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Introduction


Empathy – bridging the gap in a complex world




‘Begin the morning by saying to thyself, I shall meet with the busy-body, the ungrateful, arrogant, deceitful, envious, unsocial. All these things happen to them by reason of their ignorance of what is good and evil.’


Marcus Aurelius




Empathy is a powerful tool. When combined with a deep understanding of why people sometimes act in puzzling or hurtful ways, empathy becomes a compass that navigates you through the complexities of human interactions. This compass not only helps you extend compassion in the most challenging situations but also ensures you maintain your boundaries.


My primary goal in writing this book is to make it genuinely useful in your everyday life. Rather than merely presenting scholarly debates and research, we will focus on relatable life scenarios – such as dealing with an emotionally unavailable partner or a demanding manager – and offer practical strategies for handling them effectively.


One pivotal section in this book addresses the trauma of having unempathetic parents and offers guidance on how to heal from it. This section is essential because without first addressing and healing your own wounds, any attempt to empathize with others risks becoming a mere intellectual exercise or a means to bypass and bury your own pain.


In this book, we delve deeper than generic advice. We will explore complex psychological factors that influence how we think, feel, and act, such as defence mechanisms, attachment patterns, and group dynamics. We will review the differences between constructive and destructive empathy, and how having ‘too much’ or ‘too little’ empathy can both have negative consequences.


Ultimately, we do not want to shy away from life’s challenges or pretend that things are always smooth and easy. Instead, by confronting empathic challenges with clarity and precision, we can expand our hearts and fulfil our potential to be kind and compassionate beings in this world.


By the end of this book, I hope you will be able to:




	
Differentiate between constructive and destructive empathy: Recognize when mental projection, intrusive actions, and co-dependency are mistaken for genuine empathy.


	
Identify your triggers and heal from past wounds: Understand and address the impact of having less-than-perfect parents, allowing you to be less emotionally reactive and find greater peace in your life.


	
Develop ‘self-empathy’: Cultivate this critical skill to remain empathic while preventing compassion burnout, and use empathy to make meaningful contributions to the world.





This journey is neither easy nor superficial, it demands patience, courage, and a willingness to let go of preconceived ideas and biases. But I believe it will be immensely rewarding.


Warmly,


Imi




Part 1


On being empathic
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The paradox of empathy for the highly sensitive person


It is often said that highly sensitive people possess heightened empathy due to their innate emotional sensitivity. However, could their intense emotional experience have unintended consequences? Can having a lot of empathy paradoxically lead to emotional shutdown?


This book is not only for people who feel limited in their empathic potential, it is also for the naturally highly sensitive and empathic person, whose empathy went into overdrive and led them to eventually burn out. They absorb the emotions of others to the point of exhaustion, feeling the pain and stress of the world as their own. This book aims to help them understand their empathic gift and manage its intensity, so they can experience empathy without being overwhelmed by it.


In fact, many people who initially appear aloof and unfeeling may be empathically gifted, emotionally intense, and highly sensitive souls who have learned to hide their true nature. This detachment is not a conscious choice but rather a coping mechanism they have developed to protect themselves from the consequences of hyper-empathy.


If you have ever questioned whether you ‘feel too much’ or have faced criticism or rejection for being ‘too sensitive’, ‘too dramatic’, or for ‘making things too complicated’, the message in this chapter could strike a chord with you.


Who might be hyper-empathic?


The terms ‘highly sensitive person’ and ‘empath’ have gained greater recognition in mainstream awareness in recent years. ‘Highly sensitive person’ (HSP) is a term coined by Dr Elaine Aron. It describes people who are born with a heightened sensitivity to their surroundings and their own emotions. They notice subtleties, have intense emotional reactions, and are highly empathetic. This heightened sensitivity can be a strength as it brings them deep connections and creativity, but it may make them vulnerable to physical and psychological stress. Empaths, on the other hand, are known to possess a unique ability to understand and share others’ emotions. They are deeply attuned to people’s feelings, sometimes to the extent of feeling these emotions as their own. This makes them great at offering support but also prone to emotional exhaustion.


Growing awareness and curiosity surrounding these concepts have sparked research into the factors that contribute to heightened empathy in some individuals compared to others. Recent research suggests that a person’s emotional sensitivity and empathy level are in part innately determined. Some people are naturally more empathic than others (Aron, 2013; Martin, 1996; Mehrabian et al., 1988). This may be because they are born with a more finely tuned nervous system, are more susceptible to emotional contagions, or have more active mirror neurons, making them naturally more empathic than others.


