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Abstract
In my thesis, I explore the activities of volunteers who work with people who are terminally ill and dying in Switzerland. I engaged in participant observation for one and half years. Following a conventional approach, my goal was (and still is) to firstly personally experience the practices and values which are characteristic of the volunteers’ interventions and, secondly, to compare them with the volunteers’ discourse. Empathy are among the main tools of this research. At the same time, volunteer action in palliative care organisations also emphasises the importance of empathy. The specific job of volunteers is to ensure a presence next to the dying patients without interfering with the patients’ beliefs. If we analyse the relationship with the patients more closely, the position of the volunteers looks quite similar to that of participant observers. In this contribution I will try to answer the following questions: how can researchers who use empathy as part of their own methodology, at the same time also study the empathy of the social actors that they observe ? Is this possible without drawing clear boundaries between “real” and “fake” empathy ? Exploring the parallels between my trajectory of “me as researcher” and “me as volunteer”, I propose to examine the heuristic value as well as the limits of the concept of empathy in both contexts.
My Ph.D thesis explores the activities of volunteers who work with people who are terminally ill and dying in Switzerland. My research aims to understand the dynamics of the contemporary relation to death, focussing more specifically on the following two research questions: how does death come to be presented as an “attractive” thing in palliative care contexts ? How do the volunteers cope with the constant presence of death in their everyday lives ? In order to answer these questions, I engaged in participant observation for one and half years. Following a conventional approach, my goal was (and still is) to firstly personally experience the practices and values which are characteristic of the volunteers’ interventions and, secondly, to compare them with the volunteers’ discourse. Empathy are among the main tools of this research. 

At the same time, volunteer action in palliative care organisations also emphasises the importance of empathy. The specific job of volunteers is to ensure a presence next to the dying patients without interfering with the patients’ beliefs. If we analyse the relationship with the patients more closely, the position of the volunteers looks quite similar to that of participant observers. In this contribution I will try to answer the following questions: how can researchers who use empathy as part of their own methodology, at the same time also study the empathy of the social actors that they observe ? Is this possible without drawing clear boundaries between “real” and “fake” empathy ? Exploring the parallels between my trajectory of “me as researcher” and “me as volunteer”, I propose to examine the heuristic value as well as the limits of the concept of empathy in both contexts.

Before answering these questions, it is important to briefly underline the relative heterogeneity of the concept of empathy. One of its main features is surely its polysemy. For instance, psychology defines empathy in at least two different ways: a) as a central theoretical tool whose function is to assist the relationship between a therapist and his/her patient (in particular in the psychoanalytic tradition) b) as a human aptitude for putting oneself in somebody’s else place. In this second case empathy is no longer a tool but rather a subject to be investigated. From a different angle some philosophers from the 18th to the 20th century (Herder, Dilthey, Wittgenstein or Husserl) address the issue of empathy by focusing on its heuristic and theoretical values without any therapeutic or cognitive aim. Here, empathy is seen as a means of interpretating reality (in the sense of “Verstehen”). However, these philosophers did not come to any agreement on the part that empathy should take in the process of interpretating reality. Moreover, the debate regarding this role is still ongoing and focuses on the relevance of empathy in counter-rational, interpretative, and/ or explanatory approaches (Giordano 1997). The social sciences have largely continued this debate by trying to answer the following question: how can a researcher understand a person or a context that is necessarily unfamiliar to him/ her ? (Shields 1996). Thus we can establish that empathy fundamentally lies on two paradoxical bases which are implicitly or explicitly common to all social and historical disciplines: 

a) an affirmation: every normal human being is able to put him or herself in somebody’s else shoes in order to understand the other’s viewpoint.
b) a question: how can one transpose their own subjectivity onto the subjectivity of someone else ?

