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Abstract

Our collective enthusiasm for empathy reflects a sense that it is deeply valuable. I
show that empathy bears a complex and surprisingly problematic relation to
another social epistemic phenomenon that we have reason to value, namely testimo-
nial trust. My discussion focuses on empathy with and trust in people who are
members of one or more oppressed groups. Empathy for oppressed people can be
a powerful tool for engendering a certain form of testimonial trust, because there is
a tight connection between empathy and a (limited) approval of another’s outlook.
I then argue that the qualities of empathy that make it such a powerful tool for bridg-
ing differences and building trust also have a problematic upshot: they make it the
case that reliance on empathy will sometimes have a distorting effect upon the
ways we extend testimonial trust.

1. Introduction

In the ongoing public debates about oppression and privilege, one
common refrain is that empathy is conspicuously and dangerously
missing from the outlook of the powerful and well-off. There is, it
is claimed, ‘a crisis of empathy’ amongst white Americans, a ‘crisis
of empathy’ concerning reproductive rights, a ‘crisis of empathy’
that has corrupted European attitudes toward refugees.' Sometimes,
declarations like these really amount to calls for loving care.
‘Empathy’ has many uses, one of which is as a synonym for compas-
sion. But sometimes, the declarations involve a call for empathy in
the sense that I will be concerned with here, a form of emotionally-
charged imaginative perspective taking. So, for instance, we find
Hillary Clinton saying in the aftermath of the Dallas shootings on
July 7, 2016: “We need to try as best we can to walk in one another’s

! Andrea Grimes, ‘White Women, Let’s Get Our Shit Together’, Rewire
(5 Nov, 2014), <https://rewire.news/article/2014/11/05/white-women-
lets-get-shit-together/>; Leslie Watson Malachi, ‘40 Years After Roe, My
Personal Fight for Justice’, The Huffington Post (22 Jan, 2013). <http://
www.huffingtonpost.com/leslie-watson-malachi/40-years-after-roe-my-
per_b_ 2526408.html>; RS21, ‘In or Out, We Must Show Solidarity with
Migrants and Refugees’, RS21 (15 June, 2016), <https://rs21.org.uk/2016/
06/15/in-or-out-we-must-show-solidarity-with-migrants-and-refugees/ >.
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shoes, to imagine what it would feel like if people followed us around
stores or locked their car doors when we walked past’.”

Philosophers have recently voiced various concerns about empathy
— that it is impossible to distribute fairly, that it underwrites political
passivity, or that it encourages ‘colonizing’ others’ suffering.’ I want
to highlight a beneficial feature of empathy that has so far gone un-
noticed, and then introduce a new reason to be wary of our collective
enthusiasm for empathy that is intimately tied to that beneficial
feature. Both the beneficial feature and the reason to be wary are
found in the relationship between empathy and another phenomenon
of epistemological interest: testimonial trust. Empathy can provide
important support for testimonial trust, because it can provide a
basis for the attribution of epistemic competence needed for trust
in testimony. This is its beneficial feature. But the qualities of
empathy that make it such a powerful tool for bridging differences
and building trust also have a problematic upshot: they make it the
case that reliance on empathy will sometimes inhibit the extension
of epistemically warranted and urgently needed testimonial trust.
Taken together, these two facets of empathy’s relation to testimonial
trust place those who aim to cultivate appropriate testimonial trust in
a bind. They can allow their empathetic efforts to guide their trust,
and risk distorting their sense of which testimony is trustworthy, or
they can try to prevent their empathetic efforts from guiding their
trust, and thereby discard a particularly powerful basis for trust.

I will concentrate in particular on empathy with and trust in people
who are members of one or more oppressed groups.’ There is a

2 Quoted in Abby Phillip, ‘Clinton: “We know that there is something

wrong in our country”’, The Washington Post (8 July, 2017), <https://
www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2016/07 /08 / after-deeply-
troubling-dallas-killings-clinton-calls-for-more-respect/ ?noredirect=on
&utm_term=.53539fb14353>.

3  For worries about fair distribution, see Jesse Prinz, ‘Against
Empathy’, The Southern Fournal of Philosophy 49 (2011), 214-233 and
Paul Bloom, Against Empathy: The Case for Rational Compassion
(New York: HarperCollins, 2016). For worries about passivity and coloniza-
tion, see Morgan Boler, “The Risks of Empathy: Interrogating
Multiculturalism’s Gaze’, Cultural Studies 11 (1997), 253-273 and
Carolyn Pedwell, Affective Relations: The Transnational Politics of
Empathy (New York Palgrave Macmillan, 2014).

I will use the term ‘oppressed’ as shorthand for ‘oppressed, subju-
gated, discriminated against, or otherwise systematically disadvantaged’.
One can simultaneously be a member of one or more oppressed groups
and one or more privileged groups.
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well-documented gap between the levels of testimonial trust and
empathy people who are privileged along some dimension tend to
extend on the one hand to people who are likewise privileged, and
on the other to those who are relatively oppressed along the same di-
mension.” Therefore, the situation of people who are oppressed has
been a locus of philosophical attention for both those interested in
the value of testimonial trust and those interested in the value of
empathy.

2. Trust

Let me begin by describing the nature and value of testimonial trust.
Testifying is a particular way of presenting a proposition as true.
When one testifies, one extends an offer to one’s audience. The (in-
tended) recipients of one’s testimony are invited to believe in the
truth of the proposition on a particular basis. Here are two ways of
identifying that basis, which I take to be interchangeable: when one
testifies that p, one invites one’s audience to trust one that p, or to
take one’s word for it that p.

