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INTRODUCTION

In the last twenty years, empathy appears to have become
the key to studying the relationship between the sciences, new
technologies, philosophy, aesthetics, ethics and politics. Often
referred to by Obama — We need to stand in somebody else’s shoes —
empathy appears to “hit the mark” in summarizing a social vocation
and, in particular, a way of sharing another person’s feelings,
combining the different dimensions of being human, such as the
emotional, cognitive and behavioral ones, together with the ethical
and social ones.

However, despite the increasingly widespread use of the term,
there is no agreement on its definition: used in all sorts of different
contexts, empathy is often identified with different mechanisms,
including the involuntary mechanisms of imitation and emotional
contagion, the ability to read another person’s mind, and caring
for vulnerable or needy people. There is no doubt, in fact, that
empathy —or, rather, the broad semantic reference horizon it evokes
— functions as an umbrella term, catalyzing a huge interdisciplinary
area of interest for some of the crucial questions of today’s world:
permanent economic crises, immigrant tragedies, climate change
and technological accelerations, which, by throwing our world off-
balance and spreading new forms of hardship and insecurity, have
highlighted the importance of empathy as a social bond for our
society. This explains, as Laura Boella writes, “why the appeal to
empathy has occupied the area between “I” and “we” that appears
empty in today’s society, torn apart by unbridled individualism and
conflicts between faiths and cultures”,* thus favoring a response of
shared awareness that includes other people in a choral dimension.

1 Laura Boella, Empatie. L'esperienza empatica nella societa del conflitto
(Milano: Raffaello Cortina, 2018), p. 35.
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Successful links with the neurosciences based on the principle
of empathy have also been established in the fields of art and
architecture, and, in this sense, the book by Harry Francis Mallgrave,
Architecture and Embodiment,? has become a fundamental reference
point. Empathy, in fact, as the fathers of Einfiihlung had pointed out
between the 19th and 20th centuries, also concerns the objects
and spaces we inhabit and, as the most accredited neuroscientific
research has shown, results in a real embodied simulation, which
represents, at neurophysiological level, an immediate empathic
response in terms of our relations with others. Despite this, empathy
still plays a very minor role in the way we conceive architecture; this
stratified and complex experience, of which embodied simulation
is simply the functional correlate, could, however, assist the design
process, repositioning the human body and its experience at its very
center. That is precisely what this book aims to explore.

The study of emotions, with what has been defined emotional
turn, and recent neuroscientific findings — particularly the discovery
of mirror neurons (and it is no accident that they are defined as
“empathy neurons”) — are at the basis of the new epistemological
revolution characterizing various fields of knowledge, but interest
in the relationships existing between architecture and empathy
also shares other speculative paths centered on rediscovery of
the lived body. This context comprises both the powerful concept
of “neurophenomenology”, introduced by Francisco J. Varela “to
designate a quest to marry modern cognitive science and a disciplined
approach to human experience”,® and the “new phenomenology” of
Hermann Schmitz, interested in reappraising the qualitative levels
of our life experiences, and, lastly, Gernot Bohme’s aesthetics of
atmospheres which identifies, as underlined by Tonino Griffero, a
“renewed ontological approach [...] in which emotional experience
[is] supplemented by a reflection not devoid of critical potential”,*

2 Harry Francis Mallgrave, Architecture and Embodiment. The Implications
of the New Sciences and Humanities for Design (London-New York:
Routledge, 2013).

3 Francisco J. Varela, ‘Neurophenomenology: A Methodological Remedy for
the Hard Problem’, Journal of Consciousness Studies, 3.4 (1996), pp. 330-
49 (p. 330).

4 Tonino Griffero, Atmosferologia. Estetica degli spazi emozionali (Roma-
Bari: Laterza, 2010), pp. 9-10.
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namely in which the unreflected upon is understood through
reflection.

This book’s journey has emerged from the intersection of different
realms of knowledge, where embodied cognition marks the pivotal
starting point. It is rooted in a personal interdisciplinary leaning
towards the idea that architectural thinking should be constantly
receptive to and engaged with the diverse epistemological
perspectives shaping our present reality.

In particular, this book brings together both the interest | have
always had in phenomenology — already present in the book
entitled The landscape dimension of architecture in contemporary
design® —and a curiosity about developments in the neurosciences,
particularly the emotional, cognitive and social ones, which, by
recognizing a complex multi-component model in the relationship
between cognition, emotion and behavior, have caused a
fundamental paradigm shift. In this mutual relationship, in which
emotions have taken on a new guise as “reality”, also at the social
level, empathy — as a multidimensional experience that involves our
very existence in the relationship with otherness — has acquired a
new centrality which cannot fail to have an effect on architectural
thinking. The book looks at this thinking in depth, starting from
several seminars held as part of the PhD in “Architecture. Theories
and Design”,® developed through several essays’ and then collected,

5 Paola Gregory, La dimensione paesaggistica dell’architettura nel progetto
contemporaneo. L'architettura come metafora del paesaggio (Roma-Bari:
Laterza, 1998).

6 More specifically, the seminar “Empatia e neuroscienze. Nuove prospettive
per l'architettura” held as part of the PhD at Sapienza University of Rome,
in the academic years 2018-19, 2019- 20, 2020-21.

7 In particular, see: Paola Gregory, ‘The Mind/Body Thought. Empathic
Cognition from Einfihlung to Embodied Simulation’, in The Affective City.
Spaces, Atmospheres and Practices in Changing Urban Territories, ed.
by Stefano Catucci and Federico De Matteis (Siracusa: LetteraVentidue,
2021), pp. 50-75; P. Gregory, ‘Il pensiero come corpo. Per una
concezione empatica dell’architettura’, Op.Cit. Selezione della critica
d’arte contemporanea, 171 (2021), pp. 25-38; Paola Gregory, ‘Towards
an empathic architecture’, AIP Conference Proceedings. Vol. 2574. No. 1
(published online: AIP Publishing, 15 Nov. 2022), pp. 070003-1-070003-5;
The affective city. I/ contesto emotivo di due siti deindustrializzati a Torino:
Officine Grandi Motori e ThyssenKrupp, ed. by Paola Gregory and Rosalba
Belibani (Siracusa: LetteraVentidue, 2022).
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re-elaborated, extended, and narrated here in an overall system,
albeit far from exhaustive, due both to the broad nature and
complexity of the themes discussed and the nebulous character of
the very concept of empathy itself, with its blurred and indistinct
outlines, difficult to grasp in concrete terms.

In sending the text to the publisher, | would like to thank the
people who supported me in this difficult undertaking: Andrea
Nemiz, my husband, who enabled me to work on the book, almost
full-time, in the last few months; Antonio Sorrentino who, in addition
to his contribution on two areas of “trauma”, supported me in
some particularly complex themes concerning the neurobiological
organization of the human brain; Renato Bocchi, Maria Clara Ghia,
Giuliana Scotto and Roberto Secchi, for having enthusiastically
agreed to give their precious contribution by narrating their lived
experience in an architectural space: a prelude —in our view —to an
“empathyin practice” that we hope could also become an achievable
educational endeavor.

18 September 2023

Note: all the quotations taken from original foreign language
texts, if not cited as English translations, have been translated by
the author.
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