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Empathic perspective-taking, mental simulation, and receptivity 
 

Abstract 
We explore the nature of mental simulation in empathy (or empathic perspective-taking) by 
looking into a form of empathy situated in embodied interaction. Simulationist accounts 
regard empathy as a particular form of mental simulation. We examine a case of empathy 
mediated by the act of listening and claim: (1) Empathic perspective-taking is not always 
individualistic, but can also be an embodied, collaborative practice; (2) It can occur at two 
different levels: namely, imaginative perspective-taking and realistic perspective-sharing; and 
(3) Receptivity, or the embodied-epistemic attitude featuring epistemic respect and embodied 
attunement, plays a key role in guiding mental simulation into empathy. (100 words) 
 
 

1. Introduction 
Simulationist accounts of empathy identify empathic perspective-taking as a form of mental 
simulation, that is, the act of reproducing a mental state that resembles another’s mental state 
in imagination.1 On these accounts, we share empathically in another’s perspective by 
imagining or simulating what it would be like to experience a given situation from another’s 
standpoint. 

In this paper, we explore the role of mental simulation by considering empathy in the 
context of embodied interaction. Simulationists suggest that mental simulation unfolds within 
an individual mind, and that empathic perspective-taking is a form of mental simulation. 
However, empathic perspective-taking often takes place within an embodied interaction. For 
example, we can better see from another’s perspective by talking and listening to her. By 
examining a case of empathy mediated by the act of listening, we claim that (1) empathy is 
an embodied, collaborative practice; (2) it occurs at two different levels: namely, 
“imaginative perspective-taking” and “realistic perspective-sharing”, only the former being a 
form of mental simulation in itself (§§2–3); and (3) mental simulation here leads to empathy 
by being grounded in an embodied-epistemic attitude of “receptivity” (§4). 
 
 

2. Empathy through listening 
We begin by introducing an example of empathic perspective-taking situated in the context of 
embodied interaction: 
 

Pat & Nate. Pat has been admitted to the hospital due to a heart attack, but fortunately her 
recent examination yielded excellent results. Her assigned nurse Nate tells her that she 
can begin rehabilitation soon. Unexpectedly, however, Pat shows no interest. This worries 
Nate and he asks if anything is wrong. Prompted by his question, Pat talks about her fear 
of having another heart attack and her anxiety over the prospect of leaving the hospital 
soon. She also shares her story about how the doctor, David, has deeply disappointed her 
by never showing any interest in her personal concerns. Whenever she tried to express her 
worries, David visibly discouraged her from discussing them. Before hearing this, Nate 
thought that Pat should be excited to start her rehabilitation. Now he understands that she 
sees the situation completely differently and promises her that he will see what he can do 
to rectify the situation. However, he also asks her again if she would nevertheless 
consider joining the rehabilitation program. Although her resentment is not completely 
cleared, Pat feels some satisfaction and tells him that she’ll think about it. 

 
1 See, e.g., Coplan 2011, Goldman 2011, Maibom 2007, Ravenscroft 1998, Stueber 2006.  
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Simulationists would claim that Nate empathised with Pat by developing a mental simulation 
of her mindset. Nate’s empathy, however, is not achieved by mental simulation alone: he 
shares in Pat’s perspective also by listening attentively to her story. Call this form of empathy 
empathy through listening.  

Simulationists rarely highlight the role of listening in empathy, but this doesn’t mean that 
they cannot accommodate it in their framework. In fact, listening is clearly a convenient way 
to attain information about another that will prove useful in forming a mental simulation. But 
there is more we can learn about mental simulation and empathy from empathy through 
listening. 

 
 

3. Two features of empathy through listening 
Besides illustrating how listening can facilitate empathy, Pat & Nate illuminates features of 
mental simulation and empathy, which are hardly acknowledged in the literature: We can 
observe here how (1) empathic perspective-taking can be an embodied, collaborative practice 
and how (2) it can occur at two different levels of “imaginative perspective-taking” and 
“realistic perspective-sharing”. 

 
3.1 Empathy as embodied, collaborative practice 

Simulationists typically consider mental simulation as an individualistic enterprise, sustained 
exclusively by internal psychological processes. In the present case, however, Nate shares in 
Pat’s perspective by engaging her in a conversation. The process of generating a mental 
simulation is sustained by an interactive process thar runs between the empathizing and the 
empathized agent. It thus shows that sharing in another’s perspective is not always a mental 
action confined in an individual mind, but can also be an embodied, collaborative practice 
involving multiple agents.  

Similarly, simulationists tend to depict the other to be empathized as a passive “target” 
that plays no active role in the process of generating a shared perspective.2 However, the 
present case poses a challenge to this passive conception of the empathized agent. This is so 
because here the collaborative process is not only enabled by Nate’s readiness to listen to Pat, 
but also by Pat’s willingness to exercise her epistemic agency, that is, to share her knowledge 
with Nate by making a sincere attempt to articulate her perspective on the situation. Thus, 
even if Nate was fully prepared to listen to her, he could not have empathized successfully 
with Pat if she declined to share her story with him.  
 

