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CHAPTER 2:

EMPATHY
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EMPATHY
In the previous chapter we talked about what 

 astronauts bring with them when they leave Earth. 
 But another question would be:

“what would they bring back 
from space when they come home?”

Well, astronauts are unanimous about this: 
they would bring back the view of the Earth 
from outer space. Seeing our planet from 
space seems to be one of the most transformative 
experiences ever: we call it the Overview effect. 
Our tiny, fragile ball of life, alone in the void, 
suddenly seems the most important thing to 
protect. And when they see it, the astronauts 
suddenly feel an overwhelming sense of empathy, 
of community with all other humans. Empathy?
 ...
Wait, what does that even mean? 

You might have noticed it already. When a friend is over-excited and joyful, 
 you probably feel excited and joyful too, even before you fully understand 
 what’s going on. We have this wonderful capacity to understand and even feel 
 what others are feeling. We can briefly place ourselves in someone else’s 
 shoes and share their emotions. This capacity is called empathy, and it is super  
helpful to build meaningful connections with others, to understand the 
 complexity of the world and to create true friendships.  

Of course, critical thinking and making judgements are equally important skills.
 However, in this chapter we will leave these skills to one side: we will do our best to listen, 
accept and understand other people’s feelings.  

This is uneasy and uncomfortable, but guess what? Negative feelings are part of relationships 
too. And if your friends feel able to tell you when they are disappointed in or angry with you, 
it will help to strengthen your friendships.

Empathy can be used with anyone, with a sibling, a parent, even a teacher. 
With someone from another city, or from another country. With someone who’s had a history 
very different from your own. With someone who has values and beliefs that are the opposite 
of yours. To be empathetic does not mean you agree with them. It does mean you’re doing 
your best to understand them. And you will see the world in a new light: not just from your 
point of view, but also from a completely different perspective. 

Life is more enjoyable with multiple perspectives, isn’t it?

During the following activities, you’ll have opportunities 
to practice active listening and empathy. If we all practised 
those skills, maybe we would understand and support 
each other a bit more. Maybe some of the conflicts  
around us would disappear. Maybe we would be able  
to feel like all humans are fellow passengers on this 
common vessel called Earth… Or maybe not, 
 maybe it’s all just an unrealistic utopia?

Well, let’s try and find out, shall we?

and yes, that means accepting that sometimes 
people having negative feelings about us.
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ACTIVE
LISTENING

How good are you at listening ? I mean really listening, not pretending to 

listen, not thinking about someone else, searching for something clever to 

say or patiently waiting for the conversation to end. Do you understand 

not only what another person is telling you, but also the details which are 

suggested, and even the emotions the other person feels?
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How good are you at listening ? I mean really listening, not pretending to 

listen, not thinking about someone else, searching for something clever to 

say or patiently waiting for the conversation to end. Do you understand 

 not only what another person is telling you, but also the details which are 

suggested, and even the emotions the other person feels?
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When you’ve done this a couple of times, you may take it to the next level! Can you do this 

activity with someone who has different opinions than you? With someone who is angry at 

you? With someone you’re angry with? And if you fail from time to time – interrupting, being 

judgemental or not listening anymore, it’s OK. The fact that you tried it, means you are 

progressing. As Samuel Beckett wrote: “No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better”.

Listen to someone today. Go to a parent, sibling or friend, and kindly 
ask: “How are you feeling?”, or “How was your day?”. As soon as the 

conversation starts, listen as actively as you can:

Focus on the other person: what are they 
telling you? What emotions do they feel? 
Give them time to speak, breathe, to 
wander. Don’t be afraid of silence.

To support the other person in speaking, you may use gentle, 
encouraging questions, like “Really?”, “OK, so she told you 
this?”, “Wow, so that happened...?”

Resist the urge to interrupt, to give 
 your opinion, to say what immediately 
comes to mind, and even to give advice. 

Show the other person that you are sharing 
their emotions: “You seem really angry 
about that”, “You’re sad about this…”,  
“this is wonderful, you must be so proud!”, 
 “and how do you feel about it?”.
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WHAT 

 IF THAT 

 HAD BEEN 

ME?
Think about the last time someone shared an emotion with you (excitement, 

joy, anger, loneliness…). Ask yourself: “what if that had been me? How 

would I feel?” And most importantly, “what would help me in this situation? 

What would I need from my friends? what would be really supportive?”
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what if that had
been me?

what would be 
supportive?

how would 
i feel?

Story:

How do i feel about this?

other:

JOY
ExcitementANGER

Loneliness

Write the answers in your diary. 
It is probable that what would have 

helped you is very, very different from 
 the reaction you actually had.

 It’s OK: once again, the most difficult 
 part is to realise this, and take it  

into account for next time. 
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FICTIONAL
CHARACTER

Now, let’s try to have empathy for someone very different from you.

 Choose a fictional character from a novel, a movie or a series. But 

don’t choose the hero, don’t choose someone you easily identify with: 

take a character that seems far away from you. It can be a secondary 

character, or even the villain, someone you don’t really like, someone 

you disagree with.
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Now, imagine and write in your diary:  what is that 
character feeling and thinking? How does the character perceive 
the situation? What is the character experiencing? What would 
the novel, movie or series become if it was made from that 
character’s point of view?

Character:

How would the new novel, movie or series be called?

What is the character
feeling?

What is the character
experiencing?

Draw your character here!


