Empathy and House Bricks
Abstract

Empathy is frequently characterised as an emotional or interpersonal virtue, yet
recent work in ethics, psychology, and social theory suggests it plays a far more
structural role in moral judgment and institutional decision-making. This essay
examines empathy as an applied ethical capacity that determines whether harm is
recognised, contextualised, or dismissed within modern systems of governance, law,
and technology. Using the metaphor of house bricks, objects that can either
construct shelter or inflict damage, the essay contrasts empathic reasoning with
instrumental rationality, in which people are reduced to abstract units, risks, or costs.
Drawing on moral philosophy, social psychology, and critical theory, it argues that
empathy functions as an ethical load-bearing mechanism: it absorbs moral stress,
moderates rigid rule-following, and exposes the human consequences of action and
inaction. The discussion situates empathy not as sentimentality but as a prerequisite
for responsible applied ethics, particularly in bureaucratic and algorithmic contexts
where moral distance is structurally encouraged. Written as a personal portfolio
essay, the piece combines theoretical analysis with reflective insight to demonstrate
how empathy operates as both an individual cognitive skill and a collective safeguard

against ethical collapse.
Introduction

Empathy is often framed as a soft virtue: a matter of kindness, emotional sensitivity,
or personal decency. Yet across ethics, psychology, and the social sciences,
empathy is increasingly understood as a structural capacity that shapes how
individuals and institutions recognise moral relevance. It determines whether harm is
perceived as meaningful or dismissed as incidental. This essay contrasts empathy
with its absence through the metaphor of house bricks: solid, uniform objects that
can be arranged to create shelter or thrown without regard for what they strike. The

metaphor captures a defining tension of modern societies, whether human beings



are understood as complex moral subjects or reduced to inert units within impersonal

systems.’

Drawing on contemporary scholarship in moral philosophy, social psychology, and
neuroscience, this essay argues that empathy functions as an ethical load-bearing
mechanism. Where empathy is present, social systems show flexibility,
proportionality, and responsiveness to harm. Where it is absent, decision-making
becomes rigid, instrumental, and prone to moral collapse. By privileging theory over
autobiography, the discussion situates empathy not as sentiment but as a cognitive—
ethical competence essential to justice, institutional legitimacy, and long-term social

stability.?
Human Variation and the Distribution of Empathy

Human traits are unevenly distributed. Across populations, characteristics such as
intelligence, aggression, impulse control, and empathy tend to approximate a bell-
shaped curve. Empathy is no exception. Some individuals demonstrate high
sensitivity to others’ experiences, while others struggle with perspective-taking or
emotional recognition. Contemporary psychology treats this variation descriptively
rather than morally; empathy is understood as a capacity shaped by biology,

development, and social context rather than a fixed virtue.3

The ethical problem arises not from variation itself, but from how societies organise
authority and responsibility in response to it. Modern bureaucratic and legal systems
are typically designed around abstract norms and average cases. As Max Weber
observed, rational-legal authority prioritises consistency and predictability over
contextual judgment.* Empathy, in such systems, becomes an informal corrective,
allowing decision-makers to recognise when strict rule application produces
disproportionate harm. Without empathy, institutions default to rigidity, treating

deviation as error rather than signal. Neuroscientific research reinforces this view.
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Functional imaging studies show that empathic reasoning activates neural networks
associated with self-reflection, future planning, and moral evaluation.® Empathy is
therefore not merely affective; it is cognitively demanding. Its absence often reflects

not efficiency but moral simplification.
Language, Dehumanisation, and Moral Distance

Empathy is mediated through language. Even in written form, tone, metaphor, and
semantic framing shape whether others are perceived as moral subjects or abstract
problems. Research on dehumanisation demonstrates that harm is easily inflicted
when language ignores an individual’s uniquely human characteristics. ©
Bureaucratic language, composed of stock phrases and administrative categories,
permits actions of profound moral consequence to be carried out as routine tasks,
insulating the actor from reflection upon their human consequences.’ It was this
substitution of formulaic language for moral judgement that led Arendt to her
unsettling conclusion: that great harm need not arise from monstrous intent, but from

the unexamined normality of obedience, procedure, and thoughtlessness.

