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THE LEVELS OF EMPATHY.
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTION TO 

PSYCHOPATHOLOGY

taBle oF CoNteNtS: 1. Empathy as a separation of experiences: Husserl; 2. 
7KH�VWUDWL¿HG�WKHRU\�RI�HPSDWK\�DQG�SV\FKRSDWKRORJ\�����7KH�WKHRU\�RI�VWUDW-
L¿FDWLRQ�����7KH�WKHUDSHXWLF�SRWHQWLDO�RI�HPSDWKLF�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ��WKH�FDVH�RI�
incomprehensible experiences.

Translated from the German (LQI�KOXQJ, which basically means 
«feeling» ( I�KOHQ) «in» or «inside» (ein) the other, with a calque 

from the Greek,1 the contemporary concept of «empathy» has a com-
plex history. On the one hand, it derives from the eighteenth-century 
UHÀHFWLRQV�RQ�V\PSDWK\�DQG�RQ�WKH�FHQWUDOLW\�RI�WKH�ODWWHU�FRQFHSW�LQ�
David Hume’s and Adam Smith’s ethics [Hunt 2007, 64-65; Lecal-
dano 2013, 13]. On the other hand, it is also the result of a story that 
began in Germany in the second half of the nineteenth century, orig-
inating from an aesthetic elaboration of Kantianism. The hero of this 
second family line was the Munich-born psychologist and philoso-
pher Theodor Lipps, who considered the (LQI�KOXQJ to be a source 
of knowledge, or better, our way of being in the world. It is on this 
second way of understanding empathy that I will focus in the follow-
ing pages. In fact, it is precisely in dealing with Lipps and his con-
cept of (LQI�KOXQJ�that Edmund Husserl, Moritz Geiger, Edith Stein, 
Max Scheler, Karl Jaspers and other authors who can be brought 
EDFN� WR� WKH� UHDOP� RI� SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO� UHÀHFWLRQ� KDYH� HODERUDWHG�
WKHLU�UHÀHFWLRQV�RQ�HPSDWK\��7KH�DLP�RI�WKLV�SDSHU�LV�WR�RXWOLQH�VRPH�
peculiar characteristics of Husserl’s concept of «empathy», in order 
WR�DUWLFXODWH�D�VWUDWL¿HG�WKHRU\�RI�HPSDWK\�LQ�WKH�ZDNH�RI�-DVSHUV�DQG�

1 It was the psychologist Edward Titchener who, in 1909, translated «(LQI�KOXQJ» 
into English by coining the neologism «empathy». Cf. Titchener 1909; Jahoda 2005, 
151-163; Matravers 2017, 77-85.
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Scheler. Finally, I will highlight the therapeutic potential present in a 
VLPLODU�VWUDWL¿HG�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�HPSDWKLF�H[SHULHQFHV�

1.Empathy as a separation of experiences: Husserl

Husserl began to work on the concept of (LQI�KOXQJ in 1905.2 In this 
¿UVW� SKDVH�RI�+XVVHUO¶V� UHÀHFWLRQ�©RQ� WKH� H[SHULHQFH�RI� WKH�RWKHUª�� D�
crucial role was played by «Lipps’ theory on the (LQI�KOXQJ»3: a theory 
that – as shown by the research manuscripts – Husserl knew well and 
with which he repeatedly dealt over the years. Husserl’s fundamental 
criticism of Lipps was that, starting from the latter’s conception of em-
pathy as mimesis and projection, it was impossible to see empathy as 
what allows us to have an experience of the other as such. According to 
Husserl, in fact, the concept of empathy proposed by Lipps failed to talk 
about the other [Husserl 1973a, 21]. In interpersonal (LQI�KOXQJ – this 
is the Lippsian hypothesis – the observing subject, based on the move-
ments of the person in front of them, immediately experiences what the 
observed subject is experiencing or, better, unconsciously projects on 
the other the experiences activated by observing the other’s behavior 
and movement.

Lipps strongly emphasizes the instinctive and immediate character of 
the empathic relationship, explicitly rejecting an «analog» conception: in 
the act of empathy I do not need – this is Lipps’ idea – to think and build 
an analogy in which I imagine how I would feel if I were in the other’s 
place. To illustrate this, Lipps makes a well-known example [Lipps 1903, 
122]4: a viewer who sees an acrobat perform a dangerous performance 
experiences the acrobat’s suspension on their own skin; they reproduce 

2 Indeed, it is in the so-called Seefeld manuscripts, written in the summer of 1905, 
that Husserl began to outline the method of phenomenological reduction. Within this 
theoretical horizon, there is the problem of how it is possible, on the basis of a «meth-
od that leads to pure and absolute consciousness, to found multiplicity and differ-
ence» [Husserl 1973a, XXV].
3 Indeed, in 1905 Husserl read and copied almost the entirety of Lipps’ essay Weiteres 
]XU�©(LQI�KOXQJª�and he constantly referred to Lipps also in the following years. 
Husserl 1973a, 21 ff.; 70 ff.
4 This example can be found in A. Smith [1767/2009].
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within themselves the same movements, they «mimic» the observed ac-
tions and, in this way, they identify completely, becoming «at one» with 
their object and, at the same time, objectifying themselves in the acrobat. 
According to Lipps, in true empathy there is no distinction between my 
own self and that of others: there is rather an ideal self. Similarly, the 
space in which the empathic relationship takes place is also ideal: when 
we feel like we are up there with the acrobat we are not in a real place, but 
rather in an ideal place that is neither the tightrope on which the acrobat 
is walking, nor the armchair on which we are comfortably seated.5 Only 
ZKHQ�ZH�OHDYH�IXOO�HPSDWK\�DQG�UHÀHFW�RQ�RXU�RZQ�UHDOLW\��GR�ZH�UHDOL]H�
that we are separate: the ideal self turns into two real selves.

Lipps’ concept of empathy highlights a fundamental theoretical 
problem to which it is necessary to give a preliminary answer: what 
makes I’s (Iche) different from one another? If empathy is mimesis, do 
I run the risk of confusing myself and not being able to differentiate my 
experience from that of the other? Do I risk considering the other’s fear, 
sadness or anger as my own? Or, on the contrary, do I risk projecting 
onto others experiences that do not belong to them, thus ending up mis-
understanding their intentions and moods? After all, the acrobat could 
only pretend to be afraid or unsteady. The question that Husserl ad-
dresses in his reconsideration of Lipps is not how separate subjects can 
communicate, but rather how we can be certain of being separate from 
others and how we can recognize otherness as such. It is interesting to 
QRWH�WKDW�WKH�¿UVW�SUREOHP�WKDW�+XVVHUO�¿QGV�LQ�WDONLQJ�DERXW�LQWHUVXE-
jectivity is not the relation, but the separation: in order to talk about the 
RWKHU�� WKH�¿UVW� UHVXOW� WR�DFKLHYH� LV� WR�DYRLG�FRQIXVLRQ�DQG�GLVWLQJXLVK�
what originated within one’s experience from what is only derived from 
someone else’s experience.