Environmental factors also play a significant role. For example, contrary to older research that links childhood abuse to the lack of empathy, more recent findings support the hypothesis that growing up in an unstable or chaotic environment can make someone exceptionally attuned to others’ emotions (Greenberg et al., 2018). This is because they have to learn to interpret emotional cues as a means of survival. Being hyper-attuned helps them to anticipate potential conflicts or dangers at home so they can protect themselves. Even as a child, these individuals also have to train their empathic skills to navigate tense situations, resolve conflicts, and counsel family members. Sometimes, they have to take on a caregiving or nurturing role within their family – a process known as ‘parentification’. Many highly empathic people have shouldered an excessive burden of responsibilities from a young age and were deprived of the carefree childhood they deserved. By the time they reach adulthood, they may already feel emotionally exhausted, with little capacity for self-love and self-compassion.


The loneliness of being hyper-empathic


If you were emotionally sensitive and highly empathic from the get-go, you will find that you tend to care and feel a lot more than others. Empathy is not something you occasionally practise but a way of being.


As a young person, you might have erroneously assumed that most people were like you. You might have been naive and hopeful about relationships and friendships. Your optimism and eagerness often drove you to seek deep and meaningful connections. However, you might have dived in too quickly, assumed too much good nature in others, but neglected or found excuses for their shadow side. Unfortunately, your openness left you vulnerable to the pain of misunderstanding and rejection. Your inherently empathetic and open-hearted nature could be misunderstood, where others label you as ‘weird’ or ‘too much’. As a result, your childhood may have been marked by confusion and aloneness.


Being deeply empathic, or what some might call ‘hyper-empathic’, is a double-edged sword. Your heightened sensitivity allows you to experience the world’s beauty on a profound level, seeing and feeling nuances that others often miss. This deep well of empathy creates a natural sense of connection with all living things, opening the door to spiritual insights and a richer understanding of life’s interconnectedness. Your presence alone can be a source of comfort and solace for others, drawn to the warmth and understanding you naturally embody.


However, it can be exhausting when your empathy is dialled up to the max all the time. You find yourself acutely aware of the slightest mood change in those around you, picking up on every nuance in social situations. You may struggle to differentiate between your feelings and those of others, and you cannot help but carry the weight of their sorrow on your shoulders. You may also put others’ needs above your own to the point of self-neglect.


As you look around, you may realize that only very few people see and feel the world the way you do. Most people seem to glide through life, barely registering the highs or the lows. They can shrug their shoulders and ‘let go’ of things, or turn a blind eye to injustice, while you struggle to. You may also feel that while people tend to emotionally lean on you and seek your counsel, you have no one you can open up to or depend on.


Building up a wall


As humans, we are wired with a protective mechanism geared to protect us. If your experience of ‘being yourself’, of speaking your mind without editing, and spontaneously expressing how you feel has repeatedly caused you to be hurt and chastized, you would inevitably shut down. You might have faced trauma, endured abuse, been harshly rejected, or found yourself encircled by toxic influences that preyed upon your sensitivity. Life’s disappointments and losses may have left you feeling adrift, disconnected, and despondent.


Then, you may go through a time in your life where you consciously or unconsciously ‘dial down’ your sensitivity and empathy. As a result, you experience life with much less intensity. Everything seems more lukewarm, with less vivid colour. Whatever your circumstances, you might now grapple with a persistent sense of detachment and emotional numbness. You may find it challenging to establish meaningful connections with others, and despite being surrounded by people, you feel alone on the inside. As much as you want to preserve your innocence, passion, and hope in humanity, your wounds will no longer let you.


You may miss the old days when you were an open-hearted child who was exuberant, excitable, and loved freely, or when you were a young person who was imbued with hope, ambition, and drive, but somehow you can no longer re-open your heart. Your numbness and dissociation have taken over without you realizing it.


However, your empathic nature is not gone just because you try to deny it. After all, underneath the social persona you have adopted to conform to societal expectations and protect yourself, your true, empathic self is still there.


Fear of your deepest empathic potential


You might have hidden your true self because you were afraid of unlocking your most profound gifts and potential. A part of you feels that fully embracing your highly empathetic nature might lead you to be hurt again, or expose you to more criticism and rejection.


It could also be that embracing your true self would lead you on a different path from the one your family or traditions have set for you, possibly causing you to outgrow those around you.


For instance, you might be in a relationship with someone who is emotionally avoidant, and in their attempt to suppress their feelings, they deny yours. You may fear that reclaiming your true empathic self means ending this relationship.


Or, you may belong to a culture where expressing emotions is discouraged, so being your bold and expressive self means you deviate from the cultural and family narrative, which then leads you to be labelled as the rebel or black sheep.


Perhaps your expressive, exuberant, and creative self does not align with traditional gender roles (e.g. men should not cry, women should not express anger, even if it is justified).


You may have evolved spiritually beyond your religious upbringing and developed a more inclusive and interconnected worldview, but feel stuck in the conservative religious community you grew up in.


