
 
 

 
 

 

Reconceptualizing Pity for Moral and Social Justice Education 

 

Emy N. Cardoza 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 
under the Executive Committee 

of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 
 
 
 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY 
 
 

2026 
 
 



 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2026 

Emy N. Cardoza 

All Rights Reserved



 
 

Abstract 

Reconceptualizing Pity for Moral and Social Justice Education 

Emy N. Cardoza 

 The purpose of this dissertation is to complicate the popular understanding of empathy 

through an examination of the philosophical history of pity. By reconceptualizing its key 

features, I argue that pity can provide a clearer understanding of the function and limitations of 

empathy, particularly in the context of moral and social justice education. This dissertation 

highlights three characteristics of pity that critically engage with some of the major concerns 

with pity (e.g. condescension and moral passivity) and presents an increasingly complex way of 

thinking of the relationship between oneself and the other: 1) the unique moral work of pity, 2) 

pity as a bridge between the universal and the particular, and 3) pity as a recognition of 

positionality. Ultimately, this dissertation argues that pity is morally beneficial for shaping one’s 

orientation to justice. While it does not trump all altruistic dispositions, pity engages in moral 

work that sympathy, compassion, and empathy do not. Without it, our understanding of the 

complexity of moral life diminishes. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

I can recall a precise moment that unsettled my understanding of empathy. By spring 

2014, I had been working in the Office of Multicultural Student Affairs at the University of 

Chicago for two years. Having attended graduate school there a few years prior, I was familiar 

with the fraught racial dynamics on campus, including reports of racial profiling of Black 

students by the UChicago Police Department (UCPD). On this particular morning, I arrived at 

the office and turned off the alarm. Immediately, a UCPD officer appeared from the lower level 

with his hand hovering over his gun holster. Upon seeing me, he quickly moved his hand and 

apologized for startling me. He told me that the alarm had been triggered earlier that morning 

and instructed me to remain in place while he searched the rest of the building. After he cleared 

the building and departed, I realized that he had never asked who I was nor requested to check 

my identification. Although I continued with my workday as usual, this brief interaction left me 

with lingering questions that sit at the core of this project.  

While there are many potential explanations that could justify this officer’s behavior, I 

was struck by the split-second threat assessment that occurred between his hand on his holster 

and his apology. In his instantaneous estimation, my appearance suggested I was not a threat. He 

swiftly assumed I belonged in that campus building and required no proof of my affiliation with 

the institution. Further, just as he had not perceived me as a threat, I had not experienced fear 

beyond an initial gut reaction to an unexpected presence in the building. The sight of his hand on 

his holster did not register as potentially dangerous at that moment, as I have been socialized to 

associate police officers with feelings of safety and protection. This stood in stark contrast with 

the experience of many Black and brown students at UChicago, who have reported harassment, 
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excessive questioning, demands for identification, and physical removal from campus buildings 

at the hands of the UCPD (Jaganathan, 2013; Newman, 2016). 

Prior to this interaction, I had presumed that empathy was not only possible, but that it 

was central to the pursuit of justice; through the act of ‘putting ourselves in someone else’s 

shoes,’ we could vicariously understand their perspective and suffering. However, my interaction 

with the UCPD officer that morning complicated this presupposition. Despite knowing students’ 

reports of discriminatory treatment, hearing multiple personal stories of their experiences, and 

desiring to be in solidarity with them, this was not enough for me to truly “feel with” them. 

While I felt anger, sadness, and sorrow for how they were being treated, my experiences had not 

cultivated the same emotional response, the fear, they felt when approached by police officers. 

To say that I empathized with them, shared in their suffering, would diminish the reality of their 

lived experience. 

1.1 Motivation and Context 
Drawing on my interest in social justice education, I have been struck by this question of 

whether a focus on empathy can adequately respond to the needs of our time. By social justice 

education, I mean to include educational projects that allow individuals to engage in critical 

reflection to understand systemic oppression as well as their personal socialization within this 

structure (Adams et al., 2023). The goal of this type of education is for participants to deepen 

their personal awareness and knowledge related to issues of justice and injustice at a societal 

level. It explicitly aims to equip students with the skills necessary for identifying and interrupting 

oppressive systems and enacting social change. In order to define social justice, I utilize the 

framing put forth by Lee Anne Bell in Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice (2023), stating, 

Social justice is both a goal and a process. The goal of social justice is full and equitable 
participation of people from all social identity groups in a society that is mutually shaped 
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to meet their needs. The process for attaining the goal of social justice should also be 
democratic and participatory, respectful of human diversity and group differences, and 
inclusive and affirming of human agency and capacity for working collaboratively with 
others to create change for our collective well-being. (Bell, 2023, p. 3). 

This definition draws on both John Rawls’ (1999) work on distributive justice and Iris Marion 

Young’s (2006) social connection model, which advocates a shared responsibility among all 

whose actions contribute to the processes that result in injustice to work towards a social remedy. 

By focusing on resources as well as recognition, social justice education addresses the need for a 

more equitable distribution of material goods and social power. 

Within this context, empathy raises a myriad of conceptual issues. The popular 

understanding of empathy, frequently described as ‘putting yourself in someone else’s shoes,’ 

remains too vague and “squishy” to imbue concrete meaning (Hall & Leary, 2020). In 

“Pedagogies of Difference: Being Pulled Up Short” (2019), Deborah Kerdeman complicates the 

concept of empathy, writing, “Not only is empathy ontologically impossible: it also is 

presumptuous and ethically problematic… Empathy is a form of self-relatedness, masquerading 

as care” (p. 4). While the idea of being able to meaningfully imagine or consider the perspective 

of others remains invaluable to the work of social justice, current definitions and uses of empathy 

might be missing the mark and hindering our ability to educate for meaningful change. Given the 

centrality of empathy in social justice education, it would be helpful to consider whether the 

popular understanding of the term holds sufficient weight, provides guidance, or remains thick 

enough to retain its primacy in these types of educational projects. 

With these concerns in mind, rather than focusing on the role of empathy in social justice 

education, I would like to undertake a critical examination of what I take to be an adjacent or 

related concept: pity. My research will investigate the role of pity in an individual’s moral 

development and orientation towards justice. By exploring the philosophical history of pity, I 
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plan to complicate popular understandings of empathy and identify characteristics of pity that 

could prove beneficial in reimagining an approach to justice-oriented educational projects. 

1.2 Research Questions 

The research questions guiding my dissertation center on the role of pity in an 

individual’s moral development and orientation towards justice. I have brought together moral 

education and social justice education because I understand them as inherently intertwined. I 

conceive of moral education as concerned with an individual’s awareness of oneself in relation to 

others and the standards guiding one’s expectations and actions as a member of a broader 

community. Moral education forms the personal value system that motivates an individual to 

care about issues of justice. I conceive of social justice education as concerned with collective 

well-being attained through the equitable and democratic participation of all community 

members. Social justice education forms the conceptual understanding and critical thinking that 

allows an individual to analyze the world around them to identify oppressive systems and 

structures that hinder the possibility of human flourishing. In essence, moral education and social 

justice education are two sides of the same coin; while both are concerned with justice, moral 

education pertains to the ideal (i.e. attempts to render the world as it should be, universally 

applied, as in “The Golden Rule”) and social justice education pertains to the non-ideal (i.e. 

where non-universal, but highly particular and contextual considerations may be central).  

The research questions guiding my project are as follows:  

1. What are the key characteristics of a philosophical understanding of pity?  

2. What are the moral implications of pity? In light of such implications, how might we 

conceive the relationship between pity and justice? 
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3. In what ways might a philosophical understanding of pity inform or influence moral and 

social justice education? 

Through these questions, I intend to develop a revitalized understanding of pity as a necessary 

component for moral development and justice-oriented education.  

As I will address further in the section on proposed methodology, I hope to sketch a 

characterization of pity through question #1. In question #2, I will engage with opposing views, 

giving direct consideration to the critiques and concerns against pity as a morally beneficial 

emotion. From questions #1 and #2, I hope to have a robust emerging interpretation of pity that 

is sensitive to the context and attends to the complexity of current social justice issues. In 

question #3, I will test the reconceptualized characterization of pity by applying it to social 

justice education and teaching practices, with the aim of yielding practical guidance on engaging 

in moral development.  

1.3 Thesis and Significance 

Essentially, I argue that examining the philosophical history of pity and reconceptualizing 

its key features can serve as a bridge to a clearer understanding of the function and limitations of 

empathy, particularly in the context of moral and social justice education. My dissertation will 

highlight three characteristics of pity that critically engage with some of the major concerns with 

pity (e.g. condescension and moral passivity) and present an increasingly complex way of 

thinking of the relationship between oneself and the other: 1) the unique moral work of pity, 2) 

pity as a bridge between the universal and the particular, and 3) pity as a recognition of 

positionality. I will elaborate further on these three characteristics in the discussion section. 

The dissertation may influence educators engaged in moral and social justice education 

because it aims to offer clarity on altruistic emotions, such as pity, compassion, and empathy. 
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Rather than taking empathy for granted as a moral good, this study resists the urge to overly 

simplify the educational task of cultivating a sense of concern for the other and the ability to 

engage in social perspective-taking. If educators allow for a superficial definition of empathy, we 

risk flattening the unique experiences of our diverse student body and erasing the very real and 

distinct manifestations of societal oppression. By overly emphasizing same-ness as an implicit 

aspect of empathy (i.e., “I know exactly what you have experienced because I can approximate it 

from my own experiences”), we may inadvertently limit one’s curiosity of others and openness 

to new perspectives. My hope is that by offering a more complex understanding of what we can 

know of others and how we can motivate ourselves and others to care, we are educating more 

resilient individuals who are willing to work in solidarity for societal good. 

1.4 Proposed Methodology 

In order to examine my research questions, I will engage in a philosophical inquiry on the 

relationship between pity and moral/social justice education. I will follow Sheffield’s (2004) 

“working definition” of the philosophic method to structure the inquiry: 1) analysis; 2) 

clarification; and 3) criticism.  

1.4.1 Conceptual Analysis of Pity 

First, I will undertake a conceptual analysis of pity. Rousseau’s Emile (1782/1979) serves 

as a natural starting point for the analysis, due to his characterization of pity as a necessary part 

of an education that cultivates love of justice as an intended outcome. Given that Aristotle serves 

as a significant influence on Rousseau’s work, I will place this text in conversation with various 

interpretations of an Aristotelian approach, as articulated by thinkers like Nussbaum (1996) and 

Kristjánsson (2014), as well as contemporary thinkers who similarly conceive of pity in morally 



14 
 

beneficial terms, such as Kimball (2004). This analysis will allow me to sketch the essential 

characteristics of the human experience of pity, laying the groundwork for further examination. 

1.4.2 Clarification 

In order to uncover some of the underlying assumptions surrounding pity, I will seek 

clarification by engaging those who conceive of pity as morally harmful or worthless. Many 

thinkers indicate a negative interpretation of pity as the more commonly held view in the current 

moment (Ackerman, 1995; Kimball, 2004). As Sheffield (2004) states, “One responsibility 

philosophers have is to challenge and ultimately clarify those constructs we use to make sense of 

the world; constructs often taken for granted rather than clarified and truly understood” (p. 763). 

In order to clarify and truly understand both framings of the moral worth of pity, I recognize the 

necessity of closely examining the work of Nietzsche and his contemporaries to understand the 

argument, critiques, and concerns raised against pity as a moral or educational good. This will 

allow for a more complex and nuanced interpretation of pity, particularly as it relates to justice, 

to emerge and inform research question #3 (In what ways might a philosophical understanding of 

pity inform or shape moral and social justice education?). 

1.4.3 Application to/Critique of Social Justice-Oriented Pedagogy 

Through this process of analysis and clarification, I hope to offer a recharacterization of 

pity and identify key features that highlight its role in cultivating an orientation towards justice. I 

will apply this reimagined interpretation of pity to moral and social justice educational contexts, 

specifically examining how it might inform, challenge, or transform elements that focus on 

‘empathy’—whether as an intended learning outcome, a pedagogical tool for further growth, or 

guiding value for one’s teaching practice. I view the criticism stage as the core of this project, as 
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it speaks directly to one’s praxis and how we might actively contribute to meaningful social 

change. Sheffield (2004) explains,   

Criticism means making judgments as to value. Philosophers judge the 
instrumental/practical value of those concepts (do they work, and if not, how can we 
improve them?) for driving practice and in that critical, interpretive mode build new and 
better conceptual understandings. (p. 763). 
 

Ultimately, I hope that bringing a new interpretation of pity to bear on our understanding of 

empathy will result in building a richer educational experience for students and educators alike, 

allowing for deeper engagement with and application of the undergirding principles of social 

justice education, which are equity, recognition, and inclusion (Adams et al., 2023). 

In order to effectively apply and critique some of the guiding practices used within social 

justice education, I intend to consult Adams et al.’s Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice 

(2023). This work, now in its 4th edition, has been widely considered the definitive sourcebook 

for theoretical foundations, pedagogical frameworks, and curricular models for social justice 

education. Because of its reach, particularly in higher education, Teaching for Diversity and 

Social Justice (2023) can offer a high-level, broad summary of some of the most commonly used 

theories and frameworks for social justice educational design. 