Inevitably, any ethnographic field research has to consider this question, although it is impossible to give an absolute answer. For instance, Bourdieu in “La misère du monde”  defines the methodological tools of his research as an attempt “de se mettre à (la( place de (son interlocuteur( en pensée“ emphasising that “cette compréhension ne se réduit pas à un état d’âme bienveillant”, but is a kind of “exercice spirituel, visant à obtenir, par l’oubli de soi, une véritable conversion du regard que nous portons sur les autres (…) une sorte d’amour intellectuel”
 (Bourdieu 1993, 910-912). Reviewing Bourdieu’s book, Nonna Mayer (1995) points out the problematic gap between Bourdieu’s methodological ambitions and their practical results. She emphasises that one’s willingness is not enough to put empathy into practice in a proper way. In addition, ethnographic studies have pointed out the importance of the context: fieldwork can come up against obstacles which may differ according to the context and the investigated subjects (depending on their gender, age, social position, or their past). The definition of empathy as “intellectual love” is clearly incomplete. A researcher must be able to employ this “love” with people or situations which may resist him/ her in thousands of different ways. It also omits to acknowledge the potential resistances that the researcher himself may (intentionally or not) put up to his subject. Bourdieu’s conception of empathy is developed in a context in which the researcher has a higher social status which therefore risks intimidating the respondent. Bourdieu does not mention the opposite situation: how does the researcher deal with empathy when he is socially inferior to his respondent or when he is neither inferior nor superior to him  ? (Chamborédon, 1994)

The parallel drawn between my own trajectory as a researcher and the general trajectory of volunteers could bring out further elements of reflection on empathy. Such a parallel breaks with the traditional idea that research is something completely separated from other kind of social activities. Such a comparison allows us to define the specific goals and means of the research as well as shows that the methodological and theoretical issues are not radically different from the practical issues that social actors address in their everyday life.

My experience as a researcher included becoming a member of the groups that I study. In order to be accepted as a proper volunteer I firstly took part in a training course that every volunteer for palliative care has to go through. From the beginning of my observations I noticed the closeness between the activity of participant observation (or an observing participation) and the activity of volunteers next to dying patients. The training course seeks indeed to teach candidate volunteers to create a “good distance” during their interactions with dying persons and their close relatives.

Role-plays allow candidate volunteers to improve their skills in showing consideration for the wishes and needs of the patients. Indeed, they have to adjust their behaviour to the fact that patients do not necessarily wish them to be present. Most of the time, the request for volunteers is made by exhausted relatives who need a rest or by nurses who cannot ensure a constant presence in the room, rather than by the patient himself. Even if the patient is conscious and accepts his or her presence, the volunteer must, as much as possible, beware of saying or doing anything that might disturb him. Although volunteer associations are non-religious, volunteers generally believe in many different religious or spiritual values. Therefore, the volunteer association officials have reached a strict compromise which permits volunteers to live their faith without proselytizing. Next to an atheistic or an agnostic patient who does not share his/ her religion or his/ her spiritual beliefs, a volunteer is only allowed to pray inwardly and silently. When a patient asks for prayer, volunteers are requested to comply with the patient’s instructions, even if they do not have common beliefs or religion. In the same way, volunteers are not supposed to expose their own history to the patients. Many volunteers have themselves experienced the loss of someone close to them. I noticed that the training courses opened a large space to personal experience narratives so that the trainers could spot the candidate volunteers who were too much focused on their own mourning experience and were therefore refused as volunteers. This does not mean that volunteers are requested to deny their pain. However the trainer’s aim is to avoid some volunteers projecting their own feeling onto the patients and their close relatives. Thus a clear boundary marks the limits between what should be muted and what can be shared with the patients. For instance, volunteers regularly meet each other in debriefing sessions. These meetings have been created by the association’s officials in order to offer volunteers a place where they can express the emotions they felt after or during their visits. Above all these sessions give them the occasion to go back over the way they dealt with patients: Could they speak about death with the patient or the relatives ? Did they have to pray with them ? Could they take the hand of the patient ? Did they have to be silent ? Were their reactions to the patient’s requests appropriate ? 
The volunteer activity can be seen as open-mindedness and kindness to others. Formally the volunteers require the ability to understand the sufferings of the patients, to create an appropriate dialogue, to listen without recommending any solutions, and to leave at the right moment. Methodological tools of the interpretative and empathetic approach such as distance, listening, understanding and reflexivity become, in this scope, kinds of practical guidelines. During the debriefing sessions, these guidelines are constantly discussed and sometimes negotiated by volunteers. However this negotiation does not aim to bypass these rules. On the contrary, the guidelines are generally well accepted and respected by volunteers and furthermore are a means of being acknowledged by the professionals. This is another common point between volunteers and ethnographers: both are often misunderstood. The researcher disturbs the investigated environment and may be seen as an “intruder” or a “spy”. A similar confusion can be felt about volunteers that may be considered as either morbid, exceptional, brave, self-seeking people, or as a proselytizer. Like the ethnographers, the volunteers are often labelled, in a positive as well as in a negative way, as singular individuals. 
Nevertheless the similarity between volunteers and ethnographers is more based on an analogical ground than on a homological one. Indeed when they use empathy, researchers and volunteers do not have the same aim. This relative gap now allows me to state more precisely the scientific and ethnographic use of the concept of empathy.
As Shields (1996) underlines, in a certain way the empathetic aspect of ‘Verstehen’ may reproduce the romantic theory in which “‘speaking with’ is transposed into ‘speaking-as’ an Other” (p. 275). This kind of synthetic empathy postulates that each empathetic individual may re-live the experiences of anyone else. This approach must be criticized for the following reason: “Empathy predicated on synthesis is the mark of particular historically dominant culture. This form of empathy silences or suffocates the Other by masking the difficulty which lies in the difference between Self (investigator) and Other (respondent or subject of investigation)” (p. 281). However the heuristic value of empathy is not cancelled because of that flaw. Such an argument would amount to reducing empathy to its idealistic and unattainable form. Empathy is not a strict and unchanging principle of projection of oneself or of self-effacement. As the volunteer’s situations illustrate it in an empirical way, empathy is a sort of attitude that allows them to mediate the particular interactions between themselves and the others. 