Accepting the testifier’s invitation involves taking oneself to be re-
lieved of one’s usual epistemic responsibility to review the evidence
before making up one’s mind about whether p.° It also involves ab-
staining from reviewing the evidence for the purpose of making up
one’s mind about whether p. A policy of ‘trusting but verifying’ is
self-undermining: when one trusts in testimony, one hands over

> The last decade has seen a wave of philosophical interest in the ways

that stereotypes about members of oppressed groups shape attributions of
credibility. For particularly influential work in this area, see Lorraine
Code, Ecological Thinking: The Politics of Epistemic Location (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2006), Miranda Fricker, Epistemic Injustice:
Power and the Ethics of Knowing (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007),
and Charles Mills, “White Ignorance’, in Shannon Sullivan and Nancy
Tuana (eds.), Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2007), 11-38. For evidence of cross-group
empathy ‘gaps’, see Sophie Trawalter, Kelly M. Hoffman, and Adam
Waytz, ‘Racial Bias in Perceptions of Others’ Pain’, PLOS ONE 7 (2012),
and Robert Eres and Pascal Molenberghs, “The Influence of Group
Membership on the Neural Correlates Involved in Empathy’, Frontiers in
Human Neuroscience 7 (2013).

One way this observation has been framed is that in accepting testi-
mony, one accepts the testifier’s assurance that p. See e.g. Richard Moran,
‘Getting Told and Being Believed’, Philosophers’ Imprint 5 (2005), 1-29.
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responsibility for judging the sufficiency of the evidence to the testi-
fier, and one cannot wrest it back without ceasing to trust. Finally,
when one trusts testimony that p, one commits to dismissing or dis-
counting at least some evidence that ~p. Absolute trust in testimony
that p would involve a commitment to believing that p in the face of
any and all counterevidence. One can count as trusting testimony that
p even if one would be willing to abandon one’s belief that p in the face
of some indications that ~p, but if I am willing to abandon or down-
grade my confidence that p in the face of even weak counterevidence,
then I can only be said to trust in an etiolated sense.

One cannot trust another’s testimony unless one is willing to attri-
bute two qualities to the testifier. The truster must attribute to the tes-
tifier a sufficient degree of honesty and also a sufficient degree of
epistemic competence. Epistemic competence encompasses a number
of different proficiencies, most centrally the abilities to recognize,
gather, and properly evaluate evidence. This second trust-enabling
condition is the one we will focus on here, because it bears a particularly
significant relation to empathy.

Testimonial trust can be based on evidence. If I believe a testifier T'
wholly or partly on the basis of evidence that he is epistemically com-
petent and honest, then my belief can count as an instance of testimo-
nial trust.” But testimonial trust that » must be distinguished from a
different sort of evidentially-based belief that p, one which we can call
‘belief occasioned by testimony’. Such belief arises out of testimony
in the sense that the testifier’s communication is at least partially
causally responsible for the audience’s coming to believe that p.
Unlike testimonial trust, however, this belief is not based in evidence
of the epistemic competence or honesty of the testifier. For example,
if T°s testimony that p inspires me to reflect on whether p, but I judge
that p based on my own intuitions about the matter, and not because |
trust 7', then my belief that p is an instance of belief occasioned by T"’s
testimony but not an instance of trust in 7"s testimony.

I am going to concentrate on testimony about features of circum-
stances encountered experientially, because (as we will see) trust
about this kind of testimony bears the most obviously fraught rela-
tionship to empathy. We might think of testimony about experience

7 Isay ‘can’ because simply (1) being aware of T”s testimony and (2) be-

lieving that p on the basis that 7', an epistemically competent and honest
agent, has testified that p is not strictly sufficient for testimonial trust. It
must also be the case that I have accepted an invitation issued by T to
believe T that p. I set aside, here, questions about belief based on overheard
testimony.

142

https://doi.org/10.1017/51358246118000589 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246118000589

Empathy and Testimonial Trust

as testimony about ‘what it’s like for’ the experiencer. The locution
‘what it’s like for’, though, risks obscuring the difference between
two forms of experientially-based testimony. On the one hand,
there is testimony like ‘I felt threatened by the man’s attentions’, or
‘I experienced the stare as hostile’. On the surface, at least, those state-
ments merely amount to testimony about the presence of a psycho-
logical state within the testifier. On the other hand, there is
experientially-based testimony like “T’he man’s attentions are threa-
tening’, or “That stare is hostile’. This latter kind of testimony is
about the qualities of things in the world outside the subject, but it
is (at least in the kind of cases I have in mind) testimony born of an
experience of the world. When I register eyes on me, and shudder
at the cold nature of the gaze, I perceive a hostile stare, and I can
report it as such. This is the type of testimony that interests me. Of
the two kinds of experientially-based testimony, it is also the one
that is harder to trust. It is one thing to believe that a person who
reports a threatening encounter feels threatened, and it is another to
believe her that there actually is something threatening about her
situation. The former attitude does not require that we accept that
the testifier is a competent detector of threat, the latter does.

3. Empathy: What It Is, and How It Supports Testimonial Trust

With this picture of testimonial trust in hand, we can now turn to the
question of the role that empathy can play in supporting it. It is cri-
terial for empathy in the sense that interests me that it involve using
one’s imagination to ‘transport’ oneself, and more particularly that it
involve considering the other’s situation as though one were occupy-
ing the other’s position.

Empathy that by definition involves perspective taking is some-
times called ‘cognitive empathy’.® This is a potentially misleading
term, especially since it is sometimes implied that empathy of this
sort has nothing to do with feeling. Empathy as I understand it

8 Those who draw a distinction between ‘cognitive empathy’ and

empathy that involves feeling include Antti Kauppinen, ‘Empathy,
Emotion Regulation, and Moral Judgment’, in Heidi Maibom (ed.),
Empathy and Morality (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2014), 97-121, and Martin Hoffman, ‘Empathy, Justice, and the Law’, in
Amy Coplan and Peter Goldie (eds.), Empathy: Philosophical and
Psychological Perspectives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011),
230-254.
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does draw upon the empathizer’s emotional resources. A rough and
ready way of thinking about emotions’ role in empathy is to conceive
of the empathizer as encountering the other’s situation through an
appropriate emotional lens. When we try to empathetically imagine
how things are for a recent widower, for instance, we attempt to
look at his situation through the lens of grief. It does not matter for
my purposes here whether we ought to describe the empathizer’s
emotional experience as one of really feeling, or as feeling-in-imagin-
ation, or as pseudo-feeling. What matters is that empathy in my sense
is not bloodless or coldly cognitive.