5 In this sense, Lipps can be considered a supporter of the so-called «actuality princi-
ple» [Aktualitätsansicht]. The empathetic experiences, according to the supporters of 
this theoretical framework, become «actual» for those who experience them: so, by 
empathizing with the acrobat, I become at one with his experience. On the contrary, 
supporters of the «principle of representation» [9RUVWHOOXQJVDQVLFKW] like Meinong’s 
pupil, Stephan Witasek, argue that in empathizing with another’s experience I tend 
to represent it: when seeing the other sad I represent their sadness. Cf. Geiger 1911, 
33-35; Witasek 1904.
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In fact, during the lectures held in Göttingen between 1910 and 
1911, Husserl already addressed the theme of empathy and, as he 
would later write, outlined its «chief points» [Husserl 1969, 243]. 
These lessons are particularly important because it is here that Hus-
VHUO� LQWURGXFHV� IRU� WKH�¿UVW� WLPH� WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI� D�SKHQRPHQRORJ-
ical reduction as an intersubjective reduction, which constitutes an 
alternative path to the Cartesian one, already followed in The Idea of 
Phenomenology. In these lessons, Husserl seems to be well aware of 
the risk of transcendental solipsism which can result from a reduction 
of the world to the subject’s consciousness and its stream. What re-
PDLQV�DIWHU�WKH�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�UHGXFWLRQ�LV�FODUL¿HG�LQ�WKHVH�SDJHV��
the phenomenologically reduced world cannot be traced exclusively to 
my stream of consciousness: «Then every phenomenological being is 
reduced, on the one hand, to one (to “my”) phenomenological I that is 
characterised as a perceiving, remembering, and empathizing I, […] 
and, on the other hand, to other I’s, posited in empathy, and posited as 
looking, remembering, and perhaps empathizing I’s» [Husserl 2006b, 
86]. Thus, the presence of the other becomes fundamental to be able 
to phenomenologically delineate the surrounding world and its nor-
mativity: «In the phenomenological reduction, everything is also an 
index for the empathized I» and that is why «nature is an index for an 
all-inclusive normativity, encompassing all streams of consciousness 
that stand in an experiential relation to one another through empathy» 
[Husserl 2006b, 86].

,Q�WKHVH�OHFWXUHV�ZH�DOVR�¿QG�VLJQL¿FDQW�UHIHUHQFH�WR�/LSSV��ZKLFK�
KHOSV�XV�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�GLI¿FXOWLHV�WKDW�FKDUDFWHUL]H�
Husserl’s concept of empathy. Empathy, notes Husserl, cannot be under-
stood as «an analogizing consciousness, rendering the other conscious-
ness by means of one’s own, similar and simultaneous consciousness». 
And Lipps was insofar «on the right path» [Husserl 2006b, 83]. Empathy, 
indeed, must rather be thought of as «an act of the largest group of pre-
VHQWL¿FDWLRQV». According to Husserl, though, the empathic relationship 
RIWHQ�SUHVXSSRVHV�D�VRUW�RI�¿FWLRQDO�LPDJH��WKURXJK�ZKLFK�ZH�imagine 
what is going on in the mind of others: in these cases, we are enacting 
a form of analogy. However, «to interpret every feeling of empathy in 
this way is problematic: For we intuitively ascribe to (ein-schauen) the 
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other person his lived experiencing, and we do this completely without 
mediation and without consciousness of any impressional or imagina-
tive picturing» [Husserl 2006b, 84].

The theme of empathy, for Husserl, remains problematically sus-
pended in this duplicity: on the one hand, he recognizes an immediate 
dimension, on the other hand, the immediacy risks opening the door 
to the possible confusion of experiences found in Lipps’ theory. In the 
second book of Ideas, Husserl’s position did not change much with re-
spect to the previous research manuscripts. Here Husserl still focuses 
on an analysis of perception by referring to an «originary perception», 
which is related to the «personal selfhood» of objects. Obviously, this 
presence does not imply the originary givenness of all the determina-
tions of the object. However, the observing subject has the possibility 
of establishing a perceptive continuum. And here Husserl introduces an 
important difference: perception in presence differs from «appresence 
(Appräsenz)», i.e. a «derived presence».

,Q�WKH�¿QDO�SDUW�RI�WKH�VHFRQG�VHFWLRQ�GHGLFDWHG�WR�WKH�FRQVWLWXWLRQ�
of psychic reality, appresence is described above all with respect to the 
solipsistic subject and its self-investigation: for example, if I press my 
hands on the surface of my body where my heart is, «I ‘feel my heart’» 
and if I press strongly I also feel «my bones or inner organs». Along 
with the tactile impression «then particular new sensations, which are 
attributed to the relevant felt-through bodily parts, join to the general 
sensation of pressure and touch» [Husserl 1989, 174]. All these elements 
are appresented, in that they accompany what is originally presented 
WKDQNV� WR� WRXFK��7KH�SDVVDJH� IURP�VHOI�UHÀHFWLRQ� WR� UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ� WKH�
other follows immediately: in the case of the «other person», besides 
these elements that exceed – so to speak – perception in presence, there 
is also psychic life.

Psychic life is given in the expression and movement of the living 
body of others: «Since here this manifold expression appresents psychic 
existence in corporeality, an objectivity is constituted which is precisely 
double and unitary: man – without ‘introjection’» [Husserl 1989, 175]. 
Both animals and humans are understood as «dual units», units that can 
be distinguished into two layers: thinghood and psychic life. In the case 
of humans, the possibility of communication and mutual relations is 
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also given. The point is to distinguish what is present in human unitary 
DSSHUFHSWLRQ��7KH�¿UVW�OD\HU�LV�WKDW�RI�WKH�PDWHULDO�VRPDWLF�ERG\�WKDW�,�
«originally perceive» [Husserl 1989, 170]. The realities that cannot be 
given in originary presence are animal beings that have a subjectivity. 
The subjects are given as units of living body and psyche, so I experi-
ence the living bodies that stand before me in their originary presence.