3.2 Two levels of empathic perspective-taking 
Existing theories of empathy identify empathy as a form of mental simulation. However, Pat 
& Nate indicates that empathic perspective-taking can occur at two different levels, namely, 
at the level of “imaginative perspective-taking” and “realistic perspective-sharing”. 
Imaginative perspective-taking consists of the mental act of imaging the other’s perspective 
by means of mental simulation, that is, what standard simulationists identify as empathy. In 
the current case, Nate achieves this level of empathy when he imagines (e.g.) how painful it 
must have been for Pat to be dealt with by the doctor in a discouraging way. Realistic 
perspective-sharing involves more than imagination. One achieves this by actually coming to 
see the situation in the same way as the other, instead of merely adopting her perspective 
virtually in imagination. Nate reaches this level of empathy when he revises his take on the 

 
2  By describing the other to be empathized as a “target”, many implicitly compare empathy to the act of 
shooting at an object from a distance. 



 3 

situation in light of Pat’s statements: He doesn’t stop at just imagining what her experience 
was like based on her story; rather, he takes one step further to update his own understanding 
of the hospital environment by acknowledging how the doctor maltreated Pat. Consequently, 
Nate shares in Pat’s perspective on the world in the stronger sense of actually understanding 
the situation in same terms as her. 

This deeper level of empathy requires the empathizing agent to undergo an epistemic self-
transformation: one can achieve it only by coming to see the situation differently from how 
one did before. For example, Nate initially saw Pat only as a heart attack patient on a steady 
path toward recovery; he needed to revise this assumption to better share her perspective and 
better empathise with her. This contrasts with how imaginative perspective-taking can be 
achieved through mental simulation conducted from a “safe distance” without exposing one’s 
own realistic epistemic stance on the world to any risk. 
 
 

4. Anchoring empathy in receptivity 
Simulationists claim that empathy depends on mental simulation. However, mental 
simulations alone do not necessarily entail empathy as they can run off the mark compared to 
the other’s current perspective on the situation. Thus, theories of empathy cannot just indicate 
that empathy depends on mental simulation but must additionally explain what guides mental 
simulations into empathic perspective-taking.  

The concept of receptivity seems to provide a partial answer to this question. By 
resorting to mental simulation in empathy, one might end up projecting on the other the 
content of one’s imagination that doesn’t reflect the other’s perspective. How can we avoid 
this risk? Feminist philosopher Nel Noddings highlights the importance of receptivity here by 
noting that in empathy: “I do not project; I receive the other into myself, and I see and feel 
with the other” (Noddings 1984, p. 30).3  

Suppose this suggestion is on the right track. One might then wonder what it means to be 
receptive in more specific terms. We can explore this question by considering what is 
required for one to listen attentively to another agent to achieve empathy through listening. 
By so doing, we propose to specify receptivity in terms of an embodied-epistemic attitude 
involving “epistemic respect” and “embodied attunement”. 
 

4.1 Epistemic respect 
The first hallmark of receptivity is epistemic respect: Holding a receptive attitude toward 
another entails that one treats her as an epistemic agent who can provide you with an 
opportunity to gain new knowledge about the world. This allows you to keep from being 
dismissive of another’s descriptions of her experience even if they don’t align with your 
existing belief system (Slote 2013; see also Magrì 2019). In Pat & Nate, for example, Nate 
listens to Pat’s expression of her anxiety and frustration and incorporates them first into his 
mental simulation and then his own perspective on the situation. This is only possible 
because he regards her as a full-fledged epistemic agent. If Nate did not have a respect for 
Pat’s epistemic agency, he could have dismissed her feelings as unreasonable, subjective 
responses to the situation since they contradicted his existing belief that she must be excited 
about the positive test results. Then, empathic perspective-taking would have been impossible 
both at the level of imaginative perspective-taking and realistic perspective-sharing.  
 

4.2 Embodied attunement 

 
3 To avoid the association of empathy with projection, Noddings (1984) proposes to call it “feeling with”.  
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The second hallmark of receptivity is embodied attunement: Holding a receptive attitude 
entails that you align your embodied temporality with the other in interacting with her. This 
also prevents you from being dismissive of the other, but in a subtler way. If you want to 
learn about another’s perspective by listening to her, you must allow her plenty of time to 
elaborate her story. For we are not always prepared to describe our experience articulately, 
and especially so when we’re faced with a complicated predicament. In the above scenario, 
thus, we can assume that Nate waited until Pat started to talk about her experience after 
asking if anything was wrong. If Nate had to leave before Pat could weave her words 
together, he would have been unable to share in her perspective. But even subtler missteps 
could damage the prospect of achieving an empathic perspective-taking. Suppose Pat starts to 
describe her experience, but Nate interrupts to ask questions before she finishes her whole 
story. Then even if he did this out of genuine interest, this could discourage her from further 
engaging with him. Or suppose that Nate became impatient and started to fidget with his pen 
as he listens to Pat. Then Pat might sense his impatience and become discouraged from 
interacting further with him. Being receptive, thus, is a matter of holding an embodied-
epistemic attitude toward another: it is to be respectful of another’s epistemic agency, not 
simply intellectually, but also by attuning the rhythm of interaction with the other at the level 
of embodied practice. 
 
 

5. Conclusion 
We explored the consequences of considering the empathic role of mental simulation in the 
context of embodied interaction. Based on a case of empathy through listening, we argued: 
(1) Empathic perspective-taking here is an embodied, collaborative practice; (2) Mental 
simulation here serves imaginative perspective-taking and realistic perspective-sharing; (3) 
Mental simulation here leads to empathy by being grounded in receptivity, an embodied-
epistemic attitude of holding epistemic respect toward another agent by making an embodied 
attunement with her. 
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