To see how empathy supports trust, we can return to one of the
earliest descriptions of empathy’s operation: Adam Smith’s The
Theory of Moral Sentiments. According to Smith, empathy (which
he calls ‘sympathy’) provides the unique means by which we judge
the propriety of others’ attitudes.’

When the original passions of the person principally concerned
are in perfect concord with the sympathetic emotions of the spec-
tator, they necessarily appear to this last just and proper, and
suitable to their objects; and, on the contrary, when, upon bring-
ing the case home to himself, he finds that they do not coincide
with what he feels, they necessarily appear to him unjust and im-
proper, and unsuitable to the causes which excite them. To
approve of the passions of another, therefore, as suitable to
their objects, is the same thing as to observe that we entirely sym-
pathize with them; and not to approve of them as such, is the
same thing as to observe that we do not entirely sympathize
with them.'’

According to Smith, after we come to know (through testimony or
observation) how another person emotionally registers their circum-
stances, we assess their emotional apprehension of their situation by
trying to imaginatively enter into their position, such that we im-
aginatively duplicate their experience. If (and only if) we succeed
in matching our imagined emotional response to the situation to
the testifier’s own reported response, we approve of the other’s atti-
tude as a fitting one. Our own empathetic emotion furnishes our
standard of assessment. I am now going to argue that while this
Smith’s account needs to be qualified, the core insight is correct:

?  Smith consistently uses ‘sympathy’ to refer to emotionally-charged

imaginative perspective taking.
Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, D. D. Raphael and
A. L. Macfie (eds.) (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1982), 16.
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there is a deep connection between empathy and approval. I’ll then
make it clear how this connection underlies empathy’s positive con-
tribution to testimonial trust.

Commentators have been sceptical of this proposal of Smith’s for a
number of reasons. Some have protested there are surely other ways of
judging others’ emotional reactions to be appropriate, ones that have
nothing to do with empathy.'! I will not deal with that objection here.
Rather, I will be concerned with the kind of worries expressed in
Thomas Reid’s commentary on The Theory of Moval Sentiments:
‘When, [Smith] says, I judge your resentment by my resentment,
your love by my love & so on, this is a way of speaking altogether
new—this should be confined solely to our judging powers... to say
that my resentment is the faculty by which I judge of your resentment
is incommutable to all of our ideas of Resentment; we may as well say,
I judge of my hunger by your hunger’.'?

There are two possible ways of understanding Reid’s complaint.
His objection might be that our hunger response is simply an
impulse that assails us, one that cannot even get things wrong or
right. Far from being a power of judgment, the thought might go,
the sense of hunger does not even offer a representation of the
world that could in turn be the object of judgment. Reid may be re-
commending that we think of instances of emotion, whether empath-
etic or normal, in the same way: as mere sensations that do not
represent the world at all.

In response to this first reading of the complaint, we can note that
while some forms of hunger may shade into emotional experience, the
physical sensation of an empty belly is importantly different from
emotion, because emotions present the world as being a certain
way. Suppose I am angry at some slight. What does that involve?
There are the familiar bodily symptoms: a pounding heart, sweaty
palms, etc. There are also the tendencies to act and to express
myself in particular ways: to speak harshly, to refuse attempts at rec-
onciliation. Importantly, these actions, symptoms, and expressions
are not arbitrary. The many physiological and behavioural disposi-
tions associated with the emotion are unified by their connection to
my recognition of certain features of the situation as inviting or de-
manding my ire. Emotions focus our attention on some features of

11

A prime example is Prinz, ‘Against empathy’.
12

From the ‘Lecture 100™, March 1870. Transcription from Elmer
Duncan and Robert Baird, “Thomas Reid’s Criticisms of Adam Smith’s
Theory of the Moral Sentiments’, Journal of the History of Ideas 38
(1977), 517.
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our situation, push others into the background, and present certain
objects or events as calling out for particular kinds of treatment.
So, I attend to the intolerable smugness of the offender’s smirk, the
outrageousness of their audacity. The relative triviality of the situ-
ation and the good qualities of the offender recede into the back-
ground. It is helpful to think of emotions as being, at heart, ways of
seeing in virtue of which things take on a particular evaluative
sheen. Since emotions present situations as laden with evaluative
properties, they (unlike hunger sensations) can represent reality.

Even if that point is granted, though, one might suspect that the
fact that we are able to imaginatively match another’s emotional re-
presentation of her circumstances is itself evaluatively neutral: it is
still equally open to us to accept her representation as accurate or
reject it as illusory. And this is the other thought we might draw
out of the hunger analogy. Whether or not our sense of hunger
issues representations, one might insist, it is not itself a judging
faculty. The fact that we are hungry for some delicious cake does
not entail that we judge our desire for the cake to be appropriate;
that judgment must be issued by a distinct faculty, whose verdicts
are not in any way constrained by our hunger. Similarly, the fact
that we experience an emotional presentation of the world does not
at all constrain our judgment about the presentation’s propriety.

To see what that suspicion misses, consider how our non-empath-
etic emotional experiences relate to approval. It is certainly true that
we can have an emotional response without fully endorsing it. We
might register the prospect of crossing the chasm as utterly terrifying,
but still think that all in all we oughtn’t really be afraid. Or we might
continue to resent a friend for missing our party, even though we
judge that she had a reasonable excuse. But this does not mean that
there is no significant connection between having an emotional ex-
perience and approving of it.

T'wo observations will bring out the nature of this connection. First,
although it is true that there is a gap between having an emotional re-
sponse to some phenomenon and fully endorsing that response, we are
in general powerfully inclined to treat our emotionally-coloured
perceptions of the world as accurate. Confidence in our own emotional
representations is our default attitude. If this latter claim is surprising,
it is only because we have a tendency, when thinking about emotions in
the abstract, to focus on the cases in which they differ most sharply
from more ‘rational’, ‘objective’ mental states. So, we call to mind
burning rage or acute, all-consuming terror. But it is misleading to
think of these as paradigmatic emotional experiences. Our ordinary ex-
perience of the world is valenced — things show up as boring, enticing,
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regrettable, and so on, and we are accordingly attracted or repulsed by
these appearances. That is, ordinary experience is emotional, and we
usually take those experiences at face value.