1.5 Chapter Overview 

In this first chapter, I have offered a brief contextualization of the role of empathy in 

moral and social justice education, both as a pedagogical tool and a learning objective. I 

problematized the popular understanding of empathy and suggested that social justice education 

would benefit from a more robust and nuanced understanding of it, including its limitations. I 

introduced pity as an adjacent altruistic emotion that merits further consideration as a resource 

for social justice educators. 
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In Chapter 2, I will synthesize philosophical literature relevant to pity and its potential 

role in social justice education. First, I will discuss its core features, with particular attention to 

its cognitive and evaluative dimensions. Then I will review the moral implications of pity, 

parsing the different perspectives into those that view pity as morally harmful or worthless, 

morally neutral or situationally appropriate, and morally beneficial. As a result of this literature 

review, I conclude with a clarified characterization of pity that will inform this project. 

In Chapter 3, building upon Rousseau’s identification of pity as the first relative 

sentiment, I intend to argue that pity plays an instrumental role in an individual’s moral 

development. Aligning with Kristjánsson’s (2014) characterization of pity as a “developmental 

requisite of compassion,” I will expand his argument to deepen our understanding of the process 

by which one moves from a self-centered to other-directed moral orientation (p. 361). This 

chapter will demonstrate that the developmental feature of pity addresses the major concern 

related to pity, including desert attribution, callousness, condescension, and moral passivity. 

While pity may not inherently include direct moral action, it sets a foundation for one’s moral 

understanding and evaluative capacity to consider what type of action might be appropriate in a 

given situation. 

In Chapter 4, I will examine the potential for pity to serve as a bridge between universal 

and particular suffering. Just as pity can demonstrate the universality of the human experience, it 

can also illuminate the particularity of individual and culturally specific forms of suffering. In 

order to make this argument, I will begin with student resistance to learning about social 

injustice. Drawing on Anna Julia Cooper and James Baldwin, I argue that student resistance 

reflects an epistemic–affective misalignment that hinders their perceptual abilities. I demonstrate 
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how pity can work to resolve this misalignment and redirect students’ attention to various forms 

of suffering in the world. 

In Chapter 5, I will propose that, rather than framing pity as a relationship of 

superiority/inferiority, it can be more helpfully understood as a recognition of one’s positionality. 

Using Megan Boler’s (1997) critique of what she refers to as the “social imagination reading 

model” (p. 258), I argue that empathy-informed practices to learning about social justice risk 

oversimplification of the moral landscape. Through Boler’s work on testimonial reading, I 

propose that a pity-informed reading practice allows us to acknowledge our positionality relative 

to the Other, encouraging a mindful consideration of how we benefit from and contribute to 

various systems of societal oppression. 

 In the final chapter, I will synthesize the previous sections, providing a summary of 

pedagogical ramifications for reimagining social justice education with a more robust 

understanding of empathy that has been informed by pity. I will also articulate questions for 

further research. 
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Chapter 2: Pity Defined 

In this chapter, I offer a synthesis of current philosophical literature relevant to pity and 

its potential role in social justice education. I build on this synthesis to develop a clarified 

characterization of pity, which I use to inform my research questions. Conducting a literature 

review on the role of pity in social justice education has posed some challenges, demonstrating 

how undertheorized the relationship between these two concepts is. A search for ‘pity’ in the 

major journals in philosophy of education yielded only five articles. Searches for related terms 

like compassion or empathy yielded more (approximately 20). However, in order to get a firm 

grasp on the concept itself, I felt it was important to focus on authors who either a) explicitly 

used the word ‘pity,’ even if just in grouping the term within a family of other altruistic 

emotions, or b) analyzed philosophers whose works are frequently translated as ‘pity,’ such as 

Rousseau and Nietzsche, whether or not the author of the article chose to use the word itself. To 

ensure I could develop a robust understanding of how philosophers conceive of pity, I also 

included journals in philosophy, focusing on those that considered the moral implications of pity 

and/or its relationship to justice.  

I have divided this review of the literature into four parts. First, I offer an overview of 

how pity has been characterized, beginning with an examination of the various dimensions of 

pity. Next, I provide a brief discussion of the differences between pity and other altruistic 

emotions or virtues. Third, I examine the moral significance of pity, parsing the different 

perspectives into those that view pity as morally worthless, morally neutral and/or situationally 

appropriate, and morally beneficial. Finally, I review different educational considerations related 

to how pity can be developed and/or taught. As a result of this literature review, I conclude with 

a clarified characterization of pity that will inform this project. 
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2.1 What is pity? 

While many philosophers generally characterize pity as an emotion (Callan, 1988; Ben 

Ze’ev, 1990; Blum, 1980; Snow, 1991), some offer additional qualifiers, describing it as a social 

emotion (Nussbaum, 1996), a moral emotion (Kimball, 2004), and a social virtue (Carr, 1999). In 

Rhetoric, Aristotle describes pity as a quintessential tragic emotion, wherein pain is elicited by 

the suffering of another person (Kimball, 2004; Nussbaum, 1996). For those who situate it more 

strongly in connection with virtue, they note its instrumentality in one’s moral development, 

alternating between those who view it as necessary for the practice of virtue and those who treat 

it as virtue itself (Carr, 1999; Nuyen, 1999; Kristjánsson, 2014).  

 Despite this disagreement regarding the appropriate characterization of pity, many 

thinkers conceive of similar components of pity. As Nuyen (1999) succinctly characterizes it, the 

basic structure of pity is “A pities B for having condition C” (p. 78). Drawing on Aristotle, Carr 

(1999) understands pity to follow a structure similar to anger, consisting of affective, cognitive, 

and volitional dimensions. Using a similar approach, Ben Ze’ev (1990) categorizes the typical 

components of pity as: evaluative, cognitive, and motivational features. With their framing, I will 

examine the cognitive, affective, evaluative, and motivational/volitional dimensions of pity. 

2.1.1 Cognitive Dimension of Pity 

Pity inherently involves a particular sort of belief about another individual’s condition 

(Ackerman, 1995; Ben Ze’ev, 1990; Carr, 1999). Summarizing the cognitive dimension of pity, 

Ben Ze’ev (1990) offers a set of four beliefs that could constitute pity. While these beliefs 

comprise the prototypical instances of pity, he does not consider them necessary for a situation or 

person to be deemed deserving of pity. First, similar to Nuyen’s (1999) basic structure, Ben 

Ze’ev (1990) indicates that the pitier believes that the other suffers a significant misfortune. This 
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belief is consistent and foundational for all understandings of pity. Second, as Ben Ze’ev 

continues, the pitier believes themself to be impotent in alleviating the other’s suffering. Third, 

the pitier believes the other to be inferior to or in a worse situation than themself. Fourth, the 

pitier believes the other is undeserving of their suffering (Ben Ze’ev, 1990, p. 118). 

Complicating these notions, Ackerman (1995) raises questions regarding the object of these 

beliefs—whether they focus on the other individual as being in an unfortunate situation or as an 

unfortunate being themselves. 

Embedded within these beliefs is the recognition of imagination or identification with the 

sufferer as a central feature of pity (van der Cingel, 2015; Grigoriou, 2018; Ure, 2006; 

Nussbaum, 1996; Cartwright, 1984; White, 2008). In order to grasp another individual’s 

perspective and interpret their condition as suffering, we need an imaginative capacity available 

to us. Grigoriou (2018) argues, “We don’t sympathize solely on the basis of external signs, but 

we must reconstruct a whole situation” (p. 66). While some philosophers understand this 

imaginative identification as partial, others suggest it is a full identification with the other. Those 

who view it as partial recognize the limitations to identification and imaginative reconstruction, 

as the pitier will always remain at some measure of distance (Grigoriou, 2018; White, 2008; 

Nussbaum, 1996). However others, like Schopenhauer, push beyond imagination to a stronger 

sense of actual identification with the sufferer. Ure (2006) writes, “Pity, [Schopenhauer] claims, 

does not stem from merely imagining the other’s suffering as our own but, rather, actually 

experiencing ‘his’ suffering ‘in him’…he describes the pitier as participating in the other’s 

suffering as such” (p. 73). Whether partial or full, the ability to imagine another person’s 

perspective remains a core aspect of the cognitive dimension of pity. 
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Carr (1999) and Nussbaum (1996) both suggest that implicit within the cognitive beliefs 

about pity is an objective and/or intersubjective account not only of what is meant by suffering 

and who determines if it is valid, but also, what is meant by human flourishing. Regarding 

suffering, pity requires an awareness of the types of evils and misfortunes we might fall prey to 

and a judgment of our potential to suffer a similar fate. Since pity involves multiple perspectives 

(e.g. the pitier and the one pitied), these beliefs coalesce through a shared recognition of the 

range of evils that might befall us or someone like us. Carr (1999) states, “The perceived evil 

will be perceived alike as an evil by the sufferer and by the pitier, a shared appreciation of the 

harm which again renders its description intersubjective” (p. 416). Inversely, an intersubjective 

account of suffering provides a glimpse into what one takes to be human flourishing. Since pity 

involves a form of lament over the sufferer’s inability to experience some aspect of the good life, 

Nussbaum (1996) suggests that it has an implicit conception of human flourishing. Nuyen (1999) 

goes further, arguing, “It has to be some objective conception of human flourishing, the best that 

we are able to form” (p. 78). 

While the emphasis on shared perspectives could suggest an intersubjective element to 

pity, Carr (1999) advances his argument to suggest that pity ultimately remains a subjective 

account of suffering. By drawing so heavily on Aristotle, Carr argues that Nussbaum (1996) 

depicts pity as a self-centered emotion. If one can only cultivate pity for those similar to 

themself, it remains limited to those who share the same or closely held values, worldviews, and 

experiences. Bojesen (2016) identifies a similar concern in a Rousseauian account of pity. 

Drawing from Rousseau’s Second Discourse, Bojesen writes, “His experience of pity is, perhaps 

despite itself, egocentric because the standard ratio for the epistemologically defined truth of 
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another’s suffering is one’s own. There is no room for reflection on what one might call 

unimaginable suffering” (p. 135).  

Carr (1999) proposes that pity and compassion should reach further, requiring an 

enhanced imaginative capacity to attempt to understand the world as the other understands it. He 

explains, “In coming to understand how others think and feel, and therefore in coming to 

understand how others suffer from the harms and misfortunes which make sense in terms of 

those thoughts and feelings, we are reaching beyond our own self-centered world” (p. 425). 

Here, Carr draws on Blum’s (1980) example of a father’s distress upon learning his son intends 

to work for the CIA. While the father experiences suffering at his son’s decision to work for an 

organization he finds immoral, another individual might deem the decision as worthy of pride. In 

Blum’s example, one could still pity the father based on his own value system, even if the pitier 

disagrees. In this instance, pitier and pitied no longer share an intersubjective understanding of 

suffering. Instead, Carr (1999) suggests a subjective account of pity, wherein one perceives the 

suffering of another by cognitively grasping how their value system would apply to a 

circumstance and result in their determination of the circumstance as a form of suffering, even if 

the pitier does not view it as suffering or misfortune.  

2.1.2 Affective Dimension of Pity 

Continuing to draw upon Aristotle’s categorization of pity as an emotion, Carr (1999) 

introduces the affective dimension of pity as the feeling of pain evoked by witnessing a wrong or 

evil. Carr (1999) stops there, indicating that Aristotle does not offer a fully realized depiction of 

this feature. However, Kristjánsson (2014) draws upon Aristotle’s Doctrine of the Mean to argue 

that he does offer an analysis of the affective dimension of pity, identifying it as the excessive 

state of compassion. In this framing, compassion is feeling pain at undeserved misfortune, which 
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Aristotle concedes as appropriate, and pity is feeling pain even at deserved suffering, such as 

punishment for parricide. Kristjánsson suggests that Aristotle rejects pity because it engages in 

“morbid sentimentality,” demonstrating misplaced compassion (p. 344). Instead, he posits that 

Aristotle identifies satisfied indignation as the appropriate emotional response. However, using 

an Aristotelian approach, Kristjánsson argues for an understanding of pity “as an emotional trait” 

(p. 345). As a trait, he suggests that there could be times where it would be morally acceptable 

for an individual to feel pain at the sight of deserved suffering. Kristjánsson (2014) elaborates,  

Emotion also has a more general epistemic role in Aristotle’s virtue theory as it provides 
the overarching intellectual virtue of phronêsis—which oversees, integrates and 
adjudicates the whole virtue repertoire—with the required sensitivity to, and proper 
perception of, morally relevant features of the circumstances at hand. (p. 348) 
 

By considering the affective dimension of pity within the context of phronêsis, Kristjánsson puts 

forth a framing that allows pity to serve as morally beneficial, which will be further discussed in 

section 2.3.3. 

Interestingly, Crisp (2008) also challenges Aristotle’s analysis of pity while also using an 

Aristotelian or neo-Aristotelian approach to demonstrate the value of the affective dimension of 

pity. Crisp argues that the Aristotelian approach developed by Nussbaum (1996) overemphasizes 

the cognitive features, limiting her ability to recognize the value of pity as a pathocentric virtue, 

i.e. concerned with appropriate feelings, rather than action. Crisp (2008) suggests that “what is 

central to compassion is the non-cognitive element of pain or distress at that pain or distress of 

others” (p. 240). Similar to Kristjánsson (2014), Crisp (2008) argues that pity and compassion 

should be situated within the Doctrine of the Mean, but using a neo-Aristotelian interpretation. 