In the 1923-24 lectures on First Philosophy�ZH�¿QG�DQRWKHU�LQWHUHVW-
ing indication of Husserl’s incessant work on empathy: «the perception 
of another lived-body is, in keeping with its distinctive essence, percep-
tion through originary interpretation» [Husserl 2019, 267].6 We can call 
this perception «originary» because it is founded on a reference that is 
essential to and inseparable from my bodiliness. In my bodiliness I have 
«the primordial experiencing of an incorporation of the subjective in 
something appearing in thingly form». Husserl speaks of our body as a 
«primordial lived-body (Urleib)» [Husserl 2019, 267-268]: for me, I am 
the originary human being. The similarity between my body and that of 
the other leads me to recognize that «that thing» is something in which 
«a subjective element is embodied [...]. This spatio-thingly seeing and 
originary interpreting viewing, which binds itself together in the appre-
hending of another’s lived-bodiliness, this understanding as expression, 
is, as against the simple external and the already founded perception 
of my own lived-body, a distinctive basic form of experience, which 
is still, according to its nature, to be designated perception» [Husserl 
2019, 268]. This peculiar type of perception, adds Husserl, which «quite 
inadequately, [...] has commonly come to be called ‘empathy’» is a sec-
ond-level perception because it presupposes «in its own sense, percep-
tion of one’s ownlived-body and constantly takes its cue from this per-
ception» [Husserl 2019, 268]. Therefore, although this is a perceptive 
process, Husserl feels the need to insert an interpreting activity of the I 
that presupposes the experience of their own living body. In this sense, 
LW�LV�FRQ¿UPHG�WKDW�HPSDWK\�LV�DQ�DFWLYLW\�WKDW�LQYROYHV�D�QRQ�LQVWLQFWLYH�
and immediate dimension.

The Cartesian Meditations are probably the most important 
non-posthumous text that Husserl dedicated to the subject of the rela-

6 ,Q�WKH�PDQXVFULSWV�ZH�RIWHQ�¿QG�WKH�LGHD�RI�DQ�³LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ �́�RU�Deutung, in rela-
tion to the empathic experience. On the topic, see: Yamaguchi 1982.
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tionship with the other. In order to talk about intersubjectivity, in the 
¿IWK�PHGLWDWLRQ��+XVVHUO� FKRRVHV� WR�EHJLQ�ZLWK� WKH�©UHGXFWLRQ� WR� WKH�
sphere of ownness». [Husserl 1960, 92] This move may appear unset-
tling: Husserl implements an epoché to let emerge what belongs to the 
single subject and would belong to them even if everything that consti-
tutes them as intersubjective were to vanish [Costa 2010, 80]. Although 
Husserl is well aware of the fact that «the ego gains personal self-aware-
ness in the I-you relationship» [Husserl 1973a, 171] the reduction to the 
VSKHUH�RI�RZQQHVV�RU�©SULPRUGLDO�ZRUOGª�LV�D�¿FWLWLRXV�RSHUDWLRQ�WKDW�
helps us shed light on the minimal self that «does not depend on his-
tory and intersubjectivity» [Costa 2010, 83]. On the other hand, it also 
helps bring out all that is originally intersubjective in subjectivity. This 
abstract process – which after all is somewhat forced and complicated 
– leads me to recognize the relevance of the body of the other, which I 
grasp as a body similar to mine.

Husserl’s starting point is clear: the body of the other is given to 
me in the primordial sphere, while its subjectivity is given to me only 
in the mediated way of appresentation. However, this appresentation 
WKDW�ZH�¿QG�DV�FKDUDFWHUL]LQJ�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�©SDLULQJª��Paarung) by 
similitude must not be thought of as an active synthesis, but as a pas-
sive synthesis, which determines the very existence of this layer of 
VXEMHFWLYLW\��+HUH�+XVVHUO� FODUL¿HV� WKH� H[SHULHQFH� RI� WKH� RWKHU� SUH-
cisely through passive syntheses, that is, with the pairing appresenta-
tion of the other’s body [Yamaguchi 1982, 76]. In the 1920s, Husserl 
began to attribute greater importance to the passive dimension and 
the Paarung process became an associative and non-reproductive uni-
ty between me and the other: it was a co-belonging (Zusammenge-
hörigkeit). Thanks to this idea of the associative unity there was no 
longer any need for an empty indication of the exteriority referring to 
WKH�LQWHULRULW\�WKDW�PXVW�WKHQ�EH�¿OOHG��,W�ZDV�D�SURFHVV�PRUH�VLPLODU�WR�
the passivity of retention (which, together with protention constitutes 
the way in which we perceive) than to memory [Yamaguchi 1982, 
76], understood as an act of presentation that involves an activity of 
the I. A passive synthesis means that I do not need to look at the oth-
er’s body, then associate it with mine and draw from it the inferential 
conclusion that if the other has a body similar to mine, then they will 
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also have a psyche and a spirit. Passive synthesis implies that similar-
ity leads me to grasp my body and that of the other immediately as a 
unitary phenomenon (Pairing), through a synthesis.

This unitary phenomenon, however, appears immediately with the 
awareness that there are two different consciousnesses, with different 
WHPSRUDO�ÀRZV�DQG�GLIIHUHQW�SRLQWV�RI�YLHZ�RQ� WKLQJV��7KH�RULJLQDU\�
pairing synthesis presents difference as a central element: the other has 
a here and now that is different from mine. Thus, there is no risk of 
falling into a sort of fusion of experiences – a risk that, according to 
Husserl, was present in Lipps’ theory. For an intersubjective relation-
ship and an encounter with the other to be possible, one must recognize 
the mediated character of empathy. The experience of the other belongs 
to my stream of consciousness, but the other’s experience doesn’t. The 
other is similar to me, but is still other than me. Empathy in Husserl 
remains suspended between being an activity of understanding the oth-
er and a constitutive and transcendental element of subjectivity. If we 
think of it as a passive synthesis and retention, it takes the direction of 
this second hypothesis. However, at least in the works he published in 
OLIH��+XVVHUO�KDV�JLYHQ�JUHDWHU�LPSRUWDQFH�WR�WKH�¿UVW�SDWK�

���7KH�VWUDWL¿HG�WKHRU\�RI�HPSDWK\�DQG�SV\FKRSDWKRORJ\

In 1912, with the essay The Phenomenological Approach in Psychopa-
thology, Karl Jaspers inaugurated phenomenological psychopathology. 
$W�WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKH�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�PHWKRG�ZH�¿QG�SUHFLVHO\�WKH�HP-
pathic capacity: the only tool to understand the experiences of others. 
Jaspers does not refer to much secondary literature on the subject; he 
cites, though, the important lecture that Moritz Geiger gave in 1910 at 
the International Congress of Experimental Psychology. The essay, en-
titled On the Essence and Meaning of Empathy, was a sort of punctual 
and analytical overview of the topic, and had already been positively 
reviewed by Husserl [Husserl 1911/1987, 40]. It was therefore an excel-
lent tool to take a look at the various theories of «empathy». Yet, Jaspers 
does not dwell too long on the problem posed by Geiger’s essay. The 
UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�UROH�RI�HPSDWK\�LQ�SV\FKRSDWKRORJ\�PXVW�EH�OLPLWHG�WR�
establishing a sort of «implementation of a knowledge» linked to these 
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experiences and – above all – to posing the problem of its «validity». 
For Jaspers it is not relevant – at least in this context – to try to inves-
tigate the essential characteristics or the genetic origin of the empathic 
experience: it is something given that allows us to enter into relationship 
with the other. Instead, the understanding of the theoretical status of the 
experience of empathy is hastily assigned to a comparison: «if we pre-
sentify our own psychic experiences of the past or those of other people 
it is roughly the same» [Jaspers 1912/1963, 319].7

In this way Jaspers refers directly to the Husserlian theory which, as 
we have seen, considered empathy an act of the large group of presenti-
¿FDWLRQV��8QOLNH�SHUFHSWLRQ��ZKRVH�REMHFW�LV�©RULJLQDOO\ª�ULJKW�WKHUH�LQ�
front of the subject, all the acts that presuppose that something (which is 
QRW�JLYHQ�LQ�WKH�ÀHVK��VKRXOG�EHFRPH�SUHVHQW�WR�WKH�VXEMHFW¶V�FRQVFLRXV-
QHVV�DUH�SUHVHQWL¿FDWLRQV8: memories, expectations, hopes, and above 
all empathic acts [Husserl 1982, 79]. The pain of the other becomes 
part of my experience, but it is not my pain. If empathy is understood 
as an experience in which the empathiser becomes «one with the empa-
thized» it is impossible to describe the intersubjective relationship and, 
a fortiori, the therapeutic relationship; in this sense, Jaspers also dis-
tances himself from the Lippsian theoretical framework. Jaspers’ choice 
is to give some «guidelines» for the use of empathy in the therapeutic 
relationship, which allow each psychopathologist to learn how to use 
this «organ» that we all have, in order to restore relevance and citizen-
ship to the subjective symptom. The relationship is structured by three 
means or three forms of empathy, thanks to which the doctor tries to 
access the subjective symptom and the experience of the patient:

7 There is an English translation available of the text Die phänomenologische 
Forschungsrichtung in der Psychopathologie (1912): The Phenomenological 
Approach in Psychopathology, in: British Journal of Psychiatry 114 (1968), 1313-
1323. However, I have chosen not to use it because it can be somewhat misleading, 
especially in relation to empathy.
8 It is no coincidence that in this case Husserl does not use the term «representation»: 
his conception of empathy cannot be associated either with theories of actuality (like 
Lipps’), or with those that reduce empathy to a representation, thus eliminating the 
reference to the pathic dimension. On the differences between Husserl and the Graz 
School (in particular Meinong and his students, such as Witasek) see Rollinger 1999.
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1. �¿UVW�RI�DOO�WKH�WKHUDSLVW�PXVW�©LPPHUVH�WKHPVHOYHV��9HUVHQNXQJ) in 
the patient’s behavior, conduct, expressive gestures»;

2.  then ask questions that allow «the patient to explore themselves», 
thus listening to the patient’s point of view on their condition;

3. �¿QDOO\��WKH�WKHUDSLVW�FDQ�UHIHU�WR�WKH�ZULWWHQ�VHOI�GHVFULSWLRQV�WKDW�WKH�
patient is able to give of their pathology, and that «can be used even 
without the author’s personal knowledge» [Jaspers 1912/1963, 320].

7KH�¿UVW�RI�WKH�PHDQV�LQYROYHV�D�UHODWLRQVKLS�DV�LPPHGLDWH�DV�SRVVLEOH�
with the other and has to do with what today is called «emotional empa-
thy» [Smith 2009]: I feel the anger of the other, their pain or joy. It is an 
immediate feeling that is not very structured. But the other means indi-
cated by Jaspers are connected to narratives and to the possibility they 
offer of sharing the experience of the other, learning to put ourselves in 
their place. This is a different level of empathy, one that refers to a more 
cognitive dimension. This empathic level forces us to abandon the di-
PHQVLRQ�RI�LPPHGLDF\�DQG�WR�UHÀHFW�RQ�WKH�ZRUGV�RI�WKH�RWKHU�WKDW�PDNH�
the feeling progressively more or less understandable. At this level it is 
therefore the narrative that makes it possible to put ourselves in the oth-
er’s shoes; today we speak of «cognitive empathy». Finally, as already 
mentioned, there is a level that presupposes a further imaginative and 
hermeneutical effort on the part of the therapist: the one linked to writ-
WHQ�VHOI�GHVFULSWLRQV��+HUH�WKH�RWKHU�LV�QRW�SUHVHQW�LQ�WKH�ÀHVK��RU�DW�OHDVW�
not necessarily) and the therapist can only understand their experiences 
thanks to a knowledge integrated by the imagination. The therapist will 
have to make an effort to empathize with someone who is far in space 
and, in some cases, even in time.

Jaspers does not devote much space to these three levels of the em-
pathic relationship, nor does he outline a real theory of empathy. How-
HYHU�� LW� LV�YHU\� LPSRUWDQW�±� IRU� WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI� WKH�SUHVHQW� UHÀHFWLRQ�
– to recognize that these three ways of describing the empathic rela-
WLRQVKLS�FDQ�EH�WKRXJKW�RI�DV�D�VRUW�RI�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ��,�ZLOO�UHWXUQ�ODWHU�
on this point). Now, after making the empathic effort and collecting 
the phenomenologically ordered material, the therapist will face three 
different types of phenomena: 1. phenomena that are very common and 
with which it is easy to empathize (even the therapist, like anyone else, 
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has felt fear, anxiety or jealousy); 2. phenomena that can be understood 
with an extra effort on the part of the therapist: these are those expe-
riences that are essentially «an increase, a decrease or a mix» [Jaspers 
1912/1963, 321] of normal experiences; in this case, however, practice 
is very useful. Over time, the therapist learns to empathize with this 
type of experience, understanding its characteristics. Just think of some 
delusional forms of jealousy [see Jaspers 1910], which, in some cases, 
are an exaggerated and inadequate reaction, but manifest a feeling that 
we can all understand.