It is possible for us to shy away from our own emotional evaluative
representations: I might suspend my acceptance of an emotional re-
presentation of the party as delightful until I’ve had an opportunity
to reassess whether the party meets standards for delightfulness
that I can wholeheartedly endorse. But we do not typically down-
grade our confidence in emotional representations until we have
done this kind of reflective work. And this is just as well: if we were
to refuse to accept what is right before our eyes, emotionally speaking,
we would have an awful lot of trouble making our way through the
world."?

Second, although we undoubtedly do sometimes depart from this
default, it is very difficult for us to sustain an emotional representa-
tion without regarding it as to some degree appropriate. To bring
out the point: imagine that I am at first angry with my friend for spil-
ling my secret, but after reflection I conclude that her passing the
secret on was not a genuine betrayal. Importantly, I don’t just try
to convince myself of this. I genuinely judge that there is nothing
in what she did that calls out for my ire. Can I remain angry with
my friend? Certainly the residual ‘heat’ of anger may be retained; I
can still feel pumped up with adrenaline. Still, if I wholeheartedly
believe that there is no offense in any way worthy of ire, it will be dif-
ficult, if not impossible, for me to continue to really represent her
conduct as outrageous. And, as I've already suggested, such represen-
tations are a critically important part of emotions. Without them,
emotions dissolve, leaving behind mere sensations.

Now let us apply these observations about the connection between
emotion and approval to empathy. Suppose an acquaintance tells me
that her colleagues’ admiration of her ‘beautiful accent’ is irritating,
and I regard her testimony as honest. If I succeed in imaginatively
seconding her exasperation, and am confident that this is what I
have done, then it will be very difficult if not impossible for me to
believe that her irritation is entirely uncalled-for. And what is
more, if I have what I’ve suggested is the normal attitude concerning
my emotional experience, if | take my sense of the irksome to be ac-
curately attuned, my empathy with my acquaintance’s frustration will

13 . . . .. .. . .
Damasio’s studies of planning and decisional deficiencies in emo-

tionally impaired subjects support this claim. See Antonio Damasio,
Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Rationality and the Human Brain (New York:
Penguin Books, 1994).
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incline me to think that she is totally right about her colleagues’
compliments.

This all means that Smith’s claim about the connection between
empathy and approval is not grossly overstated. He held that ‘to
approve of the passions of another, therefore, as suitable to their
objects, is the same thing as to observe that we entirely sympathize
with them’. I suggest we amend that to: when we empathize with
the passions of another, and recognize that this is what we are
doing, we are in general powerfully inclined to regard those passions
as fully reflective of the evaluative properties her situation really man-
ifests, and it is extremely difficult if not impossible to dismiss them as
wholly inappropriate.

What are the implications of this observation for testimonial trust?
First, I will briefly articulate the primary implication, and then I will
point to a complication that requires us to render that initial articula-
tion more precise.

We can express the primary implication in terms of our case, above.
When I empathize with my acquaintance, imaginatively seconding
her irritation at her colleagues’ comments, I will be practically
bound to conclude that there is something right in my acquaintance’s
judgment, and I may also be inclined to conclude that her judgment is
wholly correct. These conclusions about her judgment, taken separ-
ately or together, provide a reason to believe that my acquaintance is
appropriately sensitive to irritating phenomena. And, since appropri-
ate sensitivity is part of being epistemically competent, I thereby
secure a reason to attribute epistemic competence to my acquaint-
ance. The attribution of epistemic competence constitutes one of tes-
timonial trust’s enabling conditions. So, my empathetic effort will
furnish a basis for trust in my acquaintance’s testimony.

It is important to note that a successful empathetic effort does not
provide support for trust in all of the testifier’s testimony. In particu-
lar, if T testifies that p, and I conclude on the basis my empathetic
effort that 7 is right that p, my conclusion does not provide a basis
for my trust in 7T that p. It fails to do so simply because my undertak-
ing the relevant empathetic effort precludes my trusting T that p.
When my acquaintance testifies that her colleagues’ admiration is ir-
ritating, and I succeed in empathetically working myself into her pos-
ition such that I apprehend the irritating quality of the admiration, I
thereby secure a reason to believe that the admiration is irritating,
namely that I have ‘seen’ it for myself. Notice, though, that my em-
pathetic assessment of the testimony involves considering how the
other’s situation appears to me. In doing so, I am reviewing the evi-
dence that the admiration is irritating and on that basis making up my
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mind about whether the admiration is irritating. When I empathize
with my acquaintance, I am verifying the truth of her testimony,
and as I explained earlier, it is not possible to ‘trust but verify’.

Still, my empathetic engagement with my acquaintance’s judg-
ment about her colleague’s admiration can provide a basis for my
trust in her testimony about other cases and even other evaluative
properties. My conclusion that my acquaintance is right about her
colleague’s admiration provides evidence for the conclusion that
she is appropriately sensitive to irritating phenomena, and that attri-
bution of competence constitutes a basis for trust in her other testi-
mony about what is irritating. Furthermore, insofar as I think that
accurate emotional attunement in one domain is positively correlated
with accurate attunement in other domains, the conclusion that she is
right about the admiration gives me reason to attribute to her broader
emotional sensitivity to evaluative properties. That broader attribu-
tion of competence in turn provides a basis for wider-ranging trust
in testimony about what is threatening, heartening, offensive, and
SO on.

Empathy has the power to dramatically reshape one’s willingness to
trust others’ testimony. Suppose my acquaintance’s testimony about
the irritating nature of her colleagues’ remarks surprises me. It
doesn’t fit with my general understanding of what kind of things
are irritating. The colleagues are highlighting one of my acquain-
tance’s positive traits, and being admired for a positive trait is
usually a good thing. In this case, it would be natural for me to ini-
tially suspect that my acquaintance is just touchy, and the thought
of her as touchy will incline me to discount her testimony about
what is troublesome or offensive. But if I take the time to imagina-
tively place myself in her position, and feel the stirrings of annoyance
in myself, matters will look very different. Her irritation will no
longer look unaccountable. The possibility of dismissing her testi-
mony as the erroneous upshot of an excessively querulous outlook
will recede from view. And next time she mentions that some appar-
ently benign treatment actually isn’t, I will be more inclined to take
her word seriously.