Unlike Kristjánsson, pity does not rely on a question of desert. For Crisp, the virtuous disposition 

would dictate that an individual should feel pity at the appropriate time and about appropriate 

things, focusing on the object of one’s pity. In excessive states, an individual might demonstrate 
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being overly compassionate, such as feeling pity for a disabled person based solely on their 

appearance rather than on structural barriers to participation in broader society. In deficient 

states, an individual might demonstrate callousness, such as not feeling compassion at the right 

time, for the right people, or for the right ends. As Crisp (2008) summarizes, “I suspect that in 

the end the truly virtuous person will feel compassion not especially intensely and perhaps quite 

rarely, responding to the alleviation of others’ suffering through rational consideration of how 

she can do most to help” (p. 245).  

While Crisp (2008) criticizes Nussbaum’s (1996) Aristotelian account of pity, Nussbaum 

also includes a Rousseauian account that provides a more robust understanding of the affective 

dimension. Using a Rousseauian approach, Nussbaum suggests that the cognitive perception of 

another’s suffering is insufficient for an individual to be considered as exercising pity. One must 

also feel it in order to truly know what pity is. Similar to Snow (1991), Nussbaum suggests that 

Rousseauian pity involves a cognitive as well as an affective component. In Emile, or On 

Education (1762/1979), Rousseau draws on his student Emile’s personal experience of suffering 

to guide him to understanding that others suffer. Emile can only do this once he has developed 

the imaginative capacity to vividly picture their suffering, which evokes the painful emotional 

response of pity. According to Nussbaum (1996), this causal relationship between the cognitive–

affective elements was crucial for Rousseau. As she explains, Emile must feel and suffer from 

the pain of pity in order for it to fully become “a part of Emile’s cognitive repertory in such a 

way that it will influence his conduct, provide him with motives and expectations, and so forth” 

(p. 38). Without the affective component, Emile’s pity will remain superficial and not contribute 

to action or a full cognitive understanding. 
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For Snow (1991), the cognitive and affective dimensions of pity are deeply intertwined, 

with pity and compassion serving as a form of rationality. According to Snow, the rationality of 

pity can be evaluated based on the validity of the cognitive beliefs the pitier has about the other 

and whether pity is the appropriate response to the situation. In recognizing the vulnerability of 

the sufferer and internalizing the facts, we come to form a judgment that we could also suffer 

misfortune and begin to identify with the other. Snow (1991) writes, “Compassion is rational if 

we can move from the recognition of another’s weakness and the role it plays in his or her 

distress to the realization that we, too, are vulnerable, and consequently, not immune to 

misfortune” (p. 199). This realization forms a link between pitiers and sufferers, allowing the 

pitier to respond with care and concern. For Snow (1991), the affective dimension of pity enables 

the cognitive beliefs about the suffering of the other to shift from being self-regarding to other-

regarding as well. 

2.1.3 Evaluative Dimension of Pity 

Diverging from Carr’s (1999) categories, Ben Ze’ev (1990) does not include an affective 

dimension. Instead, he labels similar components as an evaluative dimension, suggesting that 

pity consists of “a complex pattern of emotions” that express “the agent’s evaluative stand 

toward the object” (p. 121). For example, experiencing sorrow expresses disapproval or another 

negative evaluation of the other’s current circumstance. Similar to his summary of the cognitive 

features, Ben Ze’ev (1990) offers a set of four emotional responses that could constitute the 

evaluative features of pity. First, the pitier experiences sympathetic sorrow in response to the 

other’s misfortune. Again, echoing his previous list regarding cognitive features, Ben Ze’ev 

(1990) identifies this feature as prototypical of pity. He suggests that the three remaining features 

may not manifest in all cases of pity, like the feeling of sorrow does. The likelihood of their 
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occurrence relies on external variables, such as the proximity of the pitier to the individual who 

suffers. Returning to Ben Ze’ev’s list of the possible evaluative features of pity, for the second 

feature, the pitier fears the potential to experience a similar misfortune. Third, the pitier 

experiences satisfaction at their own current position. Fourth, the pitier experiences regret for 

past actions, particularly if they are in close relation to the other and could have prevented the 

misfortune. 

Drawing from Hume, the evaluative nature of the complex pattern of emotions embedded 

within pity, specifically grief and sorrow, comes across particularly strongly (Rickless, 2013; van 

der Cingel, 2015; Grigoriou, 2018). Rickless (2013) suggests that Hume considers pity to be a 

combination of desire and aversion, i.e., pity as both a desire for the happiness of another 

individual and an aversion to their suffering. According to Rickless (2013), Hume describes pity 

as a concern, a grief/sorrow, and an uneasiness. He explains,  

Pity is a kind of grief that arises sympathetically from perception of another’s 
grief…[and] like grief more generally, is a direct secondary impression, but one that is 
similar to the indirect secondary impression of love inasmuch as both passions produce 
the affection of benevolence, itself nothing more than a desire for the happiness of 
another combined with aversion to his misery. (p. 343) 
 

By situating pity as a direct secondary impression, Rickless (2013) and Grigoriou (2018) note the 

indication of a psychological element within pity, allowing us to participate in or imagine their 

experience of suffering. Grigoriou (2018) elaborates, “Sympathy reverses the operation of 

understanding: understanding transforms the impressions of sensation into an idea, in the case of 

sympathy, an idea of an affection (someone suffering, for example) is transformed into an 

impression” (p. 65). In this manner, Hume demonstrates the evaluative dimension of pity in 

enabling the imaginative identification with the other. 
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In addition to Hume, throughout the literature, the evaluative dimension comes across 

most prolifically in the Rousseauian account of pity (Leung, 2023; Nussbaum, 1996; Bojesen, 

2016; White, 2008). Drawing on Rousseau, Leung (2023) expands on the relationship between 

the dimensions of pity, building a further connection between the cognitive and affective 

dimensions with the evaluative features. She notes that an individual responds to the stimulus of 

a suffering other (e.g. a cry of pain), which sparks our imaginative capacity to recall our own 

experience of suffering. This perception of an incident as painful leads to us feeling sympathetic 

sorrow. In turn, we then judge that the other is also suffering. We compare their suffering to our 

own current situation, judging it as preferable, and respond with pity. Beyond the ability to 

appropriately judge whether a situation is pitiable, Leung (2023) emphasizes the broader role of 

evaluation in pity. Drawing from Emile, Leung explains that Emile’s ability to judge is not 

enough. She elaborates, “Emile must also know how to adjudicate his own and others’ interests, 

so that his concern for himself will not abate his concern for others and so that his pity remains 

strong enough to flower in real actions” (p. 75). Nussbaum (1996) also stresses the linkages 

between the cognitive, affective, and evaluative dimensions. She explains, 

[I]f Emile really does the cognitive work, if his imagination really contains the thoughts 
of pity, with all their evaluative material, in such a way that they become part of his 
cognitive makeup and his motivations for action, then he has pity…To determine whether 
Emile has pity, we look for the evidence of a certain sort of thought and imagination, in 
what he says, and it what he does. (Nussbaum, 1996, p. 38) 
 

For both Leung (2023) and Nussbaum (1996), this evaluative dimension lays a foundation for the 

student of pity to eventually develop an understanding of justice. This will be discussed further 

in section 2.3 on the moral implications of pity. 
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2.1.4 Motivational/Volitional Dimension of Pity 

As the final dimension of pity, Carr (1999) and Ben Ze’ev (1990) include similar features 

they respectively refer to as volitional and motivational. While both include this set of features, 

they appear equally skeptical of whether pity inherently involves action. Drawing from Aristotle, 

Carr (1999) notes that he does not provide an account of the volitional dimension of pity, 

suggesting that unlike anger pity does not include an impulse to respond. Due to this lack of 

impulse, as noted in the section on the cognitive dimension, Carr (1999) suggests that Aristotle 

renders pity as a “self-centered emotion” (p. 411).  

Following his pattern, Ben Ze’ev (1990) summarizes the motivational dimension of pity 

with a set of three features. First, the pitier embraces an acceptance of the other’s misfortune. 

Second, the pitier demonstrates a lack of willingness to get involved. Third, the pitier 

demonstrates a desire to see the other’s misfortune alleviated, though not necessarily due to 

actions by the pitier. In each of these features, there is an implicit perception of a lack that 

prevents the pitier from getting involved. For the first two features, Ben Ze’ev (1990) suggests 

that the pitier perceives a lack of obligation to respond to the other’s misfortune. Nuyen (1999) 

also suggests that both the pitier and the sufferer may perceive themselves to be impotent in the 

face of suffering.  

Arguing in favor of a more action-oriented motivational dimension of pity, Conolly 

(1998) draws upon Nussbaum’s (1996) distinction between pity and mercy. According to 

Conolly (1998), Nussbaum suggests that mercy involves an individual refraining from punishing 

with the severity that may be deserved. Contrasting this with pity, he elaborates, “An important 

claim here is that only pity can motivate one to action of a suffering-relieving kind, and that its 

rejection leads to a refusal to engage in such action, leaving one, morally speaking, marooned in 
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Olympian but lonely heights” (Conolly, 1998, p. 281). Conolly argues that pity serves as the only 

thing able to motivate one to act in such a manner as to relieve another person’s suffering. His 

logic is as follows: since pity involves a personal experience of suffering at the sight of others, 

we can only diminish our own suffering when the other’s suffering diminishes. According to 

Conolly (1998), reason alone will not suffice for action. It is the combination of the cognitive 

and affective features that contributes to the motivational sense that we must act. 

2.2 Distinguishing Pity from other Altruistic Emotions 

As Carr (1999) notes, Nussbaum (1996) presents pity and compassion as the same thing. 

For Carr (1999), this causes her to miss the altruistic elements of compassion, which he 

understands to be lacking in pity. Noting the distinctions between Aristotle’s conception of pity 

and modern approaches, Kimball (2004) describes his understanding as simultaneously broader 

and narrower than current sensibilities. According to Kimball, Aristotle presents a broader 

approach by treating pity as synonymous with compassion and other altruistic emotions, 

excluding elements of contempt (Kimball, 2004; Nussbaum, 1996). Simultaneously, Kimball 

suggests Aristotle’s approach is narrower in that it limits pity as an emotional response reserved 

for friends or potential friends (Kimball, 2004; Ben Ze’ev, 1990). Throughout the literature, 

philosophers vary on whether they treat pity as synonymous or closely similar to the family of 

altruistic emotions, or vastly different. In this section, I will attend to perspectives that highlight 

distinctions between pity and other forms of altruism.  

In order to parse out the differences between pity and compassion, it would be helpful to 

consider an additional set of beliefs Nussbaum (1996) offers to give shape to an Aristotelian 

conception of pity, noting that it does not include an implicit understanding of pity as distinct 

from other altruistic emotions. Although Crisp (2008) argues that these categorical features are 



30 
 

an extension of the cognitive dimension, Nussbaum (1996) offers the following as definitive 

beliefs concerning pity:  

1) Seriousness: That the suffering is serious or consequential, as determined by the 

perspective of the onlooker. 

2) Blameworthiness: That the pitied individual is not primarily responsible for their 

own suffering. 

3) Similarity to Pitier/Agent–Object Distance: That the pitier is susceptible to a 

similar type of suffering. (p. 31) 

This framework offered by Nussbaum (1996) can help lay a foundation for further considering 

what distinctions might exist between these diverse altruistic emotions. 

Further aiding this analysis, Kristjánsson (2014) summarizes his view on potential 

distinctions as follows, “Compassion and pity may well be indistinguishable phenomenologically 

as mere ‘bad feelings’; as emotions, however they are set apart by different cognitive consorts” 

(p. 355). Drawing upon a range of modern thinkers, Kristjánsson (2014) focuses on three of these 

cognitive aspects that distinguish pity from compassion: “condescension, moral passivity, and 

desert-attribution” (p. 355). Combining Nussbaum (1996) and Kristjánsson (2014), I will 

examine the distinctions between pity and other altruistic emotions through the following 

categories: similarity to pitier and condescension, seriousness and moral passivity, and 

blameworthiness and desert-attribution (Carr, 1999; Kimball, 2004; Snow, 1991; Ben Ze’ev, 

1990; Kristjánsson, 2014). 

2.2.1 Similarity to Pitier and Condescension 

Ben Ze’ev (1990) expounds on this notion of similarity to the pitier. In “Why Did 

Psammenitus Not Pity His Son?”, Ben Ze’ev relates the story told by Herodotus of Psammenitus, 
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an Egyptian king who did not weep at the suffering of his son and daughter, but burst into tears 

at the sight of his friend begging. Ben Ze’ev argues that Aristotle indicated this behavior was 

appropriate, as Psammentius could pity his friend, but his son was too close for pity to be an 

appropriate response. According to Ben Ze’ev (1990), the similarities between the pitier and the 

pitied must occur within a certain “agent–object distance” (p. 118). The agent–object distance 

suggests a medial balance between the cognitive, affective, and volitional dimensions of pity. 

For pity to be an appropriate response, the pitier must be at a distance that allows her to 

recognize that the individual is suffering (cognitive proximity), experience sorrow over the 

situation because she can recall feeling similarly (affective imagination), and, perhaps most 

importantly, maintain enough distance to not be in position to act. Ben Ze’ev (1990) identifies 

pity as an improper response if one has the ability to help, suggesting pitiers tend to more 

commonly perceive themselves as impotent in situations with distant relations. He explains, “We 

can describe the relation between the likelihood of the emergence of pity and the agent–object 

distance as having a bell-shaped curve. In very small and great distances these attitudes do not 

usually emerge; they are typical of a medium-size distance” (Ben Ze’ev, 1990, p. 125). In the 

case of Psammenitus, his closeness to his children meant that he identified their suffering as his 

own and, thus, would act. The pitier needs to embody a medial distance—close enough to notice 

and care, but far enough that other emotions do not overshadow the feeling of pity. 