However, the volunteers in palliative care do not visit the patients without any personal interest: “working” close to ill and dying patients is often a means of living one’s faith, of finding one’s identity, or of promoting a new policy on death and on the care of dying people (‘people should not die alone or be abandoned by the medical crew’). In that context empathy has a functional role whose aim is to find a balance between the trajectories of the patients and the interests of the volunteers. During the debriefing session are the volunteers allowed to express the feelings awakened by the experiences with the patients. At that moment volunteers often express the religious or spiritual values they believe in.   

The ethnographer’s position is appreciably different. Unlike the volunteers, he does not only silence his own subjectivity in order to let his respondents express their opinion. He must distance himself from his preconceptions in order to separate them as much as possible from his analyses.  He also has to be as close as possible to his respondents as well as keeping an ‘outsider’ position (Naepels 1998, 197). Thus ethnography creates a singular relationship between the researcher and his respondents, in which their closeness is paradoxically equal to their distance. For instance, my participant observation should last long enough so that I can become familiar with the volunteers and observe the informal aspects of their activity. Mainly, two obvious (and classical) risks threaten this process: either being too distant from the volunteers or forgetting my researcher role. Some volunteers think that my work is to promote their role and to defend their point of view. Therefore I have to beware of having a large access to the volunteers and their activity, of wining their trust (of course without taking advantage of them) and of clearly exposing the reasons of my presence. Then empathy is not a moral principle that I decide to adopt because I am ‘intellectually in love’ with my respondents. In my field (as in any other), empathy rather appears as a sort of uncertain but compulsory bet based on a dialectical skill of giving an impulse to the relationship with unfamiliar people without determining the sense of that relation. 
Actually I bet on the possibility of grasping an inevitably fluctuating subject that the interaction with the researcher could also modify… In this sense empathy is not a simple transposition of subjectivity and even less a unilateral process. Surely it is a natural ability of human beings, but this statement ignores the social aspects of empathy. Following the example of Ian Hacking (1999, 53), categorizing a quark as a quark do not influence its activity. That is not true for empathy and human beings (and for any sociological category or concept). Empathy has become a flexible and practical concept which combines biological and neurological with moral and social dimensions. From the moment that one is acquainted with the concept of empathy, he may consider himself as being empathetic, even if his attitudes do not completely correspond to its initial definition. That is the reason why it is impossible to draw a clear boundary between “real” and “fake” empathy. This boundary is partly relative, because empathy can be used in many different ways (emotional, scientific, political, strategic, etc.). However, empathy is not impossible to define. It means that it can only be defined by comparing the different social configurations in which it is involved. Thus empathy can be at the same time a subject to be investigated and a tool that helps the researcher. The gap that exists between the two can be reduced but not closed by the researcher’s reflexivity; perhaps because another ability of human beings is to constantly re-invent their social universe.
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� “An attempt to mentally put himself in the respondent’s shoes” emphasising that “this understanding cannot be reduced to the role of ‘well wisher’” but is a kind of “spiritual exericise that tries to obtain by forgetting one’s self, a true conversion in the way we see others (...) which is a sort of intellectual love”.
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