4. Trust without Empathy

So far, the picture of the relation between empathy and trust that I’ve
been developing is generally rosy. Empathy provides a means of rede-
ploying our approval of our own emotional perceptions to support at-
tributions of epistemic competence to others. In so doing, it helps to
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clear away a barrier to testimonial trust. We might therefore think
that if we want to promote trust in oppressed people’s testimony,
we ought to lean heavily on empathy. However, a policy of relying
on empathy to support testimonial trust is more epistemically and
morally problematic that it initially seems. To begin to bring the rele-
vant difficulties to light, let me now introduce a few reports from
members of oppressed groups about how they want their testimony
to be taken.

From Mx Nillin (a nonbinary person): ‘I know that all of this [my
experience of my gender] is very hard for many cisgender, and even
many binary trans people, to understand. But the truth is that I
don’t need you to understand....You don’t have to get it. Just
respect that I know my body and gender better than you do’.'”

From an anonymous African American, writing on behalf of the
collective Real Talk: ‘Don’t question our experiences. You’ll never
understand them because you don’t walk through the world with
black or brown skin. Just sit there and listen’."®

From Kirsty Major (a woman): ‘If a woman is saying you are being
sexist, you definitely have to listen, because you’ve never lived life as a
woman and don’t know what it is like to face sexism every single
waking hour of your life...If you still can’t see it or understand it,
at least acknowledge that the other person did’.'®

I’m not interested in whether these particular requests are totally
fair or wise. Rather, I highlight them because they can be read as ex-
pressing a demand for testimonial trust that is not based on empathy.
Nillin’s remark can be understood in two different ways, depending
upon the tone with which it is read. It could be understood as a dec-
laration that efforts to really feel what it’s like for Nillin are super-
erogatory: nice, but not required. Shift the stresses, though (‘You
don’t have to get it’) and it is readily understood instead as communi-
cating exasperation with others’ apparent need to ‘see’ the other’s
point of view for themselves before placing their confidence in
Nillin’s testimony about their experience. The latter two remarks

* " Mx Nillin, ‘Bathrooms and Being Non-Binary’, Mx Nillin (26 Apr,
2016), <http://mxnillin.com/bathrooms-and-being-non-binary/>.

15 Anonymous/Real Talk: WOC and Allies, ‘White People, Stop Asking
Us to Educate You About Racism’, Medium (27 May, 2017), <https://
medium.com/@realtalkwocandallies/ white-people-stop-asking-us-to-edu
cate-you-about-racism-69273d39d828>.

16 Kirsty Major, ‘If You’re a Man Who Calls Himself a Feminist, You
Need to Actually Act Like One’, The Independent (1 Apr, 2017), <https://
www.in dependent.co.uk/voices/sexism-men-woke-misogynists-femin-
ism-male-feminists-what-to-do-a7660841.html>.
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similarly recommend deferring to testimony rather than pursuing an
understanding ‘from the inside’ of oppressed others’ points of view.
They also communicate frustration with the emphasis their addres-
sees place on ‘getting’ how women and racial minorities see things.
All three claims can be understood as expressing a sense that
others’ need to see things from the testifier’s point of view, their re-
luctance to move on to trusting before doing so, is actually symptom-
atic of a distressing distortion in their patterns of trust.

I will now turn to two tasks. First, I'll show it can be morally im-
portant and epistemically responsible to trust others’ testimony even
when one finds one cannot empathize with their evaluative outlooks.
Second, I'll suggest that in relying on empathy to help us sustain and
extend our testimonial trust, we make it harder for ourselves to trust
under this kind of condition.

As we saw in the previous section, empathy works to enhance our
confidence in others’ epistemic competence because when we manage
to (imaginatively) work our way into experiencing things as others do,
our own confidence in the accuracy of our emotional representations
inclines us to regard their attitudes as appropriate. An important con-
sequence of this dynamic is that the more alien we find the other’s
purported perspective, the less support empathy can provide for
trust. Is it important, good, needful that we trust the other’s testi-
mony even when we find we cannot enter into the other’s position,
despite our best efforts to do so? To answer that question with a
full-throated affirmation, I take it that we need to establish both
that it could be epistemically responsible to trust in the face of
failure to empathetically match the others’ emotional response and
that it could be morally and/or practically valuable to trust in this
way. If trust in the face of empathetic failure were morally important
but epistemically irresponsible, or epistemically responsible but not
particularly morally valuable, we would have reason to doubt
whether we ever ought to trust testimony under these conditions,
all things considered.

Let us begin with the question of epistemic responsibility: would a
willingness to so trust necessarily compromise our status as appropri-
ately cautious believers? There is reason to believe that, far from
being reckless, this kind of trust could be a critical corrective to dis-
tortions in the attribution of competency that would arise from
making trust highly dependent upon empathic success. Our success
or failure to empathetically match another’s emotional perception is
often not a good guide to the propriety of others’ emotional expres-
sions, because our ability to empathize is subject to two kinds of im-
pairments that have nothing to do with the accuracy of the point of
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view that serves as our empathetic target. Interestingly, these impair-
ments will end up making themselves felt particularly strongly in
cases where a privileged person is asked to empathize with the per-
spective of an oppressed person.

First, our imaginative abilities are affected by numerous idiosyn-
crasies that have a real effect on what we can empathize with, and
how. These features are undoubtedly helpful in some respects.
Still, they can warp our empathetic abilities, such that the outcome
of our empathetic efforts becomes a poor test for whether testimonial
trust is warranted. I will offer just a couple of examples here. For one
thing, imaginatively engaging with painful experiences is normally
itself a painful activity. Imaginatively attending to experiences of re-
jection and humiliation as though from the perspective of the one de-
meaned involves intense focus on a bad experience, and that kind of
focus may prompt dismay and dread in the empathizer. These are
emotions we would rather avoid. All things considered, then, we
will be more resistant to empathy with painful experiences than de-
lightful ones, even if there is just as much to approve of in the per-
spective of the suffering person as there is in the joyful one. Our
perspective-taking abilities also vary substantially depending upon
whether the target of our empath%f is part of the social ‘in-group’
with which we primarily identify."” Human beings struggle to im-
aginatively adopt the points of view of individuals who are not part
of their social circles, even in the absence of a good reason to think
that social outsiders have less coherent or accurate perspectives on
the world. These two features of our imagination give us some
reason to think that facts about what we are able to empathize with
are not perfect guides to facts about whose perspectives are most
worthy of our approval. More particularly, they also give us reason
to think that suffering individuals who are part of one or more op-
pressed groups will receive especially little empathy from the rela-
tively privileged (which means that empathy-based trust in their
testimony on the part of the relatively privileged will correspondingly
be in short supply).