Inside, you now have a deep sense of knowing that you are wired differently, that you have extraordinary empathic gifts. If you listen to your calling, your highly sensitive nature may lead you down a path where you can impact the world in a meaningful way – perhaps in human rights, animal protection, ecological awareness, or anything you feel deeply connected with. But you fear your idealistic vision would be laughed at by those around you.


For instance, you may be surrounded by friends and acquaintances who prioritize material wealth and capitalistic values. Even when your heart is drawn to social and environmental activism, you may tone down your voice of advocacy to avoid standing out or stirring up disagreement.


You may dream of being closer to nature or dedicating yourself to community service and empathetic initiatives. But you hesitate to take on leadership roles for fear of becoming too different from your peers, who prioritize conventional notions of personal success over altruism.


In other words, you face the perennial human struggle between authenticity and belongingness – you know that if you fully live out your empathetic self, certain relationships will no longer align with your beliefs and goals.


Even what you are holding on to is merely false belongingness with people who do not see the real you; for someone who has struggled with loneliness all of their life, the idea of outgrowing family and friends can be daunting. However, holding back your empathetic nature is not a solution either, as it can create an enduring sense of disquiet, a lingering feeling that something in your life isn’t quite as it should be. Inevitably, existential anxiety and guilt can take root when you suppress your true self.


The wake-up call


Fortunately, though often disturbing, life has a remarkable way of awakening us from denial and nudging us towards our authentic selves. These wake-up calls come in various forms. They may show up as burnout and exhaustion, forcing you to re-evaluate your priorities. Or they may come in the form of increasing tensions with those around you or relationship breakdowns, even a divorce. When tensions escalate, conflicts emerge, and patience wears off, it becomes apparent that something in your life is amiss. Health challenges and the loss of loved ones can also jolt you into awareness of your mortality, urging you to assess whether you have lived your life in alignment with your deepest desires. When the fragility of life becomes unmistakably evident, it compels you to seek meaning and purpose. Witnessing environmental crises, societal injustices, or global challenges can also rekindle your dormant desire to make a positive impact.


And then there are also those moments where your buried self makes its presence saliently known even when you try to ‘forget about’ it. These are the moments when strong emotions beneath the surface burst forth. Such moments might occur during a meaningful interaction with a group of kindred spirits or when you stumble upon a piece of art or music that resonates with the very core of your being. It might be a sunset that evokes memories. In those compelling moments, you are reminded of how much you miss feeling alive. It’s a sensation that arrives in waves, washing over you with a deep longing for what once was or anxiety for what is yet to come. When a wake-up call comes, you instinctively recognize that your gifts for forming profound connections, showing compassion, and understanding others are there but not utilized, and you’re not doing what you are made to do.


Reclaiming your empathic gifts


You may still be sitting on the fence, wondering whether it is worth it to reclaim your empathic nature. And of course, you would feel that way. Change can be daunting, and facing buried emotions and past wounds evokes fear of the unknown.


Perhaps we can find some guidance through the wisdom of existential philosophy. To an existentialist, living authentically means embracing your unique essence – like your signature, what makes you different, instead of conforming to external expectations. Jean-Paul Sartre, a prominent existential philosopher, believed that individuals are ‘condemned’ to be free. This implies that with freedom comes the profound responsibility to define ourselves and make choices that align with our authentic selves.


When you are empathically gifted, your empathic self is not just a facet of your personality, it is the very core of who you are. When you turn away from this intrinsic aspect of yourself, it is like denying your true identity. Whereas when you wholeheartedly embrace your empathic self, you liberate yourself from the constraints of societal norms that often promote emotional detachment and suppression. This glorious journey takes you beyond the superficial layers of existence and plunges into the depths of your soul, so even if it sounds daunting, it is one of the most meaningful quests of human life.


Simone de Beauvoir, another influential existential philosopher, stressed the significance of defining one’s existence rather than allowing others to reduce you to an object or role. As you fully embrace your empathic self, you transcend the limitations imposed by societal norms. You move towards a more honest connection with your true nature – even if it involves a higher level of empathy and tenderness than society tends to accept as ‘normal’. This is a significant endeavour because by boldly embracing your birthright to be unapologetically yourself – sensitive, intense, and expressive – you also extend the liberating permission for others to embrace their uniqueness. Thus, it is for sure not a selfish act but a noble one.


Reclaiming your empathic self is not just a journey of acceptance but also one of discovery. You will unearth layers of your personality you have long forgotten and discover new ones. As you peel away the layers of emotional suppression, you will uncover a treasure chest within you all along. It is likely filled with wisdom and creativity you have hidden all these years. When you release the shackles of emotional suppression and cease the constant overthinking of your actions and words, you might be astounded by the surge of creative energy within you.


