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It’s 3:00 am and you can’t sleep. So you’re watching reruns of your favorite sitcom from                

yesteryear. The show cuts to commercial. The screen fades to black, and you hear a voice emanating                 
from the tinny speakers of your television set. It’s Sarah McLachlan. She sings: “In the arms of the                  
angel, far away from here….” If you lived in North America around the turn of the century, you know                   
what’s about to happen. If you don’t turn the channel, you’ll be bombarded by slow-motion video clips                 
zooming in on the faces of neglected and abused dogs and cats. They’re going to look at you through the                    
television screen with the widest of eyes and the most sullen of faces, imploring you to help them.                  
You’re going to feel an intense mix of emotions well up inside of you: sympathy, compassion,                
heartbreak, warmth, and tenderness. And these emotions may well lead you to think you ought to phone                 
in a donation to the SPCA. 

Now suppose you can freeze time in the second before the animals appear on your screen.                
Suppose further that in this moment your only goal is to figure out how much money you should donate                   
to the SPCA this year. The answer may be nothing at all, or it may be quite a bit. You don’t know. But                       
you want to know. So now you ask yourself: do you turn the channel, or do you expose yourself to Sarah                     
McLachlan and her battery of cats and dogs? Would allowing yourself to feel empathic concern for                
these animals help or hinder you in your quest to discover what you should do? 

This question is a specific instance of a more general question that has long fascinated               
philosophers: what is the proper role of emotions in moral inquiry? If we want to know how we should                   
lead our lives, will emotions help us gain this knowledge? In the first half of my dissertation, I explore a                    
restricted version of this question: what legitimate role, if any, does empathic concern play in helping us                 
understand what’s right and what’s wrong? In the second half of the dissertation, I argue that                
appreciating the role of empathic concern can help us make progress on two seemingly intractable               
debates about the scope and strength of our moral obligations. In particular, it helps us resolve debates                 
about the the nature of our obligations to prevent animal suffering and fight extreme poverty. 

“Empathic concern” refers to the kinds of emotional reactions people typically experience when             
thinking about the misfortune of someone they value for their own sake: sympathy, compassion,              
heartbreak, warmth, tenderness, grief, and certain forms of distress. It is often what people have in mind                 
when they think of “empathy”. But unlike certain conceptions of empathy, empathic concern does not               
consist in “putting oneself in someone else’s shoes”. Empathic concern is not a matter of simulating                
someone else’s experience. It is an emotional response to their experience. 

In chapter 1, I argue that empathic concern has a crucial role to play in moral inquiry: it serves as                    
a basic source of evidence regarding the strength of our reasons to help and not harm others. I argue for                    
this claim by considering what would follow if it were false. I argue that if empathic concern were not a                    
basic source of evidence regarding the strength of our reasons to help and not harm others, then most                  
people’s core moral beliefs—that they ought to help and not harm others in various              
circumstances—would not be doxastically justified. But since most people’s core moral beliefs are             
doxastically justified, empathic concern must be a basic source of evidence. 
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Most people’s core moral beliefs would not be doxastically justified if empathic concern were              
never evidence of the relevant sort because cognitive science suggests that most people hold their core                
moral beliefs only because they regularly felt empathic concern and treated it as evidence of this sort                 
over the course of their moral development. (Indeed, I argue that psychopaths do not share most                
people’s core beliefs precisely because they feel little empathic concern and have trouble treating what               
empathic concern they do feel as evidence of the relevant sort.) Since one cannot be doxastically                
justified in believing P if one believes P only because one treats E as evidence for P when E is not in fact                       
evidence for P, it follows that most people would not be doxastically justified in holding their core moral                  
beliefs if empathic concern were not evidence for those beliefs. But most people are doxastically               
justified in holding their core beliefs. It appears clear to us that we are so justified, and we have no                    
reason to doubt that things are as they appear. So empathic concern must be evidence for those beliefs. 