Aside from problems related to limitations on our imaginative abil-
ities, there are also reasons to worry about the reliability of would-be
empathizers’ sensitivity to (certain kinds of) evaluative facts. In cases
where our failure to empathize is the result of such insensitivity, it

17 See Martin Hoffman, Empathy and Moral Development : Implications

for Caring and Fustice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001),
197-219.
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would be a mistake to allow the verdicts of our empathetic efforts to
shape our testimonial trust.

Some rare individuals suffer from a complete inability to experi-
ence anything as frightening: to them, snakes, heights, and knives
look exciting rather than terrifying. A person with this kind of im-
pairment, like the real-life ‘fearless woman’ known in the psychology
literature as S.M., will not be able to empathize with other’s reported
experiences of threats as frightening.'® However, it does seem rational
for S.M. to trust that others are right when they say that it is frighten-
ing to be faced with, say, a gun-wielding stranger: she knows that her
abnormal way of looking at the world involves insensitivity to a
quality that, were she able to track it, would help her to avoid the dan-
gerous situations she has fallen into over the years. Now, if insensitiv-
ity to evaluative facts were confined to unusual cases like S.IM.’s, this
wouldn’t give us much of a reason to think we really need trust not
based on empathy. But is such insensitivity limited to cases of
brain trauma? Or is it a much more common phenomenon?

Members of oppressed groups often claim that the prospect of real
empathy with their position on the part of the relatively privileged is
not just difficult but impossible. So, we find David, a homeless
person, asserting, “You [well-off people] can’t understand what it’s
like to be homeless,” and Terrell Jermaine Starr, a black racial
justice activist, claiming that when it comes to ‘a white supremacist
system that oppresses us and excludes us in every area of American
life — economic, educational, social and political — [e]ven the most em-
pathic white person is just not going to know what that’s like’."?
These sorts of remarks seem to express the thought that occupying
a position of privilege is something like being in S.M.’s situation.
But it is unclear exactly what we should do with these claims, particu-
larly since what is at issue is the question of when it is epistemically
responsible to accept testimony.

Social epistemologists remain deeply divided over whether minor-
ities and members of oppressed groups have unique access to some

18 . . . . . . .
S.M.’s case is described in a number of articles, including Justin

Feinstein et al., ‘The Human Amygdala and the Induction and
Experience of Fear’, Current Biology 21 (2001), 34-38.

! ‘David’ cited in Michael Hoinski, ‘Close to Homeless’, Texas
Observer (29 Jan, 2010), <https://www.texasobserver.org/close-to-home
less/>; Terrell Jermaine Starr, ‘Dear White People: Here are 5 Reasons
Why You Can’t Really Feel Black Pain’, Alternet (4 Dec, 2014), <http://
www.alter net.org/dear-white-people-here-are-5-reasons-why-you-cant-
really-feel-black-pain>.
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sorts of knowledge.?’ I can’t hope to adequately address the matter in
a programmatic way here. I will suggest, though, that privilege can
foster a kind of insensitivity to certain qualities, in analogy to the
case of the fearless woman.

Consider, for example, perception of the threat of sexual violence.
Men generally do not have a fine-tuned awareness of the threatening
nature of casual street harassment.”' In fact, some men report think-
ing of their shouted sexual comments and wolf-whistles as not only
non-threatening but a boon for their targets: claims that women ex-
perience these things as frightening are sometimes met with rejoin-
ders from the harassers that they themselves would enjoy being the
target of such attentions, and cannot see them as hostile.”*> And yet:
empirical evidence does point to the existence of a robust connection
between the tendency to objectify women (of which street harassment
is an expression) and the tendency to engage in sexual violence.”® If
there is such a connection, that gives us good reason to believe that
women are, in general, sensitive to a real feature of the world that
(many) men are much less well attuned to, even when these men
attempt to see things from women’s point of view.

More generally, it stands to reason that people who are oppressed
will be more sensitive than others to those evaluative features of the
world that matter to navigating the dangers imposed on them by
systems of oppression. Women’s safety depends upon a keen ability
to detect hostility or threat of a sexual nature in a way that men’s
safety generally does not. This observation is actually enshrined in
some courts’ determinations concerning sexual harassment. When

20 For a collection of the variety of positions on offer, see Sandra

Harding (ed.), The Feminist Standpoint Theory Reader: Intellectual and
Political Controversies (New York: Routledge, 2004).

21 Casual street harassment centrally includes: graphic, unsolicited
commentary on the target’s body, demands or invitations to engage in
sexual activity, wolf-whistling, following the target down the street.

An interview with a street harasser who articulates this view is avail-
able in Ira Glass and Eleanor Gordon-Smith, ‘Hollaback Girl’, in ‘Once
More, With Feeling’, This American Life 603 (WBEZ Chicago, 2 Dec,
2016), <https://www.thisamericanlife.org/603/once-more-with-feeling/
act-one>.