However – and this is the most interesting point – in the context of 
psychic pathology there are also 3. some incomprehensible phenomena, 
which can only be approached «through analogies and images. And we 
notice them in individual cases not through a positive understanding, 
but through the impact against this incomprehensible element that our 
understanding is experiencing» [Jaspers 1912/1963, 321]. An example of 
such inaccessibility is for example language, when it hinders the sharing 
of a common plan between patient and psychiatrist: Jaspers describes 
patients who complain about the impossibility of communicating their 
feelings due to the inadequacy of language, others that create new words, 
up to the case of the patient’s total silence. So there are phenomena that 
cannot be understood, and in front of which subjective psychology must 
stop. Recognizing that some phenomena are «incomprehensible» helps 
us – in a methodological key – to refrain from attributing meaning to 
H[SHULHQFHV�ZH�GR�QRW�XQGHUVWDQG��EXW� WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�RXU�GLI¿FXOW\�
instead [Donise 2015].

6R��LQ�RXU�SDWK�RI�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�YDOLGLW\�RI�HPSDWK\�DV�D�WRRO�WR�
relate to the experience of others, we have encountered a limit: the ex-
perience of others cannot always be understood. The fact that there is 
a limit to the relationship means that empathy can be seen as an ability 
to get in contact with the other also in their difference. A theoretical 
model that understands empathy as a projection of one’s own experi-
ences on the other, on the contrary, would leave no room for the in-
comprehensible. At this point, one may wonder what the consequences 
are of this fact in terms of the therapeutic relationship. There are many 
possible readings of this collision against something incomprehensible: 
the «incomprehensibility» can also be interpreted in the sense of a rup-
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ture of intersubjectivity, which may lead to consider Jaspers’ system 
incapable of an adequate investigation of pathological subjectivity.9 Or 
it is possible to consider it the sign of a strong limit of the phenomeno-
logical method, which «already presupposes what it strives to achieve: 
WKH�DFTXLVLWLRQ�RI�D�VXI¿FLHQWO\�GHYHORSHG�GHJUHH�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�RI�
the Erlebnisse and of critical self-awareness on the part of the patient» 
[Meo 1979, 37]. 

)DFHG�ZLWK� WKH� GLI¿FXOW\� RI� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� WKH� RWKHU��ZKLFK�PD\�
DULVH�IURP�GLIIHUHQW�FDVHV��-DVSHUV¶�DWWLWXGH�LV�QRW�D�UHDI¿UPDWLRQ�RI�XQ-
derstanding at all costs, but the admission of a limit, a limit that becomes 
a mark of the intersubjective relationship and of human nature itself.10 
In this limit of the empathic attitude, there is room for a different ap-
proach to illness and, from a theoretical point of view, for the rejection 
RI� HYHU\�PHWKRGRORJLFDO� DEVROXWLVP�� -DVSHUV¶� UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ� LQFRPSUH-
hensible phenomena constitutes a further piece of his methodological 
pluralism, which seeks to grasp the human being as a whole. But for us 
LW�FRQVWLWXWHV�WKH�EHQFKPDUN�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�UHOHYDQFH�RI�D�VWUDWL¿HG�
conception of empathy.

���7KH�WKHRU\�RI�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ

$V�HPHUJHV�IURP�WKH�PDQXVFULSWV��+XVVHUO�ZDV�ZRUNLQJ�RQ�D�VWUDWL¿HG�
conception of empathy (6WXIHQ�GHU�(LQI�KOXQJ) already in 1910 [Hus-
serl 1973a, 62-76]. However, in the works destined for publication, the 
WKHPH�LV�RQO\�KLQWHG�DW��,Q�WKH�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�RI�HPSDWK\�WKDW�ZH�¿QG�LQ�
the second volume of Ideas, the difference between the passive dimen-

9 As Ballerini notes, this concept of «incomprehensibility» of some forms of deliri-
um even caused Jaspers to be accused of racism «in the age of anti-psychiatry». Cf. 
Ballerini 2000-2001, 7.
10 But this experience of the impossibility of understanding the situation experienced 
by the pathological subject can be considered a concrete clinical example of what 
Jaspers would have theorized a few years later with the concept of «borderline sit-
XDWLRQª��7KHVH�©ERUGHUOLQH�VLWXDWLRQVª�DUH�PRPHQWV�LQ�ZKLFK�ZH�¿QG�RXUVHOYHV�H[-
SHULHQFLQJ�VLWXDWLRQV�©WKDW�GR�QRW�RIIHU�>���@�D�¿[HG�SRLQW��DQ�DEVROXWH�LQGXELWDEOH�HO-
HPHQW��VRPH�VXSSRUW�WKDW�JLYHV�¿UPQHVV�DQG�VWDELOLW\�WR�HYHU\�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�HYHU\�
thought». Cf. Jaspers 1919, 229. On this topic, see: Cantillo 2017.
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sion and the active dimension of the (LQI�KOXQJ� is very marked and 
FOHDU��7KH�¿UVW� W\SH�RI�HPSDWK\�LV�GHDOW�ZLWK�LQ�WKH�VHFWLRQ�GHGLFDWHG�
to the constitution of psychic nature, which lies outside of the spiritual 
dimension and in which nature is dominated by the law of association, 
understood as a law of nature that implies a passive adaptation to an 
alien subjectivity [Husserl 1973a, 455]. The second one concerns «the 
¿HOG�RI�VXEMHFWLYLW\��ZKLFK�QR�ORQJHU�LV�QDWXUHª�>+XVVHUO����������@��WKH�
personal I «posited as subject of its personal and thingly surroundings, 
as related to other persons by means of understanding, and mutual un-
derstanding, as member of a social nexus to which corresponds a uni-
tary social surrounding world» [Husserl 1989, 240].