It is undeniable that this journey can involve some pain. But this pain is not a sign of weakness, it is simply a growing pain and a testament to your courage and unyielding spirit. It is the raw, honest struggle of breaking free from the chains that have bound you to a life not your own – shaped by bullies, your parents’ projections, the rules of schools, the mandates of institutions, and the influence of authority figures. This is a path where you will find your unique voice, dreams, passions, and, ultimately, a life that belongs to you and no one else.


While your abundant empathy may have resulted in wounds in the past, this does not have to be the case now or in the future. One of the goals of this book is to empower you with the skills needed to harness your empathy in a balanced and discerning way, allowing you to establish healthy boundaries while remaining authentically empathic.


Ultimately, reclaiming empathy is not just about feeling more, it is about living more. Your love for humanity and ability to delve deep within make you undeniably human.


Despite the complexity and weight of being you, I hope you would not trade your capacity for deep empathy for anything else. The fact that you are reading this now may mean you are already on a path of reclaiming who you are – deeply sensitive, empathic, and with a lot to offer the world.




Part 2


Empathy


What it is and what it isn’t
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Mirroring and mentalizing


Empathy, derived from the German term Einfühlung, which translates to ‘feeling into’, refers to the ability to understand and share the emotions of others. It allows us to connect with other people, feel their pain, and understand their points of view. It is often pointed out that empathy differs from sympathy, which involves feeling sorry for another’s misfortune.


Numerous theories and debates surrounding empathy have emerged over the past few decades. In this chapter, we will briefly discuss a few concepts that are relevant to the aims of this book.


Empathy is a multifaceted construct. To break it down, it has two major components – a cognitive and an affective component. Cognitive empathy includes identifying and intellectually understanding others’ feelings, thoughts, and behaviours. In contrast, affective empathy or emotional empathy is the capacity to ‘resonate’ with other people’s emotions in an embodied way. The cognitive dimension of empathy involves complex cognitive functions like perspective-taking, whereas affective empathy means directly experiencing other people’s internal states (Martingano and Konrath, 2022; Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2009; Shamay-Tsoory, 2011; Zaki and Ochsner, 2012), which, as we will see, is closely linked to something in our brain known as mirror neurons.


To understand the difference between cognitive and affective empathy, let us look at the two main ways empathy works: mirroring and mentalizing (Keysers and Gazzola, 2007; Waytz and Mitchell, 2011). These processes can happen separately or at the same time.




	
Mirroring: Mirror neurons, discovered in the 1990s in the premotor cortex of primates, play a crucial role in the mirroring process. These special neurons in our brains allow us to perceive and experience the emotions of others directly and immediately. To put it simply, mirror neurons establish a fast link in our brains that feel the physical states of another person as if they were our own.


For instance, studies indicate that when we observe others expressing disgust, the insula, a specific region in our brain, becomes active as if we were personally experiencing that same feeling. The level of activation in the insula even correlates with the intensity of disgust expressed by the faces we are observing (Wicker et al., 2003). Similarly, when we witness someone being touched, a corresponding area in our brain called the secondary somatosensory cortex will respond as if we were being touched. Social psychologists have also discovered that we often instinctively flinch or recoil when we witness someone being hit on their leg or arm, almost as an automatic reflex. In other words, the process of mirroring brings us beyond mere observation and into the realm of ‘feeling with’ others.


What is unique about mirroring is that it is so automatic and natural that most of the time we are not even aware of it. The immediacy of the process allows us to connect with others even without words, and it transcends intellectual and cultural barriers. In our day-to-day lives, mirroring plays a crucial role in empathy, social bonding, and emotional regulation, and it allows us to feel instinctively connected to those around us without exercising a lot of conscious effort.




	
Mentalizing: In addition to mirroring, another pathway to empathy is through mentalization. Mentalization is the skill of interpreting both our behaviour and the behaviour of others in terms of mental states, such as desires, intentions, beliefs, and emotions (Allen et al., 2008). It involves the ability to take perspectives and use our imagination to understand and make sense of what we observe in others that might otherwise be perplexing or unfamiliar (Hein and Singer, 2008).





Mirroring and mentalization are different. Mirroring allows us to grasp the emotions of others by experiencing their mental states vicariously. Through mirroring, we establish a connection with another person’s mental state by synchronizing our bodily sensations with theirs (Keysers and Gazzola, 2007). On the other hand, mentalization involves inferring and deducing someone else’s mental state through cognitive thinking processes. It requires us to use our mind’s capacity to understand and interpret the thoughts, feelings, and intentions of others, rather than directly experiencing them in our bodies. Both mirroring and mentalization contribute to empathy, but they operate through different mechanisms.