As pity starts to be differentiated from compassion and other emotions associated with 

sympathy and empathy, it begins to include a feeling of superiority over and contempt for the 

pitied (Kimball, 2004; Ackerman, 1995; Conolly, 1998). This led to a distinction between what 

Kimball (2004) identifies as ‘benevolent pity’ and ‘contemptuous pity.’ Kimball (2004) 

considers benevolent pity as pity in the broadest sense, which is identical to compassion. 
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Contemptuous pity, on the other hand, aligns with the narrower understanding of pity. In 

distinguishing pity from compassion, Kimball (2004) also notes the element of psychological 

distancing as a key distinction. He argues, “The psychological distancing, the non-identification 

characteristic of pity makes it possible not to be completely absorbed in helping the sufferer (as 

in compassion) and so to compare our condition to theirs” (p. 305). This comparative element is 

what can make it prone to feelings of revulsion and superiority.  

Drawing from the disability rights movement, Ackerman (1995) considers the claim of 

condescension as an inherent aspect of pity. While she seems dubious of the claim, she notes, 

“The objection to pity is to the associated belief, i.e., what is supposed to be demeaning about 

pity is the very idea that one is an unfortunate being” (p. 60). Ackerman (1995) posits that 

disability rights activists reject pity because they feel it treats the person as an object, an 

unfortunate one at that, rather than viewing the specific situation or condition in which a person 

might find themself. However, she problematizes the condescension claim by considering the 

example of addicts in a rehabilitation center. While the recovering addicts could be said to be 

pitying one another, it is precisely because of their similarity and intimate knowledge of one 

another’s struggle. In this and other examples, the question of condescension remains in flux. 

The potential relationship between condescension and pity will be discussed further in the 

following section on moral implications, specifically in consideration of those that view pity as 

morally worthless. 

2.2.2 Seriousness and Moral Passivity 

To elaborate on the point of seriousness, Carr (1999) takes up the examples Nussbaum 

(1996) shares related to the requirement for one’s suffering to be considered serious. As noted 

earlier, Nussbaum (1996) positions the judge of the seriousness as the onlooker. Carr (1996) 
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summarizes her examples as the following: 

1. Loss of reason: An individual has lost the use of their faculty of reason and does not 

possess an awareness that they are suffering. Onlookers would consider them deserving 

of pity. 

2. Uneducated deprivation: A woman in a developing country has not had the opportunity 

for an education, but does not know this. Therefore, she does not consider herself to be 

suffering. Onlookers would also consider her deserving of pity. 

3. Peacocks’ tongues: A Roman aristocrat learns his shipment of peacocks’ tongues will not 

arrive in time for his dinner party and he considers this a significant experience of 

suffering. Onlookers are unlikely to find him deserving of pity. (p. 420) 

Carr (1999) notes that both the loss of reason example and the uneducated deprivation involve 

unfelt suffering. He distinguishes this from the felt suffering of the aristocrat and other examples. 

Carr (1999) suggests that the distinction between unfelt and felt suffering could serve as a useful 

demarcation between pity and compassion. He elaborates, “It is a conceptual truth that 

compassion involves a shared experience of suffering, even though the degrees and kinds of 

suffering could well be very different in the one who feels compassion and in the one for whom 

compassion is felt” (Carr, 1999, p. 420). Since pity is ‘feeling for’ and compassion is ‘feeling 

with,’ in cases of unfelt suffering, there is no sense of sharing, leaving pity as an appropriate 

alternative.  

For Blum (1980) and Kimball (2004), there is a clear connection between lack of 

seriousness and moral passivity. The pitier can lack seriousness in two ways. First, the pitier can 

fail to interpret the suffering itself as serious. This is more likely to happen with pity, rather than 

compassion, because of the agent–object distance. As Blum (1980) notes, “Yet this failure of 
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imagination is typically not a purely intellectual or cognitive failure; for it can itself be part of a 

more general failure to regard the other as fully human, or to take that humanity sufficiently 

seriously” (p. 510). Because the pitier fails to adequately recognize the other’s humanity, they 

could view the other’s suffering as an essential feature of their being rather than a current 

affliction, leading to inaction. A second way that the pitier can lack seriousness is in view of 

their own obligation or power to act. As Ben Ze’ev (1990) notes, “perceived impotence is really 

a perceived lack of obligation which often stems from unwillingness to get personally involved” 

(p. 120). This distinction between compassion as ‘feeling with’ and pity as ‘feeling for’ 

contributes to the claim of pitiers as morally passive or spectator-like (Blum, 1980; Kimball, 

2004).  

2.2.3 Blameworthiness and Desert-Attribution 

While Nussbaum (1996) stipulates that the sufferer must not be responsible for their 

suffering in order to be appropriately deserving of pity, others problematize her understanding of 

blameworthiness (Nuyen, 1999; Kristjánsson, 2014; Connolly, 1998). Kristjánsson (2014) 

criticizes Nussbaum’s approach as diverging too far from Aristotle’s initial proposal. He writes, 

‘[B]eing undeserved’ is not the same as ‘not being caused primarily by the sufferer’s own 
culpable actions.’ P’s particular lot may be undeserved and warrant compassion although 
it is primarily caused by P’s culpable actions, because judgements of desert are typically 
global or ‘cosmic’, rather than domain-specific, and have to do with P’s general level of 
desert-evaluative moral virtue. (p. 354)  
 

Kristjánsson (2014) further complicates Nussbaum’s treatment of the desert question by bringing 

in additional potential justifications for one’s actions, such as mitigating circumstances that 

motivated the individual to act out of character and the moral value of forgiveness. Nuyen (1999) 

offers additional nuance to conversation by focusing on incommensurability, rather than desert. 

Instead of requiring that individuals be fully lacking in blame, Nuyen (1999) suggests that the 
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experience of suffering need only outweigh the pitied’s culpability (p. 78). Taken together, these 

accounts suggest that there is space for pity to acknowledge the possibility that individuals suffer 

significant hardship or loss for reasons completely or partially beyond their control.  

Complicating the notion of desert-attribution further, Conolly (1998) uplifts partial blame 

as requisite of pity, specifically in tragic drama. He writes, “Aristotle shrewdly insists on there 

being some fault in the tragic hero and on his committing an ‘error’. Such an act serves only to 

increase his feeling of pain and our feeling of sympathy towards him” (Conolly, 1998, p. 286). 

He elaborates that it is precisely the character’s partial responsibility that denies him the ability 

to self-console. The tragic hero’s agony is increased because of the role he plays in his own 

downfall. Drawing examples from Oresteia, such as Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphigenia and 

Orestes’s matricide, Connolly (1998) suggests partial blame as a key feature of pity, rather than 

blamelessness. 

2.3 Moral Implications of Pity 

2.3.1 Pity as Morally Worthless 

Kant and Nietzsche serve as the primary thinkers advancing the argument of pity as 

morally worthless (Conolly, 1998; Cartwright, 1984; Green, 1992; Babich, 1992; Ure, 2006). 

While their critiques cover a range of concerns, including the multiplication of suffering caused 

by pity (Cartwright, 1984; Conolly, 1998), the negative consequences of pity (Nussbaum, 1996; 

Conolly, 1998), and the denigration of self and individuality (Nussbaum 1996), I will focus 

primarily on Nietzsche and have divided this section into the overarching themes: resentment, 

loss of autonomy, and relationship to envy. 
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Resentment 

Many thinkers view the relationship between pity and ressentiment/resentment as a core 

aspect of Nietzsche’s critiques. Summarizing Nietzsche’s understanding of the origin of pity, 

Conolly (1998) outlines: an individual suffers and, in order to feel better about his own suffering, 

desires to see others suffer; the individual views this as an implicit way of getting revenge on the 

world for causing him to suffer. In this account, pity serves a form of self-contempt and offers no 

moral value to the individual. Instead, pity could actually be viewed as morally corrosive. Green 

(1992) further elucidates,  

Ressentiment is the suppression of a desire for revenge against those stronger or more 
accomplished than oneself and the psychological concomitants of such suppression. 
Those suffering from ressentiment often look for indirect means of revenge against the 
strong…The weak advocate pity in an attempt to restrain and to weaken the strong by 
instilling in them a value that inhibits the expression of strength. (p. 63) 
 

This type of pity, shaped by resentment, threatens our ability to rationally assess values and 

engage in evaluation. Cartwright (1984) explains, “Because being pitied subjects individuals to 

shame and humiliation, this loss of dignity may prompt others to take revenge on those who pity 

them” (p. 91). This evaluative inconsistency can manifest in many ways, each with varying 

levels of detriment to both the pitiers and the pitied. 

 First, Green (1992) argues that resentment will lead to a rejection of certain values not in 

light of rationality, but due to a resentful feeling of inferiority. To illuminate this claim, Green 

(1992) provides the example of a man named Roger who enjoys running and winning races. 

When Roger loses a race, he feels terrible. As a spectator at a children’s race, Roger sees some 

children lose and remembers his pain. He takes a pitying stance to the children, leading him to 

determine that the real tragedy is how important we think winning is. While Roger appears to be 

rejecting the value of winning, it is only because he is so attached to winning that his 
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bitterness/shame/sadness at losing leads him to embrace (deceptively) a different view. Green 

(1992) explains, “Those feeling resentful often reject that very value in light of which they feel 

inferior” (p. 65). The desire for a different value system in the example of Roger is not because 

he rationally determined that winning was unimportant, but because of how it made him feel. 

Nietzsche criticizes this kind of reaction as an expression of involuntary pity, an unreflective and 

impulsive rejection of practical reason (Jonas, 2010; Nussbaum, 1996). 

In addition to the evaluative inconsistency by the pitier for a particular situation, this 

example of Roger highlights some of Nietzsche’s broader concerns with self-pity (Green, 1992). 

Callan (1988) summarizes the general concern with self-pity as follows,  

My sorrows may be formidable, but self-pity requires that I have enough control over my 
thoughts and emotions to make the self-ascription of helplessness indefensible. 
Moreover, because self-pity always reveals a failure to acknowledge one’s own 
autonomy it always involves contempt for one’s own personhood. (p. 7) 
 

In this sense, Roger may not have only involuntarily applied pity as a spectator to an external 

situation, but he may also be engaging in an evaluative inconsistency in relation to his own sense 

of self and im/potence. Ben Ze’ev (1993) similarly adds, “In self-pity we construct the subject–

object distance by detaching ourselves from our current situation and viewing ourselves as if we 

were superior to what we actually are” (p. 16). Pity can easily become self-pity, wherein the 

pitied engages in morally detrimental beliefs that further erode their autonomy. This will be 

discussed further in the next section, but it was important to briefly address here because it 

begins in resentment. 

 One last consideration of the evaluative inconsistency prompted by resentment, there is a 

potential danger for the pitier to negate their own values in order to not further insult, humiliate, 

or otherwise harm the pitied. Harkening to Nietzsche’s notion of the multiplication of suffering, 

the pitier could experience unease or distress at having a negative evaluation of the other. Green 
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(1992) explains, “Nietzsche had in mind…the pain and dissonance of evaluating the pitiful. 

What bothers us is that we must perform the uncomfortable act of evaluating negatively, and we 

respond with acts of pity in order to avoid this discomfort” (p. 67). Rather than remaining 

committed to our practical reason and rationality, pity tempts us to thwart our assessment of 

another in order to maintain comfort. Green (1992) continues, “The strong are tempted, through 

pity, to ressentiment: the inconsistent negation of their own values” (p. 68). The pathos of 

distance encourages the individual to resolutely hold their judgments of others, regardless of a 

potential negative feeling. Green argues that Nietzsche views evaluation as the expression of life. 

Since pity leads one to resist that, Nietzsche views pity as life-denying. 

Responding to Green (1992), Babich (1992) argues that Nietzsche has an even more 

critical and alarming understanding of pity beyond evaluative inconsistency. According to 

Babich (1992), it is not merely that pity threatens an individual’s evaluative capacities, but also 

that the evaluative consistency promoted by pity has led to an inversion of values as a whole. She 

writes, “The evaluative inconsistency of ressentiment, as articulated by the ascetic ideal, 

triumphs over all values. Weakness, effectively transformed by ressentiment and the ascetic 

ideal, becomes strength” (p. 72). As she interprets, the Will to Power becomes not about the 

drive to express power, but to acquire it, on behalf of the weak and impotent. Resentment 

extends beyond controlling oneself to controlling others. Babich (1992) summarizes,  

The efficacy of pity (ressentiment) is the source of its evaluative inconsistency: weakness 
= strength. It is this illusion that is operative in the moral invention of negative 
culpability, the notion of responsible choice, the idea that one could do/be otherwise than 
one does/is, the grammatical separation sundering the actor from the action. (p. 74) 
 

In this sense, pity, through resentment, has moved beyond lacking moral worth to actively 

distorting and transmogrifying our understanding of what moral value is. The impact of this 

inversion of values can be seen even stronger in the next section on loss of autonomy. 
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Loss of Autonomy 

Perhaps most central to the claims of pity as morally worthless or detrimental is the belief 

that pity, or contemptuous pity by some thinkers, demonstrates a lack of respect for the 

personhood of another by insufficiently valuing their autonomy (Kimball, 2004; Callan, 1988; 

Cartwright, 1984; Green, 1992). Callan (1988) states, “I assume that autonomy is necessary if 

one is to flourish as a person” (p. 4). Undermining an individual’s autonomy is a direct threat to 

their personhood and potential for flourishing. 