In this dichotomy, the authentic empathy is the spiritual one, so 
much so that Husserl, in a text written probably around 1920 [Hus-
serl 1973a, 455; 438;],11 distinguishes between authentic [eigentlich] and 
non-authentic [uneigentlich] empathy: «Inauthentic empathy is the pas-
sive associative indexing of foreign subjectivity, authentic empathy is 
letting oneself be motivated by an active co-suffering and co-operating 
with others» [Husserl 1973a, 455]. What in some cases is presented as 
a dichotomy (naturalistic empathy versus personalistic empathy) can 
EH�DFWXDOO\�UHDG�DV�D�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ��6HYHUDO�FOXHV�VXSSRUW�WKLV�LQWHUSUH-
WDWLRQ��¿UVW�RI�DOO��WKH�YHU\�VWUXFWXUH�RI�WKH�VHFRQG�ERRN�RI�Ideas, which 
SUHVHQWV� WKH�VWUDWL¿HG�FRQVWLWXWLRQ�RI�VXEMHFWLYLW\��0RUHRYHU�� LQ�D� WH[W�
dated 1931-32 Husserl discusses precisely the different levels of empa-
WK\��WKH�¿UVW�LV�WKDW�RI�WKH�DSSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�OLYLQJ�ERG\�RI�WKH�RWKHU�
as perception. The second level is that of apperceiving the other’s body 
as it moves and is capable of «pushing or carrying something»; the third 
level captures the intentionality of the actions of others [Husserl 1973c, 
434-435; Zahavi 2014, 138]. In some cases, Husserl goes even further 
and introduces another level in which empathy is connected to the abil-
ity to understand cultures and traditions far from one’s own [Husserl 
1973c, 436; cf. Husserl 2006a, 272-273; Zahavi 2014, 138].

However, the irrefutable fact remains that Husserl has not published 
D�ZRUN�GHGLFDWHG�WR�D�VWUDWL¿HG�WKHRU\�RI�HPSDWK\��QRU�FDQ�ZH�¿QG�LQ�KLV�
SXEOLVKHG�WH[WV�D�VWUXFWXUHG�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�HPSDWK\�DQG�LWV�OHYHOV��2Q�WKH�

11 Instead, see Husserl 1973a, 410 for the distinction between direct and oblique em-
pathy.
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contrary, it is clear that, while recognizing the importance of an originary 
and passive level of empathy, Husserl’s attention is focused on empathy 
with reference to the active dimension of the person [Yamaguchi 1982, 
89]. Husserl will always be opposed to interpretations of empathy that give 
too much space to the instinctive and immediate level of the relationship, 
which seems to him to be a prelude to a failed recognition of otherness. 
Rather, he will think of empathy as an encounter between people within a 
shared world. In an important passage of the manuscripts, Husserl writes:

Leibniz claims that monads have no windows. But I think that 
HYHU\�SV\FKLF�PRQDG�KDV�LQ¿QLWH�ZLQGRZV��WKDW�LV��HYHU\�DXWKHQ-
tic perception comprising the living alien body is like a window. 
And every time I say «please, dear friend» and my friend an-
swers me with understanding [...] a mutual understanding has 
established a real unity between us [Husserl 1973a, 473].

Instead, in the 1923 second edition of the Sympathienbuch, Max Scheler 
explicitly declared the intention «to give an account of the development 
phases (Stufen) of the forms of sympathy» connected to the founding 
laws that regulate such forms. In Scheler’s perspective, at the most pri-
PDO�OHYHO�WKHUH�LV�©HPRWLRQDO�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQª��DQ�LQGLVSHQVDEOH�SUHFRQGL-
WLRQ�WR�GHYHORS�WKH�HPSDWKLF�FDSDFLW\��(PRWLRQDO�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�LPSOLHV�D�
fusion and a confusion between different selves, and has been an essen-
tial condition in our past, both ontogenetic and phylogenetic. It is pre-
FLVHO\�WKLV�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�WKDW�DOORZV�XV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�SHFXOLDU�FKDU-
acteristics of the relationship between mother and newborn, but also 
WKH� YDULRXV� IRUPV� RI� WRWHPLF� LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ� LQ� SULPLWLYH� SHRSOHV�� 7KH�
DGXOW�FRQWHPSRUDU\�SHUVRQ�H[SHULHQFHV�HPRWLRQDO�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�PXFK�
more rarely, but this instinctive and primitive form is still present in 
«truly loving sexual intercourse» [Scheler 1923/2017, 173] or in certain 
forms of fusion that characterize mass events or hypnosis. Emotional 
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�LV�JHQHUDOO\�LQYROXQWDU\��DXWRPDWLF�DQG�XQFRQVFLRXV��2QO\�
EHFDXVH�PDQ�KDV�H[SHULHQFHG�WKLV�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�SDVW�LV�LW�SRVVL-
ble for him to experience «vicarious feeling» (nach-I�KOHQ�: «if such a 
(detached) reproduction of feeling is to be possible, I must at some time 
have gathered the quality of the emotional state thus vicariously felt» 
WKURXJK�HPRWLRQDO�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�>6FKHOHU�������������������@�
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For Scheler, vicarious feeling is what today we could call empathy: 
the ability to feel and understand the experiences of others, without 
necessarily participating sympathetically in them. Finally, the last level 
of sympathetic experiences is that of fellow-feeling (0LW�I�KOHQ),12 the 
properly sympathetic act, in which we experience a sharing of the expe-
rience of others. These three levels, although founded one on the other, 
have very different characteristics and must not be confused.

���7KH�WKHUDSHXWLF�SRWHQWLDO�RI�HPSDWKLF�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ��WKH�FDVH�RI�LQ-
comprehensible experiences

$IWHU�PHQWLRQLQJ��DOEHLW�EULHÀ\��WKH�ZD\�LQ�ZKLFK�+XVVHUO�DQG�6FKHOHU�
GHOLQHDWH�D�SRVVLEOH�VWUDWL¿HG�WKHRU\�RI�HPSDWK\��OHW�XV�UHWXUQ�WR�-DVSHUV�
DQG�WKH�WKHUDSHXWLF�UHODWLRQVKLS��,Q�-DVSHUV�WKH�WKHPH�RI�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ��DV�
we have seen, is only sketched. However, guided by the concrete refer-
ence to psychic pathology and to suffering, he captures a very relevant 
SRLQW�IRU�WKH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�D�VWUDWL¿HG�WKHRU\�RI�HPSDWKLF�H[SHULHQF-
es. In fact, Jaspers differentiates the more immediate and emotional 
dimension («immersing oneself in the expressive gestures» of the oth-
er) from the more structured and cognitive one (asking questions and 
«guiding» the other in their self-investigation). This type of difference 
LV�YHU\�PXFK�SUHVHQW� LQ� WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\� UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�HPSDWK\�DQG�
allows us to look at the theme of incomprehensible experiences starting 
IURP�WKH�WKHRU\�RI�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ�

