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Abstract: People take Marx’s response to liberalism to require an implausible social organization that stands in stark opposition to individualistic human psychology. In fact, the objection goes, radically democratic socialism requires people to choose things that are opposed to their perceived self interest, to give up many things that they now desire, and to agree to do jobs they don’t really want to do—and people just ain’t gonna do that! Socialism requires people to abandon their immediate self-interest and take up the interests of the proletariat as their own. As Marx puts it, “only when man has recognized and organized his “own powers” as social powers, and, consequently, no longer separates social power from himself in the shape of political power, only then will human emancipation have been accomplished.”


Even the staunchest of socialists must concede that it is difficult to see how this is possible. I take this problem to be a microcosm of a larger problem: Is it possible to empathize with a group? We often say that we empathize with the victims of a tornado, with the poor, or with people living under oppressive structural adjustment plans in the global south. I’ll look at three proposals for how it is possible to empathize with groups—and though I may not be able to justify socialism, hopefully I’ll be able to show that it is a bit more psychologically plausible.