Cartwright (1984) finds commonality between Kant and Nietzsche’s disdain for pity on 

this shared concern regarding autonomy. He explains that both Nietzsche and Kant view pity as 

usurping the sufferer’s autonomy. Cartwright suggests this happens in two ways: first, the pitier 

suffers, which is not a desirable state; and second, the pitier may act to alleviate the other’s 

suffering, which suggests a loss in self-control. For Kant, autonomy means acting without 

influence from external forces, but from a place of intentionality, guided by their rational 

natures. Cartwright (1984) explains, “In pity, nevertheless, autonomy is usurped because it, like 

any emotion, is initiated by factors external to the agent, factors that overwhelm or ‘infect’ the 

agent” (p. 86). 

In addition to the pitier, the pitied are also in danger of losing their autonomy. According 

to Cartwright (1984), Nietzsche argues that some pitiers may actively attempt to increase their 

feelings of superiority by seeking individuals who are suffering, in order to offer them pity and 

exercise an amount of control over another individual. Also, Cartwright (1984) explains that the 

pitiers may be at further risk of losing autonomy 

…because of the susceptibility of the pitier to the manipulation and control by those 
pitied. This susceptibility to the control and manipulation by others suggests two other 
important Kantian themes, the loss of one’s self-control vs autonomy and the irrational 
and involuntary nature of emotions such as pity. (p. 86) 



40 
 

 
Due to this potential for manipulation, Cartwright (1984) argues that Kant emphasizes the need 

to act from reason rather than mere inclination. However, he suggests that Nietzsche shifts the 

focus a bit and instead advocates for an intentional directing of emotions and inclinations for 

specific purposes. Similar to Jonas (2010), Cartwright (1984) indicates that Nietzsche is in favor 

of an approach that encourages our passions being refined and guided by our rationality. Jonas 

(2010) identifies this as a distinction between involuntary pity and deliberative pity. 

Coupled with the potential loss of autonomy, Nietzsche expresses concern over the loss 

of individuality for the sake of communitarianism (Ure, 2006; Conolly, 1998). Conolly (1998) 

suggests that “Nietzsche’s main argument against pity revolves around the individuality and 

unquantifiability of the other’s suffering, and the consequent impossibility, indeed impertinence, 

of the imaginative attempt to share that suffering” (p. 290). As noted in earlier sections, pity and 

compassion imply a shared sense of humanity that focuses on the commonality of all human 

beings. Nietzsche sees this as threatening one’s sense of individuality. By undercutting the value 

of the individual, Nietzsche argues “that the concepts of pity, sympathy, and vivre pour autrui 

have become little more than the ideological stalking horses for…the moral fashion, that is to 

say, that transforms individuals into industrious, calculable instruments of social labor” (Ure, 

2006, p. 83). Instead, Ure (2006) argues that Nietzsche sees self-cultivation as the best way to 

engage with the other. Rather than using pity as a way to connect with others, we must view 

ourselves as each being an unique garden open to one another (Ure, 2006). 

Relationship to Envy 

Lastly, one of the major themes regarding pity as morally worthless is its relationship to 

jealousy and other negative emotions, like anger and vengeance. According to Nussbaum (1996), 

some classical thinkers argue that pity often leads to a constellation of negative emotions because 
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it leads individuals to place an overly high value on external goods. Since these goods ultimately 

exist outside of the realm of our control, pity makes us “hostages of fortune” (Nussbaum, 1996, 

p. 43). She elaborates, “The pitier acknowledges the importance of certain worldly goods and 

persons, which can in principle be damaged by another’s agency” (p. 43). If our property is 

damaged, we may respond with anger, envy, or cruelty. 

Ure (2006) elaborates on this tendency, noting that pity serves as “a veiled means of 

restoring self-affection at the other’s expense” (p. 69). He stresses the particularly destructive 

emotion of envy, citing that pity hinders the type of moral development within individuals that 

would allow them to accurately understand other’s perspectives. According to Ure (2006), 

Nietzsche makes the following three claims, “that pity is deeply complicit in envy and its 

projective identifications; that it ultimately tends toward a diminution of others; and finally, that 

the twinning of pity and envy in the construction of the object world blocks our ability to live 

well with others” (p. 69). Ure argues that envy develops because we have a delusional notion of 

our own self-sufficiency. When we are forced to reckon with our own dependence on others, our 

worldview and sense of our own agency becomes threatened. To assuage this feeling of lack, we 

harbor feelings of envy. In order to cope with these unpleasant feelings, we elaborately spoil or 

express pity on others in order to return to our narcissistic worldview wherein we are self-

sufficient. Ure (2006) explains that our envy allows us “to construct ourselves as those who, by 

comparison with the spoiled object, are exempt from suffering, need, and loss. Through envy we 

aim to make the other abject or pitiable so that we no longer feel or experience our own 

abjection” (p. 79). 

Alternatively, Ben Ze’ev (1993) presents a different dynamic between pity and envy. 

While he agrees that they are both based on perceived inferiority and the practice of comparison, 
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he explains that pity places inferiority on the object of one’s suffering and envy places inferiority 

on the subject themself. He writes, “The emotional object in envy is another person but the focus 

of concern is the subject’s inferior position compared with that person. The emotional object in 

pity is the agent who suffers; the focus of concern includes this agent and also a reference to the 

subject’s own situation” (p. 5). Whereas in pity, we are compelled to accept the situation, envy 

encourages one to reject a given condition and become involved in order to create a more 

personally favorable outcome. 

2.3.2 Pity as Morally Neutral or Situationally Appropriate 

Transitioning from arguments for pity as morally worthless, pity can serve as a 

situationally appropriate response in instances where the seriousness of an individual’s suffering 

is in question. In these cases, Carr (1999) suggests that pity is not only an apt response, but 

elevates to be considered a social virtue. Not only does pity allow one to feel for someone 

unaware of their suffering, but also in emphasizing the shared humanity between individuals. 

Returning to Nussbaum’s example of the peacocks’ tongues, wherein an aristocrat learns his 

shipment of peacock’s tongues will not arrive in time for his dinner party and experiences 

suffering, Nussbaum (1996) would argue that compassion is not an appropriate response because 

we find the aristocrat’s distress to be foolish. However, as Carr (1999) explains, “But pity is still 

an option: we can pity [the aristocrat] for his obvious pain, we can find his circumstance a 

pitiable one, though we cannot exercise our capacity for compassion” (p. 429). In this sense, pity 

can serve as a social virtue—an educated tolerance “aware of such a complexity and variety in 

humanity” that we respond even to foolish and moderately reprehensible views with something 

similar to compassion (Carr, 1999, p. 429). 
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Alternatively, Kimball (2004) argues that there are some instances concerning the 

suffering of others where pity is the only morally appropriate response. Contrasted with 

compassion, Kimball (2004) argues that pity has a morally appropriate role in response to “the 

kind of situation in which the hands-on help characteristic of compassion is impossible” (p. 306). 

Compassion is appropriate when there is something to be done. However, pity is acceptable in 

situations where all hope is lost. Kimball (2004) further elaborates, “In such cases compassion is 

not appropriate: it is either a product of denial or lack of gravity through hopefulness in a 

hopeless situation. In such situations, I submit, pity is morally preferable to compassion. Tragedy 

is the proper home of pity” (p. 306). As an example, one can consider Ackerman’s (1995) 

discussion of a cancer patient who has exhausted all possible treatment options. In the face of a 

truly terminal diagnosis, awestruck horror and deep sorrow may be all that one can/should offer. 

Nuyen (1999) similarly emphasizes the moral appropriateness of pity in situations of 

hopelessness. Rather than viewing pity as a threat to autonomy, he suggests that enacting it could 

help retain an individual’s sense of personhood, identifying pity as “the last link to humanity” 

(Nuyen, 1999, p. 85). Explaining how pity can help preserve personhood, Nuyen (1999) writes,  

To pity someone in the situations mentioned above is to realize that we are all subject to 
the same fickleness of fortune, that we are all vulnerable to the same sublimity of nature 
and the same majestic unfoldings of nature. It is to express solidarity with other human 
beings, to increase a little our collective strength and to diminish a little the crushing 
burden of misfortunes, even though it is ultimately in vain against misfortunes. (p. 86) 
 

In situations of such hopelessness and despair, pity can play a morally appropriate role in neither 

diminishing the severity of one’s situation nor undermining one’s humanity. Instead, it can create 

a shared sense of wonder and connection during a moment of intense suffering and sorrow. 
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2.3.3 Pity as Morally Beneficial 

Finally, we consider the arguments in favor of pity as morally beneficial. Building on the 

brief discussion in the section on the motivational/volitional features of pity, Cartwright (1984) 

argues that Schopenhauer viewed compassion as the only motive that ascribes moral worth to an 

action. He summarizes the three fundamental motivations for human actions as the following, 

“These motives are: the desire for one’s own well-being (egoism); the desire for another’s 

misfortune or misery (malice); and the desire for another’s well-being (compassion),” positing 

that compassion and pity are foundational to morally valuable actions for others (p. 93-94). 

While Kant and others would argue that motivations are “epistemically opaque” (Cartwright, 

1984, p. 96), and therefore cannot ascribe moral worth to any actions, some contemporary 

philosophers have argued for pity as morally valuable along three themes: pity as attention, pity 

as developmental and sustaining, and pity as a bridge to justice (Nuyen, 1999; Ben Ze’ev, 1990; 

Nussbaum, 1996; Bojesen, 2016; Kristjánsson, 2014). 

Attention 

 Building from Nuyen’s (1999) understanding of pity as humanizing in the face of 

hopeless situations, Ben Ze’ev (1990) sees similar value in pity’s capacity to direct our attention 

to human suffering. He explains, “Pity is morally valuable since it involves paying attention to 

the suffering—rather than the success—of others; it overcomes our natural tendency to look 

away from those who suffer and it may lead to some forms of help” (Ben Ze’ev, 1990, p. 120). 

While some argue that pity does not contain an impulse to act, Ben Ze’ev (1990) highlights the 

moral value and significance of noticing and recognizing the suffering of others. In this sense, 

pity can be viewed as setting a foundation for further moral action. One must first notice 

suffering before one can act. Pity allows us to do this. 
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Developmental and Sustaining 

Beyond cultivating attention, Kristjánsson (2014) argues that pity serves as a 

developmental stage prior to more advanced emotions, suggesting that it is a “developmental 

requisite of compassion” (p. 361). Kristjánsson (2014) writes, “Emotions can be preparatory in 

two senses, a developmental sense and a sustenance sense. Developmentally valuable emotions 

help us move to a higher developmental stage where the need for them is, subsequently, 

transcended” (p. 360). In younger children, feeling pain or distress at the suffering of others, 

regardless of blame and culpability, can be beneficial in orienting an individual to the moral 

world. This primes them to feel for other people prior to the development of their rational 

understanding of the complexity of human society. 

As we transition from these early developmental stages, pity can continue to be beneficial 

in the sustenance sense. Kristjánsson (2014) argues that as we mature, we tend to judge desert 

somewhat callously. Pity, understood here as an excess of compassion, would allow us to sustain 

a more medial sense of compassion. Kristjánsson (2014) explains, “[I]t merely suggests that a 

disposition to experience pity intermittently is instrumentally beneficial for the good life by 

sustaining the true emotion virtue of compassion” (p. 361). Intermittent sub-optimality, in this 

case, of compassion, contributes to a sustainability of the emotion over the long-term. Pity 

enables this process. 

Bridge to Justice 

Nussbaum (1996) and Bojesen (2016) argue that pity helps shape one’s orientation to 

justice. According to Nussbaum (1996), pity provides us with “an essential bridge to justice” (p. 

37) or “an essential bridge from self-interest to just conduct” (p. 57). Drawing from Rousseau, 

while individuals aim for self-sufficiency, ultimately one must recognize a need to depend on 
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others. Because of this dependence on others, we are inspired to act in such a manner that would 

be fair and just should we be subject to our own belief systems. Bojesen (2016) argues that 

justice manifests as a kind of  “inverted self-interest…[that is] not provoked directly by 

experiencing the suffering other but rather determined by our ability to relate that suffering to the 

reasonable potential for our own suffering. In this way we reason our way to pity and duty” (p. 

135). While pity is not sufficient for justice, it helps cultivate the underlying value system and 

rationality by which we can come to understand more consequential concepts of liberty and 

dignity. As Nussbaum (1996) summarizes,  

[F]ollowed through rigorously enough, it supports something like democratic equality: 
democracy because pity sees the value to each person of having a choice in his or her 
way of life and in the political conception that governs it; equality because it concerns 
itself at least with the provision to all of a basic minimum welfare. (p. 36). 
 

As noted above, by promoting an attentiveness to others and a recognition of the shared 

vulnerability inherent in the human experience, pity provides foundational support for a more 

robust system of justice and just relations between human beings.  

