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Abstract

Empathy as a human capacity is, we suggest, central to social cohesion and conflict resolution, and closely connected to being able and willing to understand the perspective of other people. Both empathy and perspective-taking are situated and constructed in discourse, and our project aims to investigate how people as express these in relation to other social groups. This paper reports initial findings from the first phase of the “Living with Uncertainty” project, which explores the nature of empathy across social groups and its expression in a range of discourse types, drawing on dialogic approaches to language use, neuroscience and complex dynamic systems theory. 
We analyse a focus group discussion among eight Muslim men in London speaking about the effect of the risk of terrorism on their daily lives, taking as our starting point Halpern’s (2007) definition of empathy as a “complex affective-cognitive activity involving emotional attunement and imagining how another person or group feels". Elements in the analysis include instances of perspective-taking; episodes of personal narrative and more general ‘scenarios’; use of metaphor, in particular social landscape metaphors (terrorism starts from somewhere) and deictic metaphors (e.g. this/that); and labelling of self and others. 
Over the course of the discussion, 101 narratives and scenarios were produced. About 60% of these included perspective-taking, with a majority of perspective-taking in or related to narratives/scenarios. All explicit expressions of empathy occurred within personal narratives/scenarios and were aligned to speaker’s family or religious community. Narratives/scenarios emerge as an important locus of empathy work in focus group discourse, and we show alignment and evaluation, underpinning the expression  of empathy, are managed through the interaction of narrative roles, labelling, and choice of metaphors.