2 Seee.g. Eduardo Vasquez et al., “The Sexual Objectification of Girls
and Aggression Towards Them in Gang and Non-gang Affiliated Youth’,
Psychology, Crime & Law 23 (2017), 459-471, and Sarah Gervais, David
DiLillo, and Dennis McChargue, ‘Understanding the Link Between
Men’s Alcohol Use and Sexual Violence Perpetration: The Mediating
Role of Sexual Objectification’, Psychology of Violence 3 (2014), 1-44.
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it comes to determining whether a work environment is hostile, for
instance, the Ninth Circuit asks not whether any reasonable person
would judge the environment to be hostile, but whether a reasonable
woman would judge it to be so.**

The problems of imagination and sensitivity just surveyed give us
strong reason to think that trust even in the face of empathic failure is
sometimes epistemically warranted. et me now turn to the question
of such trust’s practical or moral value for its would-be recipients, in
light of what we have already seen of the value of testimonial trust
more generally. Trust under these conditions could be practically
valuable in part because it may sometimes be necessary for the
uptake of important facts. Some conditions that people urgently
need others to believe them about may not be possible objects of
trust for those who stick strictly to trust based on empathy. The
case of testimony about street harassment discussed above is, I
think, one example of a situation where this value could be manifest.

But such trust isn’t valuable just because it makes the transmission
of important information possible. It also has a significant symbolic
or communicative function. The risk inherent in trust makes the ex-
pression of it a powerful way of displaying and affirming one’s belief
in the testifier’s competence and honesty. Still, not all trust has equal
communicative power. Trust that is based (albeit indirectly) on one’s
confidence in one’s own imaginative and discriminatory abilities (as
trust based on empathetic effort is) comes comparatively cheap: it
doesn’t involve acknowledging the possibility that the testifier’s com-
petence might outstrip one’s own. Conversely, if I trust you even
though I find that your way of seeing is not empathetically accessible
to me, my trust evinces a serious epistemic humility: it amounts to an
admission that 1) I take my imaginative abilities to be so flawed as to
deliver a seriously distorted picture of your circumstances, 2) I take
my sensitivity to (some kind of) evaluative fact to be inferior to
yours, or 3) both. For people who are systematically distrusted, an ac-
knowledgement that their discriminatory abilities may outpace the
truster’s represents a dramatic departure from the status quo, one
that is all the more significant because in trusting thusly, the
truster makes himself epistemically reliant on the abilities of the
one trusted.

>* From Ellison v. Brady, 924 F.2d 872 (9th Cir. 1991): ‘We adopt the
perspective of a reasonable woman primarily because we believe that a sex-
blind reasonable person standard tends to be male-biased and tends to sys-
tematically ignore the experiences of women’.
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I’ve claimed that empathy does not actually provide support for
trust under some circumstances where trust would be both epistemi-
cally responsible and practically or morally valuable. At this point, it
might seem tempting to conclude that we still have no reason to think
that empathy’s relationship with testimonial trust is ambivalent:
empathy does not play a role in supporting all the testimonial trust
one might reasonably demand, but it does nothing to undercut testi-
monial trust. The problem with this conclusion is that empathy’s
powerful ability to provide support for the trust it can sustain
derives in large measure from the fact that when we ‘get’ some
outlook empathetically, we are strongly inclined to regard it as
correct. Conversely, when we attempt to empathize, and find we
cannot, we are liable to be similarly strongly inclined to think that
there can’t be anything to what the testifier tells us. Claims that we
can’t empathize often have a judgmental dimension. Think about
what is conveyed when we say: ‘I will never understand why he
would want that’, or ‘You say it’s worthwhile, but I just can’t see
it’. Or take this example from a Chicago Tribune Op-Ed: ‘So I will
never get this sexting craze. I can’t empathize with a teenage girl
seeking acceptance by sharing photos of her breasts’.?> The literal
claim being made is just that the author is not able to make sense of
teenage girls’ sexting habits. But the heavy implication is that there
is no sense to be gotten.

There is a defeasible but non-accidental connection between our
trying and failing to empathize with another’s attitude and our disap-
proving of it. A truly epistemically humble person might well think:
whether or not I can imaginatively get myself to a version of the
other’s attitude has no bearing on whether her attitude is correct,
because I myself am (for instance) emotionally and/or imaginatively
stunted in some respects. Still, this kind of humility is hard to main-
tain. It is importantly different from, and more difficult than, defer-
ence to testimony about evaluative facts in cases where one has not
even attempted to adopt the other’s perspective. We may be relatively
content, sometimes, to skip the empathizing and let others put in the
work when it comes to determining whether something is beautiful,
or just, or unsettling. However, once we do try to look at things from
the other’s point of view, marshalling our emotional sensitivities and
applying them to the task of figuring out whether the other is right
about how things are, the import of the choice to trust shifts.

2 Mitch Albom, ‘When Sexting Becomes a Crime’, Chicago Tribune (20
Oct, 2014), <http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/opinion/commentary/
ct-sexting-jennifer-lawrence-pornography-pedophili-20141020-story.html>.

156

https://doi.org/10.1017/51358246118000589 Published online by Cambridge University Press


http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/opinion/commentary/ct-sexting-jennifer-lawrence-pornography-pedophili-20141020-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/opinion/commentary/ct-sexting-jennifer-lawrence-pornography-pedophili-20141020-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/opinion/commentary/ct-sexting-jennifer-lawrence-pornography-pedophili-20141020-story.html
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246118000589

Empathy and Testimonial Trust

Suppose we fail to ‘get’ the other’s way of understanding things,
despite our best efforts. In that case, trusting the other’s testimony
means accepting that one is flawed in (at least) one of two ways.
First, one might opt to trust in cases like these because one accepts
that one’s perspective-taking capacities are in some respects deficient.
Accepting that condition is no easy thing, because we heavily depend
upon this imaginative ability for our everyday understanding of other
people. Itis a crucial item in our mental tool kit. The ability to take on
other perspectives is crucial to our identity as social beings who ex-
perience our fellows not as mysterious ‘black boxes’, but rather as
creatures with sensible, if not totally rational, preferences and
projects.

The admission that other’s perspectives may (sometimes, in some
respects) be beyond our imaginative ken is, of course, not strictly in-
compatible with a conception of ourselves as social beings of this
kind. However, it does pose some threat to it. And the grosser the im-
aginative deficit we have to admit, the greater the threat. For instance,
it will be particularly difficult to accept that our imagination is not up
to the task of supporting a trustworthy verdict about others’ attitudes
in cases where it seems like we are not taxing our imagination very
much. When the other person is not separated from us by obscuring
expanses of time or space, and when their circumstances are clearly
described (conditions that will frequently apply in cases of contem-
porary testimony about oppression), we cannot hide behind the
defence that too much is being asked of our imaginations.