The speed at which we can empathize differs between mirroring and mentalization. Mirroring is a rapid and immediate mechanism that allows us to connect with what another person is feeling in real-time. It occurs almost instantaneously and often operates on an unconscious level, surpassing the speed at which our conscious mind can fully grasp and process the situation (Corradini and Antonietti, 2013). In contrast, mentalization takes more time and may require conscious cognitive effort. It is a skill that can be cultivated and honed through practice and reflection.


Let’s consider an example: a disagreement with your partner. Mirroring comes into play when you observe hurt on your partner’s face or see tears streaming down their cheeks and you instantly experience a sense of sadness alongside them. It also occurs when you notice their body tensing up and you start to feel the tension in your own body. Mirroring allows you to immediately and intuitively resonate with their emotional state.


On the other hand, mentalization becomes relevant when you later reflect on the situation and attempt to understand why your partner was so upset. You engage in a cognitive process of thinking about possible reasons behind their emotional reaction. Was it a challenging day at work for them? Did something you said or did trigger their response? Mentalization involves the conscious effort of considering and interpreting the underlying thoughts, motivations, and circumstances that contribute to someone’s emotional experience.


Here is another example. Imagine you are watching a movie and a sad scene comes up. Mirroring comes into play as you automatically and involuntarily experience the same sadness that the characters on the screen are portraying. Their body language, facial expressions, and emotional cues might trigger a response in you, causing tears to well up or a lump to form in your throat. Mirroring operates effortlessly, driven by the activation of mirror neurons in your brain.


In contrast, mentalizing in this scenario involves a cognitive process of trying to understand and analyze the characters’ emotions and motivations. You may find yourself reflecting on why they are feeling sad, what events or circumstances led up to this particular moment in the story, and whether there is a deeper meaning behind their sadness. You may also consider how the director intends to convey these emotions and whether there are any personal connections or relatable experiences that resonate with you. This process of mental projection, analysis, and interpretation is slower, more conscious, and requires deliberate effort compared to mirroring. However, it can deepen your understanding of the characters, and their emotions, and even provide insights into your own psychology and emotional responses to the narrative.


Empathizing, fast and slow


Making the comparison to Daniel Kahneman’s ideas in Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011) can help clarify the distinction between cognitive empathy (mentalizing) and affective empathy (mirroring).


Kahneman’s concept of System 1 and System 2 thinking provides a framework for understanding different modes of cognitive processing. System 1 thinking corresponds to our intuitive, rapid, and effortless cognitive processes. It operates automatically, enabling us to make quick judgements and decisions based on heuristics and immediate emotional responses. This aligns with mirroring empathy, as it involves an automatic and instinctive emotional reaction to the emotions of others. Mirroring, like System 1, occurs swiftly and without conscious effort.


Meanwhile, System 2 thinking is characterized by slower, deliberate, and conscious cognitive processes. It requires effortful mental processing and is engaged when we tackle complex tasks or engage in deeper analysis and reasoning. Mentalizing in empathy aligns with System 2 thinking, as it involves deliberate engagement and operates at a slower pace.


Just as System 1 and System 2 thinking often work together, mirroring and mentalizing complement each other in the empathic process. Mirroring provides an initial emotional resonance and connection, akin to System 1’s rapid responses, while mentalizing adds a deeper understanding and analysis (Sharp and Bevington, 2022), akin to System 2’s deliberate cognitive engagement.


While mirroring can be a useful tool for quickly connecting with others on an emotional level, it does have its limitations. Relying solely on mirroring for empathy is like relying solely on intuitive, quick thinking (System 1) in decision-making, which can lead to biases and errors, as pointed out by Kahneman.


To truly enhance our lives and relationships, we should also develop our ability to mentalize, just like how we train our mind’s capacity for critical and analytical thinking (System 2). Mentalizing allows us to move beyond surface-level emotions and explore the multiple layers of complexities in human interactions. It helps us understand the underlying reasons behind someone’s emotions, motivations, and perspectives. While mirroring offers an initial connection, mentalizing is what we need to have more mature and sustainable relationships.


These are largely simplified analogies, as the mechanisms of empathy are complex and involve interaction between many more cognitive and neural processes. Nonetheless, the comparison of System 1 and System 2 thinking can help us see the distinct nature and complementary roles of mirroring and mentalizing in empathy.


Returning to the objective of our book, one of its primary aims is to support you in developing and expanding your mentalizing skills. By cultivating the capacity to hold multiple perspectives and maintain a nuanced understanding of social dynamics, you can enhance your empathic abilities. This means that even in moments of vulnerability, triggers, or unease, you are less likely to lose your empathy and compassion.


Thus far, we have explored various theories on empathy, mirroring, and mentalization. While these theories may initially come across as detached and academic, they lay the groundwork for the discussions and insights that we will delve into in the later parts of this book.