Indeed, Jaspers’ phenomenological psychology offers a different 
theoretical path from what is traditionally considered the legacy of phe-
QRPHQRORJ\� LQ� WKH� SV\FKRORJLFDO�¿HOG��6DUWUH� ±� WR� UHIHU� WR� DQ� DXWKRU�
who clearly theorised on this point – has argued that madness is only 
a «quantitative increase» of what he calls «emotional conduct» [Sartre 
2004, 42].13 In this perspective, every psychotic or delusional world is 

12 ,Q�UHDOLW\�LQ�6FKHOHU�ZH�¿QG�WZR�PRUH�OHYHOV�RI�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ��WKDW�RI�Menschenliebe 
and that of the akosmische Person- und Gottesliebe. These two levels, on which it 
would take too long to dwell here, have to do with Scheler’s anthropological ethics 
and not directly with the theme of (LQI�KOXQJ. On this topic, see Cusinato 2008.
13 Sartre maintains that the world of madness must be placed in continuity with the 
world of emotion and with the world of dreams. See Sartre 2004, 52.
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«a possible world» like any other. For the Daseinanalyse, which tries to 
study the world of those affected by a psychic pathology, being mentally 
ill can simply mean being in a different way. One of the fundamental 
references here is Heidegger with his «existential analytic» [Heideg-
ger 1927/1962] understood as a search for the constitutive ontological 
structures of Dasein. The anthropoanalyst considers «the worlds of the 
mentally ill on par with those of the ‘healthy’, as revelations of the man 
that may be» [Cargnello 2010, 140].

This is not the case according to Jaspers. He also wonders if it is 
possible to identify «psychopathological transformations of the world, 
or the µVSHFL¿F� ZRUOGV¶� RI� SV\FKRVHV� RU� SV\FKRSDWKV» [Jaspers 1913, 
236].14 In other words, the question is: is it possible for the psychopath to 
share his world with others? Can we hypothesize a constant that enables 
SV\FKRWLF�SHRSOH�WR�FRPPXQLFDWH�WKHLU�ZRUOG�DQG�VKDUH�LW"�-DVSHUV�¿QGV�
the attempt to identify psychotic constants very problematic, and seeks 
another way, trying to work on the issue of incomprehensibility. Speak-
LQJ�RI�LQFRPSUHKHQVLELOLW\�VHHPV�WR�FRQ¿QH�WKH�SDWKRORJLFDO�VXEMHFW�WR�
D�GLPHQVLRQ�IDU�IURP�WKH�VKDUHG�RQH��EXW�WKH�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ�WKDW�-DVSHUV�
attributes to empathy can be useful to clarify what is here in question.

/HW¶V�EULHÀ\�UHFDS� WKH� LVVXH��EDVHG�RQ�:HEHU¶V�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ��DF-
FRUGLQJ� WR�ZKLFK� RQH�PXVW� DEDQGRQ� LPPHGLDF\� WR� DFKLHYH� VFLHQWL¿F�
knowledge, Jaspers considers some pathological experiences as «in-
comprehensible» and admits that there is a limit to the attempt to estab-
lish understanding relationships, thus excluding certain diseases from 
any therapeutic relationship or leaving them exclusively to an organicist 
explanation – to pharmacology, as we might say today. Jaspers, how-
ever, never spoke about experiences that cannot be «empathized with» 
but always of experiences that cannot be «understood», underlining the 
GLI¿FXOW\�RU�LPSRVVLELOLW\�RI�WUDFLQJ�WKRVH�VSHFL¿F�H[SHULHQFHV�EDFN�WR�
classical cognitive categories, or within the conceptualization referred 

14 A few years later, in 1919, Jaspers published a large work on the psychology of 
worldviews (Psychologie der Weltanschauungen). In particular, the concept of 
«worldview» elaborates in a theoretical key the conception of the psychic structure 
that emerged in his psychopathological works [Jaspers 1919]. On this topic, see Can-
WLOOR�������0RUHRYHU�WKH�¿UVW�YROXPH�RI�Philosophy [Jaspers 1932/1969-1971] is dedi-
cated to the Philosophical World Orientation.
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to by Weber. In therapeutic practice it is fundamental to acquire full 
awareness of the differentiation of experience, but this differentiation 
comes from different paths, exists on different levels and also leads us 
to different levels of awareness and «understanding».

When we recognize that the experience of the other could be our 
RZQ��ZH�PLJKW�EH�OLQJHULQJ�LQ�WKH�LPPHGLDWH�IHHOLQJ�DQG�RQ�WKH�¿UVW�RI�
the «means» of empathy: the emotional and not very structured immer-
VLRQ�LQ�WKH�RWKHU��$�GHOLULXP�RU�D�SV\FKRWLF�FULVLV�GR�QRW�PDNH�LW�GLI¿FXOW�
to feel the experience of the other, but rather they tend to undermine the 
QH[W�OHYHO��WKH�PRVW�FRJQLWLYH�RI�WKH�HPSDWKLF�UHODWLRQVKLS��LW�LV�GLI¿FXOW�
WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�ZRUOG�RI�D�SV\FKRWLF�SHUVRQ��ZKLOH�LW�LV�QRW�GLI¿FXOW�WR�
IHHO�WKHLU�HPRWLRQV��,Q�WKLV�SHUVSHFWLYH��WKH�VWUDWL¿HG�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�HP-
pathy that comes from the phenomenological horizon can be integrated 
into contemporary research. The unipathic and fusional dimension pro-
posed by Scheler can be further investigated, starting from the recog-
nition of a common dimension of feeling that precedes the distinction 
EHWZHHQ� VHOYHV��7KH� UHOHYDQFH� WKDW�+XVVHUOLDQ� UHÀHFWLRQ� DWWULEXWHV� WR�
the body in the intersubjective relationship and in the constitution of 
subjectivity can help us recognize one important thing: feeling the oth-
er also through our common body movement in space can allow us to 
come into contact with parts of ourselves and of the other, parts which 
are common but differentiated. Moreover, with Jaspers, distinguishing 
between a purely emotional capacity, which leads us to feel the other, 
and a more cognitive one in which we start from our knowledge about 
the other to enter into relationship with them, is useful to establish dif-
ferent relationship channels.