The concession in the face of empathetic effort and failure that
one’s imaginative abilities are in some respects inadequate may be
paired with a second admission that is perhaps still more difficult.
We have already discussed the strength of our inclination to go
along with our own emotional representations of the world. The
flip side of that inclination, which makes empathy such a powerful
enabler of trust, is that it is extremely difficult to accept that one’s
emotional sensitivities are misaligned. Most of us, most of the time,
are practically bound to think of ourselves as well-equipped to see
whether a death is worth mourning, whether a habit is irritating,
whether a joke is funny...and also whether an encounter is demeaning
or threatening. Accepting that we are in some respects like S.IM., that
our emotional attunement to the world is dull or distorted (even if just
with respect to a relatively narrow set of properties or circumstances)
is a difficult prospect for reasons that largely parallel those in play in
the case of acknowledging imaginative deficiencies.

Some people might seem to be cavalier about their own emotional
failings. Certain forms of masculine ideology, for instance, practically
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make a virtue of insensitivity to the more ‘tender’ evaluative proper-
ties, such as the delicate, the adorable, and the kind. But there are
forms of emotional sensitivity to evaluative properties that tend to
lie near the heart of our self-conceptions, even for those who would
not like to be called ‘sensitive’ or ‘emotional’. It would not be that
unusual for a person to readily admit insensitivity to what is tactful,
and easily opt to simply trust others’ testimony about this property.
But accepting that one is not a fully reliable detector of what is
cruel, for instance, is a much trickier proposition. An inability to
see the cruel for what it is, even in a limited set of cases, cannot be
written off as a harmless character quirk. The vast majority of
people, I think, would agree that their good sense of what is need-
lessly hurtful is important to them as people who try to navigate
life without being vicious to others.

The same kind of caveat I made in the case of conceding imagina-
tive fault is relevant here. I can admit that my sense of the hurtful is
significantly flawed in some respects without thinking that I am
totally at sea when it comes to distinguishing what is wounding
from what is harmless fun. I might maintain that my sense of this dis-
tinction is generally fine, except when it comes to a narrow band of
experiences. But especially in cases where others perceive a policy, at-
titude, or behaviour as a clear-cut and central instance of malignity (as
is often the case when we are dealing with testimony about oppres-
sion) the admission that one can’t ‘get’ it is a costly one.

When one trusts another’s testimony even after finding one cannot
empathize with the other, it will not always be clear which of the ad-
missions described above one is making. They tend to interact with
and shade into one another; our abilities to accurately imagine the
relevant background conditions may be shaped by our emotional sen-
sitivities, and our emotional sensitivities may be influenced by our
patterns of imaginative perspective-taking. Return to the cat-calling
case. Consider the man who can’t hear his comments about a stran-
ger’s body as hostile, despite his empathetic efforts. If he is neverthe-
less going to trust a woman’s testimony about the issue, an admission
like this might be appropriate: I’'m having trouble finding my way to
her perspective because my social position has both freed me from
needing to cultivate sensitivity to the threat of sexual violence and
given me permission not to hone that sensitivity through a practice
of empathy with women’s experiences.

Rather paradoxically, the more confidence we have in the accuracy
of our own emotional perceptions, the more support empathy yields
for one form of trust, but greater confidence in this accuracy will also
tend to diminish our ability to trust in others’ testimony when we find
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ourselves unable to empathize with them. That latter form of trust is
most easily fostered by a policy of humility about our own perceptual
and imaginative abilities. When Nillin and Major, whose remarks I
cited above, express exasperation at others’ apparent need to empa-
thize in order to believe testimony about experience, part of what
they seem to be targeting is a tendency for people to be too taken in
by how they imagine things would look to them. At the same time,
though, a policy of distrust in the deliverances of empathic efforts
on the part of the relatively privileged would not only be very difficult
to sustain, but would also deprive people who are in some respect(s)
oppressed of an important source of confidence in their word.

5. Conclusion

The uneasy relation between empathy and testimonial trust that I
have aimed to draw out in this paper has practical implications for
members of privileged groups who aim to correct their practice of tes-
timonial trust and for activists facing questions about what kind of at-
titudes to encourage in people privileged along one or more
dimensions. The way forward is not to try to sever the connection
between empathy and testimonial trust. Such an effort is very un-
likely to be successful, and if it were to achieve its end, a significant
basis for urgently needed testimonial trust would be lost. On the
other hand, when it comes to the end of trusting well, in a way that
is both epistemically responsible and appropriately responsive to
the needs of testifiers, the privileged ought not simply obey calls
to have faith in empathy. Clinton might be right that we all need to
try to walk in others’ shoes, but doing so incautiously is liable
to lead to an incorrect apportioning of testimonial trust.

For those who want to reform practices of extending or withhold-
ing testimonial trust, especially when it comes to trust across signifi-
cant differences in privilege, a better option is to draw attention to the
respects in which imaginative abilities and emotional sensitivities are
limited. Working to keep those limitations firmly in view promises to
be helpful in two respects. First, it can help would-be trusters to
develop a more refined sense of when the deliverances of their em-
pathetic efforts are likely to yield the right verdicts about trustworthi-
ness, and when they are not. Second, an awareness of these
deficiencies can spur efforts to improve one’s imaginative abilities
and emotional sensitivities, such that one’s empathetic efforts
become a more reliable guide to testimonial trustworthiness. Some
of empathy’s typical limitations may be more easily mitigated than
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others. Still, with enough practice and resolve one may, for instance,
overcome some of the natural preference to empathize with pleasure

over pain, or develop a finer sensitivity to the outrageous and the
26
cruel.

Tulane University
obailey@tulane.edu

26 Earlier versions of this article were presented at the Harvard

Workshop in Moral and Political Theory and the Penn-Rutgers-Princeton
Social Epistemology Workshop. I thank the participants in those work-
shops, as well as the attendees, presenters, and organizers of the Royal
Institute of Philosophy Conference.
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