathy] may be misplaced”, because “we’re often at our best ���
when we’re smart enough not to rely on it.” (3) 

–  He’ll explain that empathy needs to be counterbalanced with reason 
because it is short-sighted, parochial, narrow-minded, & innumerate” 
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….but not ongoing conflicts, which may ���
    have more severe effects ���
    or a greater number  
    of victims. 

 

»  For moral issues ���
that do not have ���
visible victims, ���
empathy is ���
not engaged. 

Ø For this reason, ���
Bloom criticizes 
empathy as ���
narrow-minded. 9	  

Bloom explains that ���
empathy motivates ���
us to act ethically ���
in response to         
newsworthy, ���
flashy events… 



According to Bloom, “the key to engaging empathy is                                  ���
what has been called ‘the identifiable victim effect.’ 

 

Ø  The visibility and specificity of a victim vastly increases how much people  
empathize with the victim, at least as measured by how willing they are to help: 

 

 
•  Empathy for an identifiable victim ���

does spur ethical action ���
– but it can do so at the expense of action ���
on behalf of other deserving causes. 

Ø Not all moral causes can induce empathy, ���
so we can’t rely on empathy alone ���
to inspire us to come to the aid of all people 
who we should be concerned about helping. 
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Ø  Bloom adds that empathy is not proportional to the severity of suffering: 

 
 

–  This is the basis of his critique that empathy is innumerate: it is ���
not attuned to the quantity of suffering experienced by those we empathize with. 

If it makes sense to try to ensure that our efforts ���
to help others are distributed to those in need ���
according to how much they are suffering ���
(this is the basis of an approach to ethics ���
called distributive justice) 
•  then we need to be aware of how ���

empathy can lead us astray due to its ���
insensitivity to how much people are suffering. 

In order to make sure that we actually dole out our volunteering hours, ���
charity, tax dollars, and so forth in a sensible way, 
•  we need to use our reasoning to figure out how much each cause/victim should get. 
 
 

11	  



Another problem with empathy is that ���
people are not very capable of empathizing ���
with others who are highly different from them. 
 

•  “Typically, political disputes involve a disagreement ���
over whom we should empathize with.  

 

–  Liberals argue for gun control, for example, ���
by focusing on the victims of gun violence;  

–  conservatives point to the unarmed victims of crime, ���
defenseless against the savagery of others.” 
•  In both cases, the arguers try to stoke empathy ���

for particular victims in order to ���
push an agenda that favors some people’s ���
wants/needs over others’. 

Ø  Empathy can be used as a tool to bolster ���
opposition to other groups of people;���
it does not necessarily promote tolerance or ���
concern for the welfare of others. 

Ø Hence, empathy is parochial ���
it favors people close to us – geographically, ���
demographically, or ideologically. 12	  



“…[E]mpathy can [also] pull us in the wrong direction because outrage that comes 
from adopting the perspective of a victim can drive an appetite for retribution 
[punishment or ‘payback’ for acting wrongly]… 
•  But the appetite for retribution is typically indifferent to long-term consequences.” 

 
•  The single identifiable victim of Horton’s furlough inspired much more empathy ���

than the many people who were not victimized, thanks to the furlough program’s 
positive effect in reducing recidivism (relapsing into criminal behavior). 

Bloom’s point here is that our empathy for victims of particular crimes may lead us ���
to unwisely oppose policies that, in the long-term, reduce immoral behaviors. 
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“There’s a larger pattern here,” says Bloom. 

•  “Sensible policies often have benefits that are                  ���
merely statistical but victims who have names & stories.  

 
 

•  Consider global warming… 

–  Opponents of restrictions on CO2 emissions are flush   
with identifiable victims – all those who will be harmed  
by increased costs, by business closures.  

–  The millions of people who at some unspecified        
future date will suffer the consequences of our current 
inaction are, by contrast, pale statistical abstraction.” 

Ø The worry, then, is that empathetic concern              
for the visible victims of emissions restrictions         
may overtake our reason-based concern                     
for people far away from us, future generations ���
of humans, or nonhuman creatures. 

 
Ø  “…Too often, our concern for specific individuals today means 

neglecting crises that will harm countless people in the future.” 
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Bloom’s lesson is that moral action requires               
more than just empathy: 
 

•  our concern for specific individuals can blind us           
to the wrongness of actions that have no (immediately) 
identifiable victim, like shoplifting & tax evasion. 

…but also sometimes requires us to                 
disregard our empathetic impulses: 
 

•  E.g., we ought to recognize that “eight deaths are 
worse than one, even if you know the name of the one; 

•  …[and] the threat posed by climate change warrants 
the sacrifices entailed by efforts to ameliorate it.” 

 

Bloom’s conclusion is that 
Ø  “…A reasoned, even counter-empathetic analysis        

of moral obligation and likely consequences                
is a better guide to planning for the future                 
than the gut wrench of empathy.” 

–  This claim makes Bloom a rationalist,          
believing that moral decision-making ought to be 
guided by reason rather than emotion.  15	  



Philosopher Jesse Prinz (at CUNY!) summarizes the detriments of empathy: 
 

»  “not a key player in some core respects of moral reasoning,         ���
such as thinking about inequality, the environment,                          ���
or cases where large groups of people are threatened. 

»  not a great motivator: studies show that ���
when we feel another’s pain, we tend to do little about it. 

»  easily manipulated, leading us to give preferential treatment    ���
to those who don’t deserve it. 

»  biased: it increased when those in need are salient,              ���
similar to ourselves, and close by.  

•  We contribute more to a neighbor in need than ���
to…the millions who die from starvation or disease.  

•  Indeed, we often feel greater empathy for cute critters,   ���
such as abandoned puppies, than for struggling people.” 

Prinz concludes, like Bloom, that ���
“in making policy, we would be better off ignoring empathy.  
 

Ø The crucial question is not whose suffering touches us most ���
but who needs us most.” 16	  



…but while Prinz is against empathy, he is nevertheless a sentimentalist about morality. 
 

•  He thinks that whereas “empathy can be the cause of moral inertia & indirection… 
there is a better guide to good action: attending to injustice. 

Ø  Injustice provokes anger, which motivates us to act to change immoral policies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

•  Prinz’s view is that emotions are important for moral decision-making & action;  
Ø  empathy is neither the only, nor the best emotion to use, though. 
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