Having explored the essence of empathy, our next chapter will shift focus to what empathy is not.
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The empathy illusion


When we say someone ‘lacks empathy’, we often think of situations where someone struggles to connect with or understand other people’s emotions. For instance, they might make insensitive remarks, consistently miss emotional cues, or find it challenging to provide comfort to those in distress. These difficulties in relating and offering meaningful empathy can be linked to various factors, such as cognitive deficits, neurodivergent traits such as autism, or even psychopathy. In reality, empathy exists on a spectrum, and there does not exist a clear, distinct line separating those who ‘have’ or ‘do not have’ empathy.


What empathy is not


We all occasionally stumble when it comes to empathy (Müller-Pinzler, 2016; Paulus et al., 2013; Zaki and Cikara, 2015). There are many moments when we mistakenly believe we are empathizing when, in truth, we are projecting our own feelings onto others. This typically happens unintentionally, on a subconscious level.


In academic literature, this phenomenon is known as an empathic error – where an observer experiences an emotion after witnessing a situation, but this emotion does not accurately reflect the true feelings of the person they are trying to empathize with (Brunsteins, 2018; Hawk et al., 2011; Krach et al., 2011; Wondra and Ellsworth, 2015). For example, if we see someone’s toes get caught in a door gap, we may feel pain on their behalf. However, they may have a very high pain threshold or be taking a drug that prevents them from feeling pain. In this case, we are simply projecting our inner feelings onto what we see, and even if we think we are empathizing, in the truest sense, it is not empathy. Another example frequently used in research is vicarious embarrassment. A humorous example is that we may notice that someone has left their flies undone and feel embarrassed for them. However, because they are unaware of what is happening, they do not feel embarrassed (Hawk et al., 2011; Krach et al., 2011; Müller-Pinzler, 2016; Paulus et al., 2013). This, again, is not considered true and accurate empathy.


Empathy is not projection


Empathy is often described as the act of ‘putting ourselves in someone else’s shoes’. While this concept may seem straightforward, it overlooks the fact that we rarely approach relationships, where empathy plays out with a completely blank slate. Our past experiences, whether they involve significant traumas or positive memories, shape who we are today and impact how we perceive and engage in relationships. As a result, our personal histories almost always lead us to view reality with some distortion and project our own emotions onto others. In fact, research consistently demonstrates that the brain networks associated with traumatic memories can trigger intense emotional responses that influence our judgement (Bower and Sivers, 1998; Pally, 1997).


Projection may sound negative, but it is a normal day-to-day phenomenon and, most of the time, benign. In fact, our ability to empathize with others is possible precisely because we bring our own life experiences and stories into relationships. Without these experiences, it would be almost impossible to understand or relate to someone else’s inner world. For example, we can only truly comprehend the profound pain of heartbreak if we have personally experienced it, and we can empathize with the anguish of physical injuries because we have felt them ourselves.


While the line between empathy and projection may not always be clear, there is still a way to distinguish between constructive empathy and dysfunctional projections. Essentially, effective empathy involves maintaining a strong sense of our own reality and identity, with clear personal boundaries. It means avoiding confusion between ourselves and others and refraining from using toxic defence mechanisms like projective identification, where we intrusively unload unwanted thoughts and emotions onto others. (We will explore the concept of projective identification further in subsequent chapters.)


When we project, we tend to attribute our own opinions and personal experiences to others without much consideration. In contrast, constructive empathy requires a conscious effort to truly understand and connect with someone else’s feelings and perspective. It involves finding a delicate balance between our thinking and feeling faculties, which allows us to comprehend another person’s emotions without imposing our judgements or biases too strongly or losing sight of our reality.


Empathy is not fusion or co-dependency


Empathy should also not be confused with a ‘psychic merger’ or the complete fusion of one’s emotions with those of others. You might be or know someone who identifies as an ‘empath’, which typically refers to individuals who are highly attuned to the emotions of those around them (Orloff, 2017). They also struggle as they seem to ‘soak up’ emotions from everyone nearby. This can lead to compassion burnout, forcing them to eventually shut down and withdraw. However, with healthy and constructive empathy, you would not get overwhelmed or burn out. Instead, true empathy thrives when you maintain clear emotional boundaries, and connect with others on a deep emotional level while preserving an emotional equilibrium.


Consider the scenario where you are empathizing with someone who is grappling with grief or depression. In constructive empathy, you extend a deeply compassionate understanding of their pain while keeping one foot planted in your emotional reality. This duality empowers you to maintain a steady and reassuring presence, offering comfort and solace to the person in need.


A comparable dynamic can be seen in the bond between a nurturing parent and their infant. When a baby cries, you would want to empathize with their feelings of confusion, fear, or hunger. However, in healthy empathy, you would not let yourself become overwhelmed by those same emotions and lose control. While the baby may perceive the situation as catastrophic, maintaining a dual perspective – acknowledging your own reality while understanding theirs – enables you to provide effective comfort and care as a responsible adult. Imagine if you become ‘merged’ with the baby’s inner world and cry with them! That would presumably not bring any constructive outcome.