2.4 Educating for Pity 

2.4.1 Learning Pity through Tragic Drama 

Using an Aristotelian approach, many philosophers suggest that tragic drama serves as 

the foundational way to cultivate pity (Nussbaum, 1996; Conolly, 1998; Kimball, 2004; Carr, 

1999; Boyd, 2004). In this way, students become spectators who are shaped through the 

experience of witnessing the suffering of a fictional other. Since tragedy imitates actions that 

arouse pity and fear, tragic drama can play a significant role in one’s moral development, 

specifically in teaching pity. As Nussbaum (1996) explains, “Tragedies acquaint young people 

with the bad things that may happen in a human life, long before life itself does so: they thus 

enable concern for others who are suffering what the spectator has not suffered” (p. 39). Being 
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positioned as a spectator, one can cross boundaries and more vividly participate in a form of 

sympathetic identification, seeing the distresses of others (Nussbaum, 1996). According to Carr 

(1999), “The educative role of the drama lies in its revealing alternatives to those which his own 

situation has shown him, and the enrichment of his appreciation of a shared humanity” (p. 428). 

While the tragic pity of Aristotle cultivates a general awareness of the suffering of others, 

it has the potential to remain too abstract from daily life to inspire actual change (Nussbaum, 

1996; Boyd, 2004). Boyd (2004) suggests that tragic drama creates ‘reluctant spectators.’ He 

explains that in theater, the spectators “are moved by a love of humanity in the abstract that they 

are incapable of conjuring up in the particular” (Boyd, 2004, p. 527). Kimball (2004) similarly 

argues that Aristotle focused on the potential for tragic drama to arouse pity for the sake of 

catharsis, rather than action. In this sense, the pity cultivated through tragic drama remains self-

interested, centering the pitier’s fear of suffering and educating her “to achieve appropriate 

resignation in respect to them” (Kimball, 2004, p. 313). 

While not suggesting that the catharsis of pity necessarily leads to action, Conolly (1998) 

finds value in tragic drama’s ability to identify which suffering matters and demands our 

attention. Conolly (1998) summarizes, “In teaching us not to pity indiscriminately, tragedy 

teaches us how to feel about ‘real life’ suffering in a way that exposure to such suffering on its 

own cannot do” (p. 290). Building on this, Grigoriou (2018) notes the potential for drama to 

“habituate us to give in to suffering and follow our feeling rather than our reason” (p. 69). By 

focusing on emotion, Grigoriou suggests drama as an education grounded in intimacy and 

imagination. 

Returning to the critique of Aristotle's understanding of tragic pity as too removed from 

concrete life, Nussbaum (1996) suggests that Rousseau resolves the concern through use of the 
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realist novel for education. By embracing the ordinary as cause for reflection and imagination, 

Rousseau encourages the realities of a life in poverty to be understood “with a textured vividness 

unavailable in tragic poetry; and she is made a participant in that form of life” (Nussbaum, 1996, 

p. 40). White (2008) similarly suggests that literature and history could serve as effective 

educational entry points to compassion. 

2.4.2 Cultivating Self-Mastery through Habituated Practice 

In “Pity and Justice in Rousseau's Emile: Developing a Concern for the Common Good,” 

Wing Sze Leung (2023) characterizes a Rousseauian approach to education as preparation for 

and engagement in habituated practice of pity. In this approach, the tutor lays the foundation for 

pity by attuning the student’s judgment-making capacity to a particular disposition regarding 

what makes a good life—specifically, shifting from self-interested to other-regarding 

motivations. Jonas (2010) also uses a Rousseauian approach to demonstrate the value of an 

education grounded in pity. Rather than focusing on the cultivation of habituated practice in the 

student, Jonas (2010) writes from the perspective of the tutor, noting the importance of pity in 

developing self-mastery, which he suggests is the goal of education. By framing the work of 

education alternatively via the lens of the student and teacher, Leung (2023) and Jonas (2010) 

demonstrate how an education of pity cultivates a sense of autonomy and a justice-oriented 

disposition, wherein the student mitigates his self-interests and desires in order to act respectfully 

and in accordance with concern for the public good. 

Similar to Ben Ze’ev’s (1990) components, Leung (2023) maps Rousseau’s education of 

pity onto three stages: sensual, intellectual, and practical. According to Leung (2023), this long-

term educational approach focuses on honing the student’s evaluative capacity to recognize the 

dynamic relationship between self-sufficiency and mutually dependent relationships. In this 



49 
 

approach, to be dependent on others is to be deserving of pity. Since everyone is, to some extent, 

other-dependent, the education of pity emphasizes one’s ability to properly judge how to balance 

his self-interest with the interests of others. Complementing this approach, Jonas (2010) argues 

that both Rousseau and Nietzsche emphasize the importance of autonomy and self-mastery as 

necessary for a good life. Elaborating on an education of pity and self-mastery, Jonas (2010) 

explains, “By ‘self-mastery’ I mean the student’s ability to choose to disobey certain internal 

inclinations in favour of other inclinations. For Rousseau and Nietzsche, the inclinations the 

students ought to obey are ones that increase their autonomy” (p. 48). I will engage further with 

these texts and how they interpret a Rousseauian approach in Chapter 3. 

Ultimately, White (2008) criticizes Rousseau’s approach, noting its flawed strategy for 

cultivating an autonomous and compassionate individual. He notes the overreliance and 

manipulation by the tutor as precluding any potential of Emile’s developed autonomy. White 

(2008) also takes issue with the focus on self-interest, stating that Emile “can never experience 

the extension of compassion which may culminate in some form of self-overcoming” (p. 45). He 

insists that Rousseau’s education of pity will result in a limited or diminished capacity for 

compassion, wherein one sees it as a means to an end, rather than a value in itself. 

2.5 A Clarified Characterization of Pity 

 As demonstrated by this review of literature, there is meaningful potential to engage 

further with consideration of pity as playing a role in moral and justice-oriented education. While 

Kant and Nietzsche contributed to the current view of pity as condescending and contemptuous, 

many recognize it as both a foundation-setting and foundational emotion, from which one 

cultivates more complex and nuanced understandings of how emotion and rationality intertwine 

for practical wisdom. Nussbaum’s (1996) groundbreaking and comprehensive work provides a 



50 
 

solid starting point for establishing an existing connection between pity, compassion, and justice. 

However, with much of the work being developed in the 1990s, we are now faced with new 

challenges to education. While revisiting this work has been invaluable, the task before us is to 

recontextualize and reconsider what our current moment needs from moral education in order to 

create a more just and inclusive society. 

Synthesizing the literature review, I would like to propose a clarified characterization of 

pity, with particular attention to how it differs from sympathy and empathy. I have developed 

Table 2 to lay out key similarities (e.g., a belief that the Other is suffering; feeling pain or sorrow 

at the suffering of the Other) as well as substantial differences. By identifying the characteristics 

that distinguish pity from other altruistic emotions, I hope to provide a foundation for my further 

argument on pity’s unique contributions to moral and social justice education. 

Mirroring Kimball (2004), I have maintained the distinction between contemptuous pity 

and benevolent pity. Given the ubiquity of a Nietzschean influence in linking pity to contempt, I 

felt it was important to explicitly acknowledge this interpretation in Table 2. However, for the 

purpose of this project, I will be referring to what Kimball referred to as ‘benevolent pity’ simply 

as pity. In Table 2, I have highlighted in gray five key differences that emerged between pity, 

sympathy, and empathy which shed significant light on pity’s role in an individual’s moral 

development and orientation towards justice: 1) relationship to morality; 2) desert attribution; 3) 

agent-object distance; 4) limited imaginative capacity; and 5) implicit recognition of power 

dynamics. Throughout the dissertation, I will elaborate further on how these particular 

distinctions are beneficial for moral and social justice education. However, here I will briefly 

summarize how each of these characteristics will inform the following chapters: 
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1. Relationship to morality: While empathy is pro-social and promotes human connection, 

it does not necessarily require a developed moral understanding for one to feel it for 

another person (Verducci, 1999). Empathy can activate one’s imaginative capacity and an 

emotional response to suffering without a deliberative consideration of the nature of the 

suffering itself. Pity directs our attention to the suffering itself, allowing one to begin to 

cultivate the foundation for moral understanding. I will expand on this characteristic in 

“Chapter 3: The Moral Work of Pity.” 

2. Desert attribution: Whereas compassion may be reserved for undeserved misfortune, 

pity can serve as an appropriate response to deserved misfortune. This allows pity to be a 

more capacious emotion for responding to suffering and takes into consideration the 

moral complexity of our current context. I will elaborate further on this characteristic in 

“Chapter 3: The Moral Work of Pity.” 

3. Agent–object distance: Because of its focus on shared suffering, empathy maintains a 

low psychological distance between empathizer and sufferer. This allows the empathizer 

to meaningfully identify with the Other, enhanced through close proximity and exposure 

or similarity in personal traits. On the other hand, pity requires for the pitier to be at a 

medial distance from the sufferer. By having access to some knowledge of the sufferer’s 

experience, but not intimacy, the pitier expresses concern for the universal human 

experience of suffering while maintaining space for the unknown particular cultural 

context contributing to the suffering. I will expand on this characteristic in “Chapter 4: 

Pity as a Bridge between the Universal and the Particular.” 

4. Limited imaginative capacity: A core aspect of altruistic emotions is an imaginative 

capacity to recognize and accurately interpret the Other’s experience as suffering. While 
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empathy would suggest a strong imaginative capacity that fully identifies with and shares 

in the Other’s suffering, pity maintains a limited ability to imagine and identify with the 

Other. Pity relies heavily on one’s own experience of suffering and their cognitive 

capacity to connect this self-understanding to the experiences of others. This dynamic 

between self-understanding and awareness of others’ suffering sets a foundation for 

moral understanding, with a limited imaginative capacity serving as an entrypoint for 

further development. I will expand on this characteristic in “Chapter 5: Reading Social 

Justice Texts through a Lens of Pity.” 

5. Recognition of power dynamics: Pity contains both an explicit and implicit recognition 

of power dynamics. The pitier recognizes herself to be in a better position (e.g., 

materially or epistemically) than the sufferer, explicitly acknowledging the 

advantageousness of their current condition in relation to the sufferer. In doing so, the 

pitier implicitly situates themself as judge, which—if undertaken uncritically—could 

grant them an undue level of objectivity or separation from the complex dynamics 

shaping the conditions contributing to the Other’s suffering. I will expand on this 

characteristic in “Chapter 5: Reading Social Justice Texts through a Lens of Pity.” 

These five key distinctions are crucial for understanding how pity can uniquely contribute to 

moral and social justice education, highlighting what we may miss without serious consideration 

of its value for cultivating our overall orientation to justice. 

2.6 Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have provided a synthesis of the philosophical literature pertaining to 

pity and its potential role in social justice education. I began by exploring the various dimensions 

of pity (cognitive, affective, evaluative, and motivational) and then distinguished it from other 
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altruistic emotions. I considered the moral implications of pity, weighing arguments that view it 

as morally worthless, morally neutral, and morally beneficial. This process helped inform a 

clarified characterization of pity, wherein I have identified five key differences between pity and 

other altruistic emotions.  

Pity is a moral social emotion that plays an instrumental role in cultivating the rationality 

by which we conceive of the moral world. It is moral in that it concerns the well-being of others. 

It is social in that it inherently engages the self in relation to a broader community. It consists of 

cognitive (belief that the Other suffers), affective (feeling of pain at the Other’s suffering), and 

motivational dimensions (desire for the Other’s suffering to be alleviated). Ultimately, this 

dissertation aims to demonstrate that pity is morally beneficial for shaping one’s orientation to 

justice. While it does not trump all altruistic dispositions, pity engages in moral work that 

sympathy, compassion, and empathy do not. Without it, our understanding of the complexity of 

moral life diminishes. 
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Chapter 3: The Moral Work of Pity 
Pity, sympathy, and empathy are altruistic emotions or “other regarding social emotional 

capacities” that allow us to engage in different forms of perspective-taking (Nucci & Ilten-Gee, 

2021, p. 63). Although they each contribute to moral life, pity contributes to a particular moral 

work that the others do not. Like sympathy and empathy, pity is a social emotion wherein one 

feels pain or sorrow at the suffering of an Other. However, pity also plays an instrumental role in 

the development of an individual’s moral understanding. While not sufficient for moral action, 

pity relies on a limited imaginative capacity to help cultivate the rationality by which we 

conceive of the moral world, allowing one to move from self-centeredness to other-regarding 

concern. By not acknowledging pity, or only considering the contemptuous form of pity, we 

neglect the morally necessary work required for further development.  

In order to elucidate the moral work of pity, I will bring Kristjánsson (2014) into 

conversation with Rousseau (1762/1979), as both thinkers offer a compelling articulation of a 

developmental aspect of pity. In the first section, I will revisit Kristjánsson’s defense of pity, 

summarizing key elements of his Aristotelian argument for pity as a positive moral quality. 

Specifically, I highlight how Kristjánsson characterizes pity’s distinctiveness in relation to desert 

attribution—namely, that pity attends to deserved suffering. In the second section, I will argue 

that Rousseau’s education of pity could be understood as an outgrowth of an Aristotelian 

approach to pity. Importantly, he elevates the moral benefit of pity beyond its instrumentality in 

cultivating compassion, shifting its focus from desert attribution to other-dependence as the 

source of suffering. In doing so, Rousseau intertwines pity with a deep concern for autonomy. In 

the next section, to accentuate the strength of Rousseau’s approach, I briefly bring him into 

conversation with Kwasi Wiredu, demonstrating how the conceptual resonances affirm the broad 
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cultural relevance of pity. In the final section, I will conclude with a discussion on how, in 

directing our attention to other-dependence, pity emphasizes the importance of autonomy in 

respecting one’s personhood. Ultimately, I suggest that although pity may not necessarily result 

in action, it can cultivate and sustain a deeper attunement with the complexity of moral life, 

fostering moral value through a continual self-reflection on that which limits or sustains our 

agency.  