The therapist does not intend to deny the incomprehensibility of the 
delusional experience from the point of view of normal understandable 
connections. However, starting from the patient’s strictly emotional ex-
perience, they will be able to learn to treasure this feeling and use it to 
pass directly to a more «imaginative» level of the empathic relationship, 
being willing to follow the patient in their own world, striving to get out 
of reality and following – through imagination – the patient’s narrative, 
even if delusional. In so doing, the therapist follows Husserl, who al-
ready in his lessons on «The natural concept of the world» [QDW�UOLFKHU�
Weltbegriff ] noted that «not every empathy» can be understood as a ca-
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pacity for which we «picture to ourselves the other person’s mood», but 
«fantasy-pictures» must also take place in our relationship with the oth-
er.15 Jaspers himself, in delineating the third of the empathic «means», 
the one linked to self-descriptions in written form, highlights the possi-
bility for the therapist to imagine the experience of the other even with-
out having them there in person. The goal of such a therapeutic practice, 
which works on different levels of empathy, is to enter the world of the 
suffering subject.16

This theme is thus limited to the therapeutic relationship, but it is 
evident that it also tells us something about the intersubjective relation-
ship in general. The incomprehensibility theorem obliges us to recog-
nize that the other can never be grasped and understood in their entire-
ty. We can feel the other’s emotions, but we cannot expect to always 
understand their meaning or motives. We can imagine their perspective 
on things, but we can also be radically wrong. The founding nucleus of 
the human intersubjective relationship – and therefore of culture, insti-
tutions, art and ethics – is right here in this incomprehensible nucleus, 
which must be taken as an essential and non-contingent datum. This 
essential opacity of the other is a theme that characterizes all phenom-
HQRORJLFDO�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�HPSDWK\��IRU�DXWKHQWLF�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�WR�WDNH�
place, it is necessary to accept that one may not be able to grasp the 
other in their totality, assuming this difference as a central element.

,Q� FRQFOXVLRQ�� HPSDWK\� WXUQV� RXW� WR� EH� D� VLJQL¿FDQW� VRXUFH� RI�
knowledge. Just like the senses, it can lead us into error, but this does 
not invalidate its value. To the question of the validity of the knowledge 
we obtain through empathy, Jaspers responds by identifying the limits 
of the empathic relationship, emphasizing the possibility of error and 

15 +XVVHUO�FODUL¿HV�WKDW�©(PSDWK\�LV�QR�PRUH�D�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�RI�JHQXLQH�SLFWXUHGQHVV�
than it is a re-remembering and a pre-remembering or any other kind of remember-
ing. Rather, I hold that whereas empathy is akin to these acts, it is an act belonging to 
WKH�ODUJHVW�JURXS�RI�SUHVHQWL¿FDWLRQVª�>+XVVHUO�����E����@�
16 This is not an easy leap to make, however it is made possible by the awareness of 
WKH�WKHUDSLVW��ZKR�OHDUQV�WR�NQRZ�WKH�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�LWV�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�LQ�GHSWK��
Stanghellini’s proposal of a «second-order empathy» can be read in this sense. 
Though I share Stanghellini’s general view, it seems to me that Jaspers’ insistence 
on the emotional, bodily and immediate dimension of the empathic relationship is 
QRW�VXI¿FLHQWO\�WDNHQ�LQWR�DFFRXQW�LQ�KLV�SHUVSHFWLYH��&I��6WDQJKHOOLQL���������������
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above all the need to recognize that some emotional experiences can-
QRW�LPPHGLDWHO\�EHFRPH�©YDOLG�VFLHQWL¿F�FRQFHSWVª��+RZHYHU��VWDUWLQJ�
from this feeling and through the help of the imagination it is possible to 
try to enter in relation with the other,17 thus avoiding loneliness and clo-
sure, without fear of crossing large areas of incomprehensibility. After 
all, this approach falls within the «phenomenological method», which 
is preliminary to real understanding (genetic and psychological). For 
essential and non-contingent reasons, this preliminary method – char-
acterized by the limit – is open to the need to look for other paths in the 
therapeutic relationship, and consequently wishes to avoid the method-
ological absolutism that Jaspers considered very risky in the psycho-
SDWKRORJLFDO�¿HOG��3KHQRPHQRORJ\�LV�WKXV�D�SUHOLPLQDU\�PHWKRG�ZKLFK�
nevertheless remains unavoidable if we want to recover the therapeutic 
relevance of the subjective symptom and restore dignity to the psychi-
atric patient.
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(PSDWK\��+XVVHUO��6WUDWL¿FDWLRQ��3KHQRPHQRORJ\��3V\FKRSDWKRORJ\

Abstract
7KH�¿UVW� DLP�RI� WKLV�SDSHU� LV� WR�RXWOLQH� VRPH�SHFXOLDU� FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�+XVVHUO¶V�
concept of «empathy», that is developed over the years through critical confrontation 
with Theodor Lipps. Husserl will always be opposed to interpretations of empathy 
that give too much space to the instinctive and immediate level of the relationship, 
which seems to him to be a prelude to a failed recognition of otherness. Rather, he 
will think of empathy as an encounter between people within a shared world. What in 
some cases is presented as a dichotomy (naturalistic and immediate empathy versus 
SHUVRQDOLVWLF�HPSDWK\��FDQ�EH�DFWXDOO\�UHDG�DV�D�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ�

7KH�VHFRQG�REMHFWLYH�RI�WKLV�ZRUN�ZLOO�WKHUHIRUH�EH�WR�RXWOLQH�D�VWUDWL¿HG�WKHRU\�
of empathy, not only in comparison with Husserl, but also with Max Scheler. Sur-
SULVLQJO\��KRZHYHU��ZH�DOUHDG\�¿QG�D�¿UVW�IRUP�RI�VWUDWL¿FDWLRQ��VWDUWLQJ�LQ�������LQ�
the writings of the young doctor Karl Jaspers on phenomenological psychopathology.

,Q�WKH�¿QDO�SDUW�RI�WKH�SDSHU��,�ZLOO�KLJKOLJKW�WKH�WKHUDSHXWLF�SRWHQWLDO�SUHVHQW�LQ�D�
VLPLODU�VWUDWL¿HG�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�HPSDWKLF�H[SHULHQFHV��E\�XVLQJ�WKH�-DVSHUVLDQ�WKHPH�
of “incomprehensible phenomena”.
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