On the other hand, emotional fusion represents a form of ‘pseudo-empathy’ where your emotions become deeply intertwined with those of another, leading to destructive outcomes. This is when empathy becomes distorted and enters the realm of co-dependency. In co-dependent relationships, there is an excessive reliance on others for emotional well-being. In severe cases of chronic co-dependency, one may struggle to experience any emotions and feel empty and numb, unless they are mirrored by someone else.


A clear indicator of emotional fusion or co-dependency is when you feel an incessant urge to ‘fix’ or ‘rescue’ someone you care about who is in distress. In destructive empathy, you become as overwhelmed as the other person, almost merging with their experience. This intense emotional response may drive you to desperately want to alleviate their suffering. While your intentions come from a place of genuine concern, this type of empathy is not constructive. Losing emotional balance hampers your ability to be fully present for them, often leading to a shift into problem-solving or advice-giving mode. Paradoxically, this approach can make the other person feel invalidated and unheard, rather than receiving the empathy you intended to convey.


Examples of empathic errors


Apart from the above-mentioned, here are some signs that you may have lost your capacity to empathize constructively:




	
Mind reading: Assuming you know what others are thinking. For example, you might say things like, ‘You must be feeling X’, or assume a friend is upset about something specific without them telling you and offer advice based on this assumption. Mind-reading also happens when you over-examine straightforward statements by searching for hidden meanings or ulterior motives that may not exist. As you can imagine, social anxiety and finding it hard to trust people can make us prone to this error.


	
Taking things too literally: This is when you interpret common figures of speech, idioms, or metaphors as literal statements, missing humour and assuming intention. This tendency often arises when you feel insecure, causing you to revert to a more childlike black-and-white mode of thinking, where you frequently assume the negative to be true in unclear or ambiguous situations.


	
Losing chronological perspective: This is when you forget about or ignore the timeline of events that may have led to someone’s behaviour. For instance, you may become frustrated with a family member for being in a bad mood without considering they had a tough day at work or had spent all day doing housework for you.


	
Lack of consideration for underlying motives: You may be paying excessive attention to what someone is saying or doing while disregarding their underlying feelings and motivations. An example of this is judging a partner for not expressing ‘I love you’ frequently without recognizing that they demonstrate their love through different actions.


	
Over-projecting your feelings: Without realizing it, you may be assuming others feel the same way as you would do. For example, you may assume a friend would be excited about a party because you are, without considering they might feel differently due to their circumstances or personality.


	
Unconscious projection/projective identification: This is a complex dynamic that involves projecting parts of yourself that you dislike, your shadow side, onto others. This is usually a deeply unconscious process and you are not aware of it happening. For instance, you may criticize a coworker for being disorganized when you struggle with the same issue.


	
Categorizing people: This is when you start to view others, perhaps momentarily or occasionally, based on race, ethnicity, class, group affiliations, religious beliefs, gender, etc. For example, stereotyping people from a certain background as having specific traits or behaviours without considering their individuality. We all do it to a certain degree, but it is often the beginning of us losing empathy when considering why someone does what they do.


	
Missing non-verbal cues: There may be times when you solely rely on what someone says and disregard their body language or tone. For example, believing a friend is fine because they say so, even though their slumped posture and downcast eyes indicate otherwise.





Focusing on constructive empathy


In summary, constructive empathy goes beyond surface-level emotions and involves a deeper, introspective process. Instead of making quick assumptions about someone’s thoughts, emotions, or actions, you actively engage in asking questions like ‘Why did they say or do that?’ or ‘What could be driving their behaviour?’ Additionally, you consider how your own experiences, emotions and attitudes may influence your understanding of another person’s thoughts and intentions. This recognition acknowledges that individuals are separate from you, with their unique intentions and perspectives that may not be immediately apparent.


It is easy to lose our capacity to empathize, or mistake emotional fusion or projection as a form of empathy. However, rather than becoming disheartened, we can feel inspired and motivated by the fact that constructive empathy is a skill that can be cultivated and improved. That means by actively learning, reflecting and practising, we can hone our empathic abilities, and this is exactly what we aim to achieve in this book.




Interlude


Why you may want to stop, empathize, then, create


An itch to create.


A craving for breathing room.


A lingering feeling that you’ve had enough of the daily grind.


Perhaps you have been stifled to such an extent that you’ve lost the space to breathe, let alone express yourself and your love for the world.


Yet undeniably, in every human heart lies a deep yearning to be connected, to have a voice, to make a mark, and to create artifacts that echo beyond the confines of ordinary life. When you open your heart, you will find the essence of empathy that allows you to create something that connects you to the rest of humanity.