3.1 Kristjánsson’s Aristotelian Defense of Pity 
In “Pity: A Mitigated Defence,” Kristján Kristjánsson (2014) utilizes an Aristotelian 

approach to characterize pity as instrumentally beneficial to moral life. Acknowledging that 

Aristotle discussed pity in rather negative terms, Kristjánsson applies Aristotle’s argumentative 

devices to portray it as “a positive moral quality that has instrumental value in developing and 

sustaining an intrinsically valuable state of character, namely compassion” (pp. 343–344). By 

focusing on Aristotle’s critique of pity as an excess of compassion, Kristjánsson situates pity in 

relation to the golden mean as a way to demonstrate its moral application.  

3.1.1 Desert Attribution 

The question of desert attribution remains central to both Aristotle’s and Kristjánsson’s 

distinctions of pity from other altruistic emotions. Whereas compassion virtuously causes one to 

experience pain at the undeserved bad fortune of the Other, pity provokes pain at deserved bad 

fortune, prompting Aristotle to deride it as “morbid sentimentality” (Kristjánsson, 2014, p. 344). 

As Kristjánsson (2014) notes, Aristotle conceives of compassion as one of the four medial 

fortune-of-others emotion virtues, parsing distinct morally appropriate responses to others’ good 

and bad fortune. In addition to compassion, Aristotle offers the following emotions in relation to 

desert: “indignation (pain at another’s undeserved good fortune), satisfied indignation (pleasure 
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at another’s deserved bad fortune), and gratulation (pleasure at another’s deserved good 

fortune)” (Kristjánsson, p. 348). In Aristotle’s moral system, pity is viewed as an excess of 

compassion precisely because of the sufferer’s culpability. A person of good moral character, 

according to Aristotle, should not feel sorrow when the Other has brought about their suffering 

as a consequence of their actions.  

Kristjánsson (2014) complicates this narrow approach concerning the role of desert 

attribution in pity, noting an inversion of responsibility and autonomy over the course of the 

Other’s suffering. Drawing on Callan (1988), Kristjánsson (2014) notes that we tend to pity 

people “who, while originally responsible for becoming the people they are, have now (in our 

view) lost the psycho-moral autonomy to make amends” (p. 356). Both Callan (1988) and 

Kristjánsson (2014) use the example of a person with a substance use disorder as an individual 

who usually elicits pity. While they chose to use illicit drugs and could be understood as 

ultimately responsible for stimulating their addiction, there is a sense of powerlessness or 

significant struggle in their ability to alleviate their current suffering. Despite this recognition of 

morally complex situations where desert attribution evolves, within an Aristotelian framing, this 

remains a key component for parsing altruistic emotions.  

3.1.2 Philanthrôpia as Developmental for Compassion 

Building on desert attribution as the main distinguishing characteristic, Kristjánsson 

(2014) introduces a taxonomy of the other-regarding emotions, elaborating on his understanding 

of the differences between empathy, sympathy, compassion, and pity. Briefly, he recognizes 

empathy as a full identification, either cognitively or affectively, with the sufferer. While 

referring to it as “an instrumentally useful skill” (p. 352), Kristjánsson (2014) notes that Aristotle 

does not articulate empathy as a discrete emotion and that it could enable either virtue or vice. 
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However, Kristjánsson’s (2014) distinctions between sympathy, compassion, and pity prove 

more useful in providing a sketch of the moral work of pity.  

  Kristjánsson (2014) describes sympathy as preparatory for compassion, identifying it as 

a “raw fellow-feeling for suffering” that precedes knowledge of desert (p. 353). Rather than 

being unconcerned with desert attribution, Kristjánsson posits that sympathy, which he aligns 

with Aristotle’s philanthrôpia, occurs prior to an understanding of deservedness, either due to 

lack of information in a particular situation or when the potential pitier has yet to develop the 

capacity to judge desert. He refers to philanthrôpia as a sentiment more common to the young, 

stating that it “step-by-step habituates one—through one’s gradually evolving discriminations—

to feel compassion” (Kristjánsson, 2014, p. 360). Here, Kristjánsson explicitly notes that 

philanthrôpia and pity are distinct emotional traits with distinct approaches to desert. For him, 

sympathy or philanthrôpia are instinctual and necessary for one to develop compassion.  

3.1.3 Pity as Sustaining Compassion 

As addressed earlier, Kristjánsson (2014) reaffirms the key distinction between 

compassion and pity, identifying compassion as an emotion virtue that appropriately expresses 

sorrow for the undeserved suffering of an Other. However, he carves out a unique function of 

pity in sustaining compassion over a lifetime. While according to Aristotle’s golden mean, pity is 

an excess of compassion, Kristjánsson (2014) argues that we are much more likely to “err on the 

side of deficiency” when it comes to cultivating virtuous dispositions (p. 359). Because of this 

propensity to err towards deficiency, Aristotle offers a caveat to his own golden mean. In order 

to sustain virtuousness over time, an individual may require intermittent sub-optimal emotional 

displays, wherein they have episodic experiences of an excess of a virtue. Just as Aristotle notes 

the need for virtuously generous individuals to sometimes engage in wastefulness, in which they 
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have given so generously that they have little left for themself, pity as an intermittent emotional 

response to deserved suffering may ultimately help sustain a medial sense of compassion. 

In summary, Kristjánsson (2014) portrays pity as providing an instrumental benefit for 

the sustenance of compassion. Within this Aristotelian approach, pity on its own does not offer 

moral value for an individual, as deserved suffering warrants satisfied indignation. However, 

intermittently sub-optimal displays of pity can be viewed as positive in relation to the 

development of actual virtues. His framing hinges on desert attribution as the key distinction for 

parsing the altruistic emotions, creating a binary of either deserving or undeserving as the lens 

for interpreting how one should respond to the suffering of the Other. 

3.2 A Rousseauian Reframing of the Moral Work of Pity  
By bringing elements of Kristjánsson’s (2014) taxonomy into conversation with 

Rousseau (1762/1979), we can challenge the Aristotelian framing of desert-based emotions and 

begin to sketch the potentially significant benefit of pity for moral life. As we reimagine 

Kristjánsson’s Aristotelian approach to pity through the lens of Rousseau, pity moves beyond 

serving as a mere instrument for maintaining compassion. Instead, it joins a constellation of 

moral social emotions that allow us to develop a deep love of mankind and love of justice. In 

Emile, or On Education (1762/1979), Rousseau, who is a careful reader of the ancients, evolves 

his approach to pity to offer greater clarity on how we might cultivate a concern for the common 

good. 

Rather than centering desert attribution as in the Aristotelian approach, Rousseau judges 

pity based on the extent to which a person is other-dependent. Throughout Emile, Rousseau 

emphasizes the value of self-sufficiency, developing an educational project for his pupil Emile 

that trains him to moderate his passions in relation to his own strength and means. However, as 
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Emile grows and it becomes necessary for him to rely on others through the exchange of goods, 

Rousseau (1762/1979) introduces pity as “the first relative sentiment” and the core of his moral 

training (p. 222). By focusing on other-dependence, Rousseau complicates the notion of desert, 

allowing for additional circumstances influencing one’s agency to be taken into consideration.  

In this section, I will unpack Rousseau’s education of pity, as presented in Emile. Before 

diving in, I will briefly address what I consider to be the Rousseau–Nietzsche divide, explaining 

why I find the argument for pity as morally beneficial more compelling than those identifying it 

as morally worthless or harmful. Next, I will elaborate on how the shift from desert attribution in 

an Aristotelian approach to pity to other-dependence in a Rousseauian approach resolves some of 

the common critiques against pity (e.g., callousness and condescension). Drawing primarily on 

Wing Sze Leung’s (2023) “Pity and Justice in Rousseau's Emile: Developing a Concern for the 

Common Good,” I will then examine the role of pity in developing an individual’s love of 

justice. I will conclude this section with a brief summary of the relationship between love of self 

and love of men, suggesting that moral action may have some origin in self-love. 

3.2.1 Addressing the Rousseau–Nietzsche Divide 

In Chapter 2, I provided an overview of the moral implications of pity, dividing the 

discussion into arguments depicting pity as morally worthless or harmful, morally neutral, and 

morally beneficial. I identified Nietzsche as one of the primary thinkers contributing to what 

Kimball (2004) refers to as ‘contemptuous pity.’ Briefly, I focused on Nietzsche’s claim that pity 

originates in resentment, wherein a sufferer desires to see others suffer as a way of seeking 

vengeance on those who are better off (Green, 1992). He also criticizes pity as causing a loss of 

an individual’s autonomy, either by the pitier who subjects herself to suffering through observing 

the suffering Other or by the pitied who allows himself to be controlled by the pitier (Cartwright, 
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1984). For Nietzsche, pity inherently contains an involuntariness and lack of rationality guiding 

one’s actions, suggesting that both pitier/pitied relinquish some aspect of agency through it. 

While Nietzsche raises significant critiques, I am compelled by the work of Mark E. 

Jonas (2010), who provocatively argues that Rousseau and Nietzsche actually have more in 

common regarding their concerns related to pity than has traditionally been recognized. In 

“When Teachers Must Let Education Hurt: Rousseau and Nietzsche on Compassion and the 

Educational Value of Suffering,” Jonas (2010) acknowledges the significant divergences in 

thought between both men, but suggests they align in their views on self-mastery and the 

potential for pity to help cultivate it. 

Jonas identifies self-mastery as the aim of education, explaining that it refers to “the 

student’s ability to choose to disobey certain internal inclinations in favour of other inclinations. 

For Rousseau and Nietzsche, the inclinations the students ought to obey are ones that increase 

their autonomy” (2010, p. 48). He suggests they both assert that lacking the self-discipline to 

control one’s passions necessarily involves a diminishment in one’s autonomy. When pity serves 

to develop one’s strengths and self-mastery, it becomes morally beneficial. Jonas (2010) clarifies 

basic elements of overlap between Rousseau’s and Nietzsche’s understandings of pity related to 

this notion of self-mastery, while also explicitly noting that they are not identical. Briefly, both 

conceive of pity as “an acknowledgement of weakness and insufficiency in the pitied…[and] in 

the pitier” (p. 50). They also share the belief that, in some instances, an amount of suffering can 

be productive for the sufferer as it directs them to enrich their strengths.  

Elaborating further, Jonas notes that Nietzsche discusses two forms of pity: one that is 

farsighted and one that is immediate. For Nietzsche, farsighted pity allows a strong individual to 

recognize when someone suffers due to their weakness of will. In this situation, the strong pity 
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the weak for their loss of autonomy and inability to withstand their suffering. The immediate 

form of pity seeks to relieve the weak of their suffering, increasing the weakness of the sufferer 

by removing the very obstacle that could produce strength. By distinguishing between these two 

forms of pity, Jonas emphasizes additional points of alignment between Rousseau and Nietzsche 

on the potential role of pity in cultivating self-mastery. 

With Jonas’ (2010) analysis in mind, I find arguments in favor of pity as morally 

beneficial to be more compelling. By illuminating the points of agreement between Rousseau 

and Nietzsche on what Nietzsche articulates as farsighted pity, Jonas demonstrates that even 

opponents of pity carve out space for its multiple forms, implying a fundamental moral value in 

what it has to offer. While Kimball’s distinction between contemptuous and benevolent pity 

remains valuable for addressing modern associations, I will advance the argument for pity as 

morally beneficial and deeply concerned with preserving autonomy in the face of suffering. 

3.2.2 Desert Attribution, Other-Dependence, and Agency 

Referencing modern thinkers, Kristjánsson (2014) identifies three (negative) cognitive 

features of pity that distinguish it from its counterparts: desert attribution, condescension, and 

moral passivity (p. 355). Kristjánsson suggests that condescension and moral passivity could be 

understood as implications of desert attribution, which is where he then chooses to focus his 

characterization of pity (e.g., we may develop a lower opinion of others if we think they deserve 

their suffering and we may be less likely to act to alleviate someone’s suffering if we think they 

are responsible for it). In his Aristotelian framing, the focus on desert situates moral issues in a 

binary—categorizing sufferers as either deserving or undeserving.  

Rousseau (1762/1979) offers a more expansive approach to moral life, shifting from 

desert attribution to other-dependence as the definitive characteristic that determines whether one 
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should be pitied. As noted in Chapter 2, pity contains an implicit conception of what one takes to 

be the good life (Nussbaum, 1996; Nuyen, 1999). For Rousseau, the good life consists of being 

as self-sufficient as possible. As we become more dependent on others, we risk inflaming amour-

propre, wherein we are driven to achieve high social standing rather than moral goods, and 

subjugating our agency to the desires and actions of others. Summarizing Rousseau’s view, 

Leung (2023) notes the importance of cultivating “the evaluative ability to determine who in 

society is rendered other-dependent and therefore deserves pity” (p. 85). In addition to grounding 

pity in other-dependence, Rousseau provides three maxims that characterize pity in a manner that 

implicitly speaks to the negative cognitive features Kristjánsson outlined, articulating its unique 

role as a developmental necessity for cultivating an orientation to justice. 

