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Thoughts and Things: The Pervasiveness of Empathy and Its Rejection in Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time
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Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time is told from a curious point of view: this novel is narrated and “written” by Christopher Boone, a 15 year-old with Asperger’s syndrome. This means that everything that happens in the book is mediated by a mind that is both remote from and (at times) surprisingly similar to the mind of the non-Aspergic reader. The challenge for this reader – which is demanded by the point of view from which the novel is told – is to understand Christopher on his own terms. The task is, then, not to understand what Christopher is like, but rather what it’s like to be Christopher. In this essay I will describe and analyze three (for lack of a better word) “peculiarities” in Christopher’s worldview: his resistance to empathizing with others, his difficulty comprehending figurative language, and his dogged commitment to empiricism as the correct method for revealing the truth. This being done, I will then argue with the help of the early 20th century aesthetic philosopher Vernon Lee that these three facets of Christopher’s personality all come from the same source: a wish to separate the mind from the things that it is thinking about. Just as Christopher likes to keep food unmixed on his plate, so he also likes to keep his ideas separate from the facts. It should be noted that what is said in this essay is meant to apply only to the fictional character Christopher Boone, and should in no way be taken as describing the mental states of actually-existing persons with Asperger’s or related conditions. If my argument is correct, however, this essay may contribute to a later analysis of Christopher as a representation of people with autism.
	[Demonstrate Christopher’s resistance to empathy]
	[Demonstrate Christopher’s dislike of figurative language]
	[Demonstrate Christopher’s love of science/empiricism]
	We are now in a position to synthesize these three facts. To do this, I want to consider the provocative definition of “empathy” put forward by Vernon Lee in her 1913 aesthetic treatise The Beautiful. For Lee, empathy is when we unconsciously attribute the product of thinking to the thing that we are thinking about. For example: according to Lee, when we un-self-consciously say that the landscape that we are looking at is beautiful rather than saying that we believe that it is beautiful, we have just committed an act of empathy (58). That is, we have attributed the results of our thinking – we see the landscape, assess it, and the result is a feeling of beauty – to the object of our thoughts – the landscape is beautiful. Another example, to which Lee dedicates more time, is to claim that “[t]he mountain rises” (61). We know perfectly well when we say this that the mountain may not in fact be rising: it may be sinking, or not moving at all. What we mean by saying that “the mountain rises” is “when we look at the mountain we somehow or other think of the action of rising” (62, Lee’s emphasis). We see the mountain and we think that we would be rising if we were to climb it, or that our eyes rise as we scan the slope, and yet we unconsciously project our own feeling of rising onto the mountain itself. This is what Lee means by empathy: when we get the thinker all mixed up with the object being thought about.
	Lee draws out the connection between empathy and figurative speech for us, with results that are significant for my argument:
And if the Reader objects again that these are all figures of speech, I shall answer that Empathy is what explains why we employ figures of speech at all, and occasionally employ them, as in the case of the rising mountain, when we know perfectly well that the figure we have chosen expresses the exact revers of the objective truth. (62, Lee’s emphasis)
It is now obvious that if we say that “the mountain is rising” when we really mean that it is as though the mountain were rising, we are using a metaphor. By the same token, if one uses the metaphor (e.g.) “the king is a lion” it’s clear that what is meant is something much closer to “the king has qualities which remind me of a lion.” Lee’s argument is that this is an empathetic move: we take the results of our own mental processes (the comparison of the king to a lion) and attribute them to the thing that we are thinking about (the substitution of the king for a lion).
	Lee has little to say about empiricism, but we can draw out the implications here on our own. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy usefully phrases the basic thesis of empiricism as the claim that “[w]e have no source of knowledge in [a subject area] or for the concepts we use in [that subject area] other than sense experience.” In philosophy, empiricism is typically opposed to rationalism, which holds that we can know things with certainty by intuition, with no sense-experience (i.e. observation) necessary. The question is: how can we know things, how do we get access to what’s true? The answer for empiricism is obvious: the truth is accessible only by impartial observation, and requires little or no thinking to be recognized as true. Recall Lee’s thesis about empathy: we empathize with objects when we attribute the results of our cognitive labor to the thing that we’re thinking about. It’s clear that, if we’re good empiricists, we must put the kibosh on empathy with all haste! For what is this empathy other than the unconscious commingling of observation and reflection?
	It would seem, then, that the three characteristics we observed in Christopher – his love of empiricism, his resistance to empathy, and his dislike of figurative language – all come from the same source: the desire to separate the mind from the things that it’s thinking about.
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