Empathy is not just the ability to understand and share the feelings of others, it is a profound source of creativity. By deeply feeling and understanding the experiences of others, we can draw inspiration that fuels our creative endeavours. Empathy opens the door to perspectives and emotions that enrich our creative expressions, making them more resonant and impactful.


Your unique expression could take many forms – cooking a meal, taking a photo, crafting an album, writing a book, developing the next computer system, formulating a new math equation, or advancing the next generation of gender theory. Your creative expression is not just a hobby or another ‘task’ you must do. It is a declaration of your existence, a testament to you being the one and only you.


It starts with an idea, a vision you believe in –


It may enlighten, or it may not.


It may entertain, or it may not.


It may be innovative, or it may be something already done.


But none of that truly matters.


What matters is that you have left YOUR mark in the world.


This knowledge – that you have birthed something into the world, something that might ripple out, may outlast your own life – offers profound comfort in the face of our fleeting existence. It is a potent medicine for our existential angst. But it is not just personally soothing. It is how we heal our collective existence, too.


When you give yourself the space to express, you are harnessing your empathy for universal human experiences in your own unique way. You are imprinting your essence on the world, a task only you can fulfil. Because there is only one you, whatever fruits of empathic creativity emerge when your heart and mind unite is unique. If you had let it slip by, it would be lost forever.


Empathy allows us to connect deeply with others, and from this connection, our creativity is born. It is through empathizing with others’ joys, sorrows, struggles, and triumphs that we find the emotional depth to create art, solutions and innovations that truly matter. Empathy fuels creativity by providing the emotional palette from which we draw our most profound and impactful work.


Taking time away from the world, taking a pause, and making time to feel your heart and for your creative expression is not a waste of time. It is not ‘unproductive’, and it is certainly not selfish. It is, in fact, one of the most generous things we can do.


Surprisingly (or maybe not so surprisingly), getting caught up in a constant dance of co-dependency, where we get sucked into everyone else’s demands, judgements, shaming and blaming, does not help humanity one bit. Taking the plunge to walk away from the noise and demands of the outside world, we find clarity and our truth. And it is ONLY from this place that your best gift can be birthed into the world.


This inward turn does not isolate us, nor does it make us selfish. It nourishes us to become the best humans we can be, so we can heal our collective human experience. Perhaps, we are not here just to exist but also to empathize and then create.


Dear ones,


What could you create if you stopped the routine just long enough to listen to your deepest, most empathic inner voice?




Part 3


Empathy at home


Parents with ‘too little’ empathy
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Patterns of abusive parenting


Parental empathic failure is a silent pandemic. While it might be deemed inappropriate to say it out loud, the reality is that not all parents can genuinely feel or express empathy towards their children. Society often compels us to uphold the illusion of perfect families and flawless relationships. Those who bravely speak out or unveil the truth face the threats of social ostracism, judgement and ridicule. Consequently, numerous individuals with unempathetic parents silently endure their struggles for years on end.


The taboo of parental empathic failure


Parents who struggle with empathy are often themselves victims of intergenerational trauma, but that does not excuse them from their cruel or harmful parenting practices. Many do try their best to love their children in the only way they know how, but they are unable to break free from behaving in manipulative, narcissistic and controlling ways. Parental empathy deficits can manifest in many forms: Parents can make their child feel like a burden or an inconvenience. They can gaslight, manipulate and guilt-trip their child. They may demand constant attention from their child or invade their privacy. They may constantly invalidate or dismiss their child’s feelings. They may verbally abuse their child or call them names. They may favour one child over the others, single out one child to be the family’s black sheep, thus sowing the seeds of long-term family conflict and resentment. Some parents may use their children to boost their social status or earn bragging rights. They may pressure their child to live the life they never had, imposing their values to live vicariously through them.


This remains applicable even as the child grows into adulthood. Parents who struggle with empathy deficits may heavily rely on their adult child for emotional or financial support, or they may manipulate and control them by withholding assistance or affection. They may even ridicule or humiliate their adult child because they are envious or view them as a threat.


Despite how dreadful it is to be subject to parental cruelties, children and adult children worldwide are taught to stay silent about these matters, bury them deep within themselves, and never let their trauma see the light of day.


The following chapters, which explore the challenges faced by parents with empathy deficits and their impact, form a pivotal part of this book for a specific reason: our early interactions and relationships, particularly with our parents or caregivers, shape the core of our self-perception, our ability to navigate relationships, and our understanding of empathy. The trauma of growing up with parents who lack empathy, in various forms and to different degrees, can leave enduring marks on our psyche and impair our ability to empathize with others. Therefore, we must address these emotional wounds before we can truly enhance and develop our capacity to empathize with others.
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