If successful, this argument establishes only that empathic concern at least sometimes provides             
good evidence regarding the strength of our reasons to help and not harm others. In the remainder of                  
chapter 1, I provide an account of the conditions under which empathic concern provides this evidence. I                 
argue that empathic concern provides high quality evidence under a number of favorable conditions,              
including: when we see the face and hear the voice of the individual for whom we feel empathic                  
concern, when we (accurately or inaccurately) perceive this individual’s face and voice to be cute, when                
we accurately perceive fear, sadness, or pain in the individual’s face and voice, when we think vividly                 
about that individual’s feelings, when we (truly or falsely) believe this individual to be close to us in                  
space, and when we have had certain kinds of interactions with this individual in the past. Indeed, I                  
argue that consulting empathic concern under these conditions provides us with better evidence about              
the strength of our reasons, just as consulting our visual experiences when we wear corrective lenses                
provides us with better evidence about the middle-sized dry goods in our immediate surroundings. 

Even if empathic concern provides high quality evidence under these conditions, it does not              
follow that obtaining this evidence always improves moral judgment. As opponents of empathic concern              
frequently point out, empathic concern has well known limits. We feel empathic concern for our near                
and dear to the exclusion of those perceived to be distant or strange. One individual in need drums up far                    
more empathic concern than even two or three. Most people’s reservoir of empathic concern dries up                
long before they can feel the appropriate amount of empathic concern for everyone who deserves it. And                 
the amount of empathic concern we feel for an individual often “maxes out” even when our reasons to                  
help and not harm that individual remain quite modest in their strength. In chapter 2, I provide an                  
account of how the evidence provided by empathic concern can improve moral judgment despite its               
limits. I argue that just as visual perception can be a useful source of evidence despite its inherent limits,                   
empathic concern can provide a useful source of evidence despite its inherent limits. I go on to provide                  
an account of how we should go about collecting this evidence. I argue that to collect the evidence                  
provided by empathic concern in the proper way, we would have to put ourselves in the favorable                 
conditions identified at the end of chapter 1 whenever we harm someone or fail to help them. 

In the second half of the dissertation, I argue that recognizing the role of empathic concern in                 
moral inquiry can help us make progress on two debates in ethics. I argue that if empathic concern plays                   
the role identified in the first half of the dissertation, we feel far too little empathic concern and feel it                    
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far too infrequently, and this corrupts our ability to know how we should live our lives. In today’s                  
globalized economy, we are not regularly exposed to the kinds of stimuli that would lead us to feel                  
empathic concern for those we regularly harm and fail to help. We do not typically feel empathic                 
concern for the child whose life we could save by donating money to charity rather than buying a fancy                   
car. This child is not present when we’re signing for our new car. They are not sitting in the passenger                    
seat, coughing and wheezing as we drive off the lot. Neither do we feel empathic concern for the                  
animals who have had to suffer to produce the animal products that constitute so much of our diets. Our                   
pork chop does not scream when we tuck into it. Our milk does not sob as we sip it.  

It follows from the views defended in the first half of the dissertation that our constant failure to                  
feel empathic concern for these suffering individuals means we are constantly missing key evidence              
regarding the strength of our reasons to help and not harm them. The fact that we are missing this                   
evidence profoundly undermines our ability to know how we should treat them. It leads us to radically                 
underestimate the strength of our obligations to fight extreme poverty and industrial animal agriculture.  

In chapter 3, I argue that if we collected the evidence provided by empathic concern in the proper                  
way, we would judge that we’re morally required to consume far fewer animal products than most of us                  
do. Drawing on chapter 2, I argue that collecting the evidence provided by empathic concern in the                 
proper way would require us to witness animal suffering whenever we consume animal products. We               
would have to stomach both animal products and videos depicting the suffering of the animals who                
became those products at the same time. If we did, we would no longer believe it is permissible to                   
consume animal products as often as we do. In fact, we would believe it is typically impermissible. And                  
we have decisive reason to defer to the judgments we would make under these conditions. 

I argue in chapter 4 that if we collected the evidence provided by empathic concern in the proper                  
way, we would judge that we’re morally required to give much more money to charity than most of us                   
do. I argue that collecting the evidence provided by empathic concern in the proper way would require                 
us to witness the suffering of the individuals we could help by foregoing luxury purchases whenever we                 
indulge in those purchases. Those of us with luxury cars would have to drive around with someone                 
dying from malaria in the passenger seat. If we did, we would no longer believe it is permissible to                   
indulge in those luxuries. In fact, we would believe it is typically impermissible. And, as before, we                 
have decisive reason to defer to the judgments we would make under these conditions. 
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