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Is empathy an attribute that is equally important for a
historian and a human scientist? Discuss with reference to

history and the human sciences.

Empathy, the ability to relate with and understand the feelings, views, and experiences of other
people, is central to studying all disciplines. In History, empathy helps practitioners recreate the
past through the human stories behind events and currents. In the Human Sciences, empathy is
equally crucial: it allows one to know firsthand the lived realities of persons or communities,
which is impossible through complex data.

The point is that empathy connects these into knowledge-in-the-end brought into proper
understanding. By transcending intellectual inquiry, it also lends itself to the emotional and
ethical aspects of the most touching lines of research. Although History and the Human
Sciences may differ in their methods, both fields depend on empathy to illuminate the
complexities with which individual lives are interwoven into social or historical contexts.
Empathy is, therefore, not an optional attribute but a necessary means of deepening our
understanding of humanity, making it the cornerstone of meaningful inquiry within these areas of

knowledge.

Human Science:

There is a claim that empathy plays a key role in the Human Sciences by contextualizing
numerical data with the existential realities of the human beings being studied. Through
empathy towards their subjects, human scientists can take a more rounded viewpoint in
reconciling human behavior with social phenomena. For example, a psychologist could
quantitatively analyze how poverty affects mental health by tracking incidence rates of
depression within low-income groups!. Yet this statistical data remained entirely dry and
inconclusive unless the social psychologist integrated the narratives told by experiences of

poverty. By interviewing and understanding the emotional and psychological burden of the poor,

1 Tomova, Stephanie, et al. "Country- and Individual-Level Socioeconomic Determinants of Depression:
Multilevel Cross-National Comparison." The British Journal of Psychiatry, Cambridge University Press, 23
Mar. 2025, www.cambridge.org/core/journals/the-british-journal-of-psychiatry/article/country-and-
individuallevel-socioeconomic-determinants-of-depression-multilevel-crossnational-comparison/
BF4C391FE529178EFF83D8EAED77C138?form=MGO0AV3. Accessed 23 Mar. 2025.



the psychologist had an ever more precise understanding of the systemic nature behind mental
health.

Thus, if considered a way of knowing, empathy allows the psychologist to reconcile between
reason and emotion. While reason accommodates statistics and trends in analysis, emotion
engages the will to truly relate to the most profound sense of human experience so that the
research does not dehumanize its subjects. This synergy finally shows how empathy becomes
the bridge from the abstract data to a concrete understanding of the greater importance of
compassion and effectiveness in intervention.

A counterclaim also exists that empathy makes the Human Sciences susceptible to distortion.
When researchers start engaging in semi-deep empathizing with the subjects of their research
work, they find themselves projecting their feelings and biases into the interpretation of data,
leading to misguided findings. For instance, sociological studies of disenfranchised communities
are often thrust into narratives weighted with empathy by researchers who felt strong emotional
connections to the subject2. At such times, specific experiences are highlighted. In contrast,
others fade away, giving rise to a biased narrative more aligned with the researcher’s
perspectives than an objective representation of the community.

In this regard, journalism and its typical interworking with social research are typical cases.
Journalists covering refugees might emphasize harrowing tales to elicit an emotional response
from the potential audience. Yes, it is humanizing; however, it simplifies far more complicated
issues, opting for narratives of individuals above systemic factors. This cherry-picking would
indicate that while empathy is appreciated, it can undermine objectivity by tilting the analysis to
favor emotional appeal rather than alternate avenues of consideration.

Within a TOK framework, the counterclaim indicates the interaction between perspective and
emotion as ways of knowing. Empathy is a highly emotive action; thus, it can contribute to deep
understanding and introduce the researcher's view into the construction of knowledge. It
promotes epistemological discourse on balancing emotional engagement and retaining rigorous
methodological posture.

The claim and counterclaim indicate that empathy in the Human Sciences fulfills an ambiguous
role: enriching understanding and posing obstacles to objectivity. Empathy allows human

scientists to engage with their subjects richly and sensitively, eliciting deeper insights than less

2 Varma, Anita. "Evoking Empathy or Enacting Solidarity with Marginalized Communities? A Case Study
of Journalistic Humanizing Techniques in the San Francisco Homeless Project." Journalism Studies, vol.
21, no. 12, July 2020, doi:10.1080/1461670X.2020.1789495. Accessed 23 Mar. 2025.



emotively charged, more quantitative methods. On the other hand, empathy can bring into
question the objectivity of any knowledge claim in the sense that, in empathy, emotion and affect
may somewhat obscure the rational argument and other modes of knowing.

Human Sciences can achieve a friendly footing through a resolution path, pave the way for
empathy, and preserve steady methodological rigor. The interplay between these three ways of
knowing assists us in the beginning to appreciate the vast landscape of knowledge construction
in this field.