Nick Haslam’s integrative model of dehumanisation distinguishes between
animalistic and mechanistic forms, with the latter being particularly relevant to
modern institutions, where people are treated as interchangeable components rather
than feeling, reasoning agents. 8 Empathy disrupts this process by reintroducing
particularity: names, histories, and contexts. Where empathy is absent, language
itself becomes a brick, solid, blunt, and capable of inflicting harm while concealing
responsibility. This linguistic distancing is not neutral. Hannah Arendt’s analysis of
bureaucratic evil emphasised how ordinary actors participate in harm precisely by
refusing imaginative engagement with consequences. ° Empathy, by contrast,

requires cognitive effort: the deliberate act of imagining the lived reality of others.
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Action, Inaction, and Ethical Responsibility

Ethical theory increasingly recognises that harm arises not only from actions but
from omissions. Traditional moral frameworks often treated inaction as morally
secondary, yet contemporary applied ethics challenges this distinction. Empathy
plays a decisive role in determining whether inaction is experienced as morally
salient or emotionally tolerable.'® Empirical studies of bystander behaviour indicate
that empathic concern significantly increases the likelihood of intervention, even
when personal cost is involved. ""Conversely, low-empathy contexts normalise
passivity. Suffering becomes background noise, visible but ignorable. In institutional
settings, this manifests as procedural compliance: actors follow rules without
interrogating outcomes. Philosophers such as Peter Singer argue that moral
distance, whether spatial, social, or psychological, weakens ethical response despite
equivalent harm.'? Empathy functions to collapse this distance. Where it is absent,

non-action is reframed as neutrality rather than complicity.
House Bricks and Instrumental Rationality

The metaphor of house bricks captures the ethical ambiguity of tools and systems.
Bricks are morally neutral; their significance lies in use. Arranged with care, they
create shelter. Thrown indiscriminately, they cause injury. This mirrors what critical
theorists describe as instrumental rationality, the evaluation of decisions solely by
efficiency, legality, or utility, rather than by human consequence.'® Instrumental
rationality dominates modern governance, economics, and technological systems.
Individuals become data points, costs, or risks. Empathy is excluded not accidentally
but structurally, as it complicates optimisation. Yet history repeatedly demonstrates
that systems built without empathic consideration generate long-term instability:
labour exploitation, institutional abuse, and policy failure. '* Recent debates around

algorithmic governance illustrate this risk. Automated decision-making systems often
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reproduce harm precisely because they lack contextual judgment. Empathy cannot
be automated; it requires interpretive engagement. Without it, systems become

efficient at scale but brittle under moral stress.
Empathy, Ethics, and Moral Cognition

Moral philosophers differ on the role empathy should play in ethical reasoning. Paul
Bloom famously critiques empathy as biased and parochial, arguing for rational
compassion instead. '*Yet even Bloom concedes that moral reasoning requires
some mechanism for recognising suffering as morally relevant. Martha Nussbaum
similarly argues that emotions, including empathy, are forms of evaluative judgment
rather than irrational impulses. '®From this perspective, empathy is best understood
as a gateway capacity. It does not dictate moral conclusions, but it determines which
facts enter moral consideration. Without empathy, ethical reasoning risks becoming

formally coherent but substantively inhumane.
Conclusion

Empathy is not a decorative moral add-on but a practical ethical capacity with direct
implications for applied decision-making. In institutional contexts, courts, welfare
systems, corporations, and increasingly algorithmic governance, empathy
determines whether rules are applied with proportionality or with indifference to
consequence. Without empathy, ethical reasoning narrows to legality, efficiency, or
compliance, producing outcomes that may be formally correct yet substantively
unjust. The metaphor of house bricks clarifies this distinction. Bricks can be
assembled to create shelter, distributing weight and protecting vulnerability, or they
can be wielded as blunt instruments. Empathy governs this choice. It does not
replace rational analysis, but it ensures that analysis remains connected to human
reality. In applied ethics, empathy acts as a bridge between abstract principles and
lived consequences, collapsing moral distance and reintroducing responsibility. For a

personal portfolio, this analysis demonstrates that ethical maturity lies not in
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emotional excess but in sustained attentiveness to impact. Systems built without
empathy may function temporarily, but they do so on brittle foundations. Empathy is
what allows ethical structures to endure, absorbing stress, adapting to context, and

resisting collapse under the weight of human complexity.
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