Being Understood in Empathy: A Philosophical Model

Abstract

The feeling of being understood is an important aspect of human experience that contributes to
well-being, agency, and interpersonal connection. Although psychological research increasingly
recognizes it as a significant dimension of empathy, philosophical discussions of empathy have paid
comparatively little attention to the target person's experience of feeling understood. Existing
theories often explain empathy in terms of how an empathizer comes to understand another's mental
states, leaving unclear how the target person's feeling of being understood arises and what role it
plays within empathic interaction.

To address this issue, I draw on Gillespie and Cornish's (2010) framework of perspective
comparison. Their account suggests that understanding emerges through the comparison of
perspectives rather than through the accurate representation of another person's mental states. From
this perspective, feeling understood arises when interlocutors engage in a reciprocal process of
articulating, comparing, and revising their interpretations in relation to one another.

However, such a process presupposes certain epistemic conditions. Perspective comparison requires
interlocutors to remain responsive to one another's interpretations while acknowledging the
possibility that their own understanding may be incomplete or mistaken. I characterize this
condition as reciprocal epistemic accountability.

Drawing on Bakhtinian accounts of dialogue, I argue that these epistemic conditions can be
sustained only within a dialogic space. A dialogic space is a relational field in which meanings are
jointly negotiated and remain open to revision. Rather than eliminating disagreement or uncertainty,
such a space preserves them as conditions for inquiry and mutual understanding. Participants
approach one another's perspectives without claiming complete access to them, and interpretive
authority is continually negotiated rather than fixed.

Within this dialogic space, differences between interlocutors are neither erased nor overcome.
Instead, they function as productive resources for empathic engagement. The possibility of
misunderstanding remains present, yet interlocutors remain committed to examining and revising
their interpretations in response to one another.

On this view, empathic understanding is not best conceived as the accurate grasp of another person's
mental states. Rather, it is a co-constructed process through which interlocutors jointly clarify
thoughts and feelings that may not yet be fully articulated. Consequently, the feeling of being
understood is not merely an outcome of empathy but an integral component of empathic interaction
itself.
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