History:

There is a claim in history that empathy allows historians to delve beyond facts, enabling a
nuanced understanding of historical events through the perspectives of those who experienced
them.

Empathy empowers historians to understand the emotional and social contexts of the past. It
helps them by stepping into the shoes of historical figures to ascertain motivations, struggles,
and cultural dynamics that inform and shape events. For example, understanding the life of a
slave in the transatlantic slave trade invokes more the number of ships or the economic success
associated with their journeys3. With empathy and personal accounts such as Olaudah
Equiano's narrative, historians can converse with the emotional toll, resilience, and human cost
in these figures. Empathy allows historians to humanize what might otherwise be faceless
assemblages of statistics and numbers and thereby gain a richer understanding not only of
events but their broader implications for human dignity and future structures of society.

This means that, in TOK terms, this claim deals with the relationship between imagination and
emotion as ways of knowing. Imagination makes it possible for historians to spin convincing
tales out of evidence; emotion brings them closer to the individuals and contexts under study.
Thus, empathy enhances the historian's ability to present even more sophisticated accounts
that resonate with modern audiences.

However, on the one hand, empathy enriches historical studies. Still, on the other hand, it also
introduces a risk of subjectivity since sheer emotional involvement by a historian in their subject
may eclipse objective analysis. To illustrate, a historian with a sympathetic point of view on the

case of Napoleon Bonaparte might choose to gloss over the devastation wrought by his military

3 "Transatlantic Slave Trade." Britannica, www.britannica.com/topic/transatlantic-slave-trade?
form=MGOAV3. Accessed 23 Mar. 2025.



expeditions while studying the controversial historical figure4. In contrast, another historian who
is very empathetic towards his victims could overstate his vices, somehow leaving out the
greater context of his social and political reforms. Hence, it could have a very selective focus
informed by empathy, which could give narratives that resonate more with the personal
emotional orientation of the historian rather than being balanced against evidence.

For instance, the partition of British India in 1947 showcases real-life evidence of this risk. While
some accounts glorify the ability of individuals to survive the partition, others narrate the
violence and displacement it brought. Both views have truth, but one could obscure the rich
complexity of the event by focusing on just one. Thus, empathy complicates historical narratives
because it privileges specific experiences over others, leading to a more fractured
understanding of the past.

The primary critique relates to the conflict between the different perspectives or forms of
understanding and reasoning as ways of knowing in the Theory of Knowledge. One may argue
that empathy is equally an extension of perspective that can add richness to an account of
history; on the other hand, if we allow empathy to interfere with reasoning, it can alter the
historian's conclusions with personal biases that undermine the reliability of such claims to
knowledge.

In this way, the idea and the counterclaim highlight the ambivalence of empathy in History.
Indeed, it can be used to address tensions in the emotional and social lives of the past.
However, it brings about a lot of subjectivity and must be tightly controlled if History as a
discipline is to retain its objective character. Through such an understanding, one strives to
uphold cordiality between the two agencies of learning: empathy and harsh analysis.
Methodologically sound empathy nurtures the historian's ability to humanize the past while
remaining firmly anchored in evidence-based knowledge. The interrelation and articulation of
such concepts proposed by the Theory of Knowledge, imagination, emotion, perspective, and
reason become a prism of trouble for the very construction of historical knowledge. Empathy,
therefore, persists as an understood yet significantly felt trait in History, and it pronounces
opportunities yet challenges levels within the field of History as an avenue to more profound

insights into the human experience over time.

Conclusion:

4 "Napoleon |." Britannica, www.britannica.com/summary/Napoleon-1?form=MGO0AV3. Accessed 23 Mar.
2025.



The duality of empathy interacts with the acquisition of knowledge, sometimes being an enabler
and, at other times, a hindrance. In History, empathy allows us to explore the various human
experiences surrounding events better to understand the motivations, struggles, and cultural
nuances. Similarly, empathy in Human Sciences helps us bridge the realm of abstract data and
grounded lived experience while deepening our understanding of human behavior in general.
Yet both fields must grapple with the thin line separating emotional engagement from objectivity.
While enhancing understanding, empathy humanizes knowledge acquisition; on the contrary, it
ultimately brings subjectivity into interpretive and claims-making territories.

Empathy plays a nuanced role in knowledge construction in the interplay of ways of knowing—
emotion, reason, imagination, and perspective. It is an emotional reaction, and a constructive
cognitive tool deepened through critical understanding and methodological thoroughness.
Empathy works as a bridge from knowledge to understanding in History and Human Sciences,
ensuring our analysis is coupled with interest in the human condition.

Ultimately, empathy is indispensable in these areas of knowledge. It enables meaningful inquiry
while reminding us of the complexities and responsibilities of interpreting human experiences.

Its integration fosters richer, more compassionate understandings of our world.
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