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Abstract

A Moral-Psychological Examination of Contemporary
Empathy Theory from the Perspective of Buddhist Ethics

OH, Hyunhee
Reseatcher at the Institute of
Philosophy and Culture, Hankuk University of Foreign Studies

We share similar feelings and opinions on a variety of ethical issues in modern
society, and we also identify differences in our thoughts and opinions. An
empathetic understanding of others' positions is needed to resolve these feelings
and disagreements, but we sometimes strategically shut down the empathy that
occurs in us. However, if we do not have the mechanism to share it with others, it
would be hard to say what characterizes us as human beings as ethical or social
beings. This is not to say that empathy itself is a moral emotion, but rather that
empathy can trigger moral emotions. From a Buddhist ethics perspective, these
modern theories of empathy are similar to the early Buddhist notion of the four
immeasurable minds. concepts of loving-kindness, compassion, joy, and renunciation.
This means that the four senses of Buddhism are “the desire for everyone to be
comfortable, the desire for everyone to be free from pain, the desire to rejoice in the
joy of others, and the desire to treat everyone equally regardless of age and gender.”
Furthermore, from the perspective of Buddhist ethics, recognizing the principle of
coexistence—namely, the understanding that altruism that helps others is also
beneficial to oneself—can be seen as similar to the cognitive empathy in modern
empathy theory. and feelings of love, compassion, joy, and equality for others are
similar to emotional empathy in modern empathy theory. Accordingly, this paper
examines the moral importance of empathy through moral and psychological

considerations of modern empathy theory, and examines the Buddhist concept of
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empathy and its operating principles that correspond to modern empathy theory.
Through this study, we would like to demonstrate that the empathetic element
shown in Buddhism (i.e., the four immeasurable minds) is an essential modern

virtue that not only applies to individual practice but also to coexistence of others.

Keywords
empathy theory, Buddhist ethics, emotional empathy, cognitive empathy, Buddhist understanding

of empathy, the four immeasurable minds, Agree
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