Desert Attribution and the First Maxim 

In the first of three maxims on pity, Rousseau (1762/1979) writes, “It is not in the human 

heart to put ourselves in the place of people who are happier than we, but only in that of those 

who are more pitiable” (p. 223). With this first maxim, Rousseau begins to create guardrails that 

distinguish pity from its negative counterparts. By noting the unlikelihood of finding it favorable 

to compare ourselves to those who are better off, Rousseau hints at a version of the resentment 

Nietzsche would later assail in his work (Jonas, 2010). While Nietzsche associates pity with the 

envy referenced in the first portion of this maxim, Rousseau explicitly identifies pity as a discrete 

emotion. He recommends that rather than placing ourselves in a situation where we may be 

susceptible to envy, we should divert our attention to those who warrant our pity. It becomes of 

great importance to discern who Rousseau believes to be the appropriate recipient of pity. 

In determining who qualifies as “those who are more pitiable,” Rousseau casts doubt on 

the presumed happiness brought on by wealth, explaining that “he has as a true friend only that 
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man who is not the dupe of appearances, and who pities him more than he envies him, in spite of 

his prosperity” (p. 223). Rousseau calls attention to the contrast between the lives of the wealthy 

and the poor. Rather than presuming that the wealthy are always in an enviable position, he 

subverts the expectation of the directionality between pitier to pitied. Rousseau asserts that a 

wealthy individual should value the friendship of a less fortunate individual who sees past the 

superficial image and responds with pity, positioning the wealthier person as the pitied and the 

poorer person as the pitier. 

This dynamic between pity and envy highlights a primary concern for Rousseau and 

plays an essential role in understanding one of the underlying causes of pity. As Jonas (2010) 

articulates, the ideal outcome of Rousseau’s educational project is to cultivate a student who 

“will learn to master [her] passions so that they do not persuade [her] to do things that make [her] 

weaker” (p. 48). By mastering one’s passions, an individual experiences true autonomy, which 

Rousseau sees as the purpose of education. Envy, however, subjects an individual to the opinions 

of others, holding her captive to the whims and desires of others. Engaging in this type of 

comparison, which Rousseau aligns with amour-propre, cedes our agency to external influences. 

Rather than fixing our gaze on those we might envy, which risks our autonomy, Rousseau 

instructs his student to direct her focus to those deserving of pity. In this way, she will allow 

herself to foster the type of strength grounded in confining one’s desires to that which is in one’s 

control. 

 While wealth may provide resources to enable one’s self-determination, seemingly 

buffering an individual from amour-propre, by categorizing it as pity-worthy Rousseau suggests 

that some form of other-dependence lurks behind that veneer. As Leung (2023) explains, 

[I]n order for Emile to be able to identify who deserves pity, it is best that he does not 
aspire toward the life of the rich, which is reliant on the exploitation and domination of 
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others. As long as he is not accustomed to an extravagant lifestyle, he will be better able 
to judge that it is pitiable to be reduced to a state of other-dependence. (p. 78) 

 
Rousseau depicts pastoral life as self-reliant and happy, whereas the wealthy rely heavily on 

others to maintain their lifestyle. He identifies this as driven by amour-propre. As a person 

compares himself to others, his tastes refine and desire more. Because of his wealth, he is able to 

obtain what he desires, giving a false impression that he maintains control over his whims. 

However, restraint of one’s whims is not determined by access to resources, but by one’s ability 

to direct one’s desires in the first place. To some extent, his wealth has dulled his strengths by 

eliminating the suffering that would have honed them. By highlighting the exploitation and 

domination necessary in order for a wealthy person to obtain his desires, Rousseau demonstrates 

how he has perhaps unwittingly rendered himself other-dependent, limiting his own agency by 

subjecting himself to comparison and removing himself from his own labor and capabilities.  

 In addition to pitying the wealthy themselves, Leung (2023) suggests that systems of 

human exchange, as they get more complex, render more individuals other-dependent through 

being subjected to exploitation by the wealthier class. As the exchange of goods between classes 

becomes less equal, it would follow that the poorer class would be forced to rely more on the 

wealthy class to meet their own needs. While Rousseau remains critical of the wealthy for being 

other-dependent, indicating that they have the means to live otherwise, he appears more 

understanding of the limitations placed on poorer classes. He explains, 

[T]he misery of the poor man comes to him from things, from the rigor of his lot, which 
weighs down on him. No habit can take from him the physical sentiments of fatigue, 
exhaustion, and hunger. Neither intelligence nor wisdom serves in any way to exempt 
him from the ills of his station. (Rousseau, 1762/1979, p. 226) 

 
He identifies unequal exchange as the source of moral suffering for many, recognizing how it 

inhibits the agency of the poor. By exposing the domination of the poor by the wealthy, Leung 
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(2023) demonstrates the nuanced factors that cultivate other-dependence among the social 

groups.  

Rather than utilizing the binary of deserving or undeserving, other-dependence provides a 

more thoughtful account of the mitigating factors that determine moral behavior. With autonomy 

as the goal of education, or perhaps life itself, Rousseau focuses his attention on that which limits 

our agency. He identifies ways in which we may personally constrain our autonomy, through a 

lack of self-discipline and moderation of our desires. He also acknowledges the manner in which 

broader structures may impose limits on one’s autonomy, by creating systems of unequal 

exchange that necessarily control the actions and potentialities of others. By centering his 

conception of pity on other-dependence, Rousseau paints a clear picture of what he takes to be 

the good life. In doing so, he allows us to examine which factors prevent ourselves and others 

from achieving it. 

Callousness and the Second Maxim 

Rousseau (1762/1979) continues to complicate the role of desert attribution within pity 

through his second maxim, writing, “One pities in others only those ills from which one does not 

feel oneself exempt” (p. 224). Implicit in the second maxim is a sense of shared humanity and a 

recognition that the human condition necessarily entails a pervasive vulnerability to suffering. 

Rousseau notes that kings do not pity their subjects because they do not conceive of the 

possibility of suffering from poverty. However, he argues that all should consider themselves 

susceptible to a reversal of fortune, whether through one’s own actions or due to the fickle nature 

of human existence or the physical world. As Leung (2023) explains, “Lacking this sense of 

ubiquitous vulnerability—this ability to see the suffered misfortune of others as perhaps one’s 
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own fate—Emile would remain indifferent to all suffering but his own” (p. 78). He warns against 

this type of hardness as an egregious misunderstanding of the human condition. 

Returning briefly to Kristjánsson (2014), according to Aristotle’s golden mean, pity 

serves as an excess of compassion, while callousness occurs as a deficiency of compassion. 

Callousness arises when one does not feel sorrow at the undeserved suffering of an Other. In 

contrast to Kristjánsson, Rousseau implies that focusing on the question of desert may itself 

breed a form of callousness, rather than allowing one to parse distinctions between compassion 

and pity. Elaborating on the second maxim, Rousseau (1762/1979) argues, 

Whether it is their fault is not now the question. Does he even know what fault is?... Let 
[Emile] see around him all these abysses and, hearing you describe them, hold on to you 
for fear of falling into them. We shall make him timid and cowardly, you will say. We 
shall see in what follows, but for now let us begin by making him humane. That, above 
all, is what is important for us? (p. 224) 

 
The question of desert risks shifting a person’s focus from care and compassion. Instead, 

Rousseau promotes a humane response as moral and appropriate, which he identifies as pity. 

Condescension and the Third Maxim 

As a third and final offering of his maxims on pity, Rousseau (1762/1979) writes, “The 

pity one has for another’s misfortune is measured not by the quantity of that misfortune but by 

the sentiment which one attributes to those who suffer it” (p. 225). Elaborating on this maxim, 

Rousseau shares the example of a general lack of pity for animals about to be slaughtered, 

attributing this to our belief that the animals do not foresee what is about to happen. Because we 

do not perceive animals to be capable of human reason, we do not feel the same moral obligation 

for their wellbeing. He further explains, “By analogy one is similarly hardened against the fate of 

men, and the rich are consoled about the ill they do to the poor, because they assume the latter to 



69 
 

be stupid enough to feel nothing of it” (Rousseau, p. 225). Within Rousseau’s concept of pity, all 

humans have the same moral worth and should be treated with equal respect.  

Whereas Kristjánsson’s (2014) Aristotelian approach allows the potential for 

condescension to arise in response to another’s suffering (e.g., we can think less of someone if 

they deserve their suffering), a Rousseauian approach presumes the equal moral worth of all 

humanity. Rousseau calls on us to care about those who suffer. Recognizing this capacity to treat 

others with condescension, Leung (2023) notes, “Unfortunately, this perception of others’ ability 

to feel pain is shaped by whether we respect or despise that person” (p. 78). Pity should compel 

us to recognize and acknowledge the humanity of all—treating one another’s suffering as 

common concern and worthy of moral attention. 

3.2.3 Pity as Developmental for Justice 

In addition to reframing pity to center on other-dependence instead of desert attribution, 

Rousseau takes up a similar developmental thread as that found in an Aristotelian approach. 

However, rather than parsing philantrôphia as distinct from the other altruistic emotions or 

nesting it under sympathy, as Kristjánsson (2014) does, I maintain that a Rousseauian approach 

better situates philantrôphia as a basic form of pity. Kristjánsson’s understanding of 

philanthrôpia depicts it as a raw or instinctual response to another person’s pain. For him, it 

serves as a preparatory emotion that eventually habituates one to become more discriminating 

about desert in order to develop compassion. While pity helps sustain compassion over a 

lifetime, it is not a virtue itself. Compassion is the desired outcome with philantrôphia and pity 

supporting its development and maintenance. 

Contrasting Kristjánsson, Rousseau (1762/1979) considers a similar set of characteristics 

to be representative of pity. Within a Rousseauian framing, rather than philanthrôpia serving as 
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preparatory for compassion, pity and other altruistic emotions should direct us towards justice. In 

shifting from desert attribution to other-dependence as the central concern, the emotions are not 

ends themselves. In an Aristotelian framing, as one matures his emotional capacities become 

sharper at discerning desert. In a Rousseauian framing, as one matures his emotional capacities 

help him determine limitations on his own and other’s autonomy. Since self-sufficiency and 

autonomy are integral to human flourishing, Rousseau understands this as core to the pursuit of 

justice. Encompassing both preparatory and sustaining elements, a moral education grounded in 

pity prepares and habituates an individual for justice.  

Outlining this approach, Rousseau explains that the tutor lays the foundation of pity by 

attuning the student’s judgment-making capacity to a particular disposition regarding what 

makes a good life—specifically, shifting from self-interested to other-regarding motivations. 

Leung (2023) demonstrates how an education of pity cultivates a sense of autonomy and a 

justice-oriented disposition, wherein the student mitigates his self-interests and desires in order 

to act respectfully and in accordance with concern for the public good. Leung (2023) maps 

Rousseau’s education of pity onto three stages: sensual, intellectual, and practical. She 

summarizes the purpose of his educational approach as follows, “For Rousseau—as should be 

clear by now—having pity for others is to care less about one’s own self-interest and more about 

the value of justice” (Leung, 2023, p. 86). According to Leung, this long-term educational 

approach focuses on honing the student’s evaluative capacity to recognize the dynamic 

relationship between self-sufficiency and mutual dependence.  

Sensual Stage of Development 

Summarizing Leung (2023), the sensual stage of the education of pity focuses on three 

main objectives: 1) preserving Emile’s self-sufficiency as much as possible; 2) ensuring that 
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Emile does not think that he can dominate others or that he is better than others; and 3) allowing 

Emile to experience moral suffering. She argues, “Sensual education is important, consequently, 

because the senses serve as the origin of ideas we need for our self-preservation” (Leung, 2023, 

p. 81). This stage sets the foundation for his continued development as a moral being. 

Elaborating on the type of moral suffering that would be beneficial for Emile’s 

development, Leung (2023) references Rousseau’s teaching regarding the origin of property. In 

this lesson, Emile expresses an interest in gardening and plants beans in the ground. One day, 

after tending to the beans and seeing growth, Emile and his tutor discover that their plot has been 

uprooted. In determining another gardener, Robert, to be responsible and confronting him, 

Robert complains that their beans destroyed a melon patch he was already growing on that plot. 

As the plot belongs to Robert, he argues that he had the right to destroy the beans and instructs 

Emile that he should respect his neighbor’s land. Rousseau portrays this encounter as Emile’s 

first taste of injustice. Afterwards, Emile enters into a contract with Robert and learns not just of 

property ownership, but also of “the human institution of interdependence and exchange” 

(Leung, 2023, p. 81). Particularly, Emile learns of conflicts that can arise in exchange. 

In this way, sensual education serves as a precondition for habituation. The student 

internalizes a sense of equality, noting that he is no better than others and beginning to gauge the 

extent to which he may be dependent on others for his survival. While Emile does not yet grasp 

the full scope of pity or justice, he has begun to extend outside of himself and recognize how his 

actions may do harm to others. 

Intellectual Stage of Development 

Transitioning from the sensual developmental stage, Rousseau moves into the intellectual 

stage of education, wherein the focus becomes honing Emile’s ability to compare and judge the 
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good life for himself. During this stage, Emile learns more about human exchange and that the 

goods exchanged should be of proportional value. Here he learns that unequal exchange results 

when people do not give proportionally. As Leung (2023) articulates, “The tutor’s plan, it seems, 

is to enable Emile to understand that unequal exchange can lead to moral suffering, so that Emile 

can determine which kind of meal—and by extension, life—he wants” (p. 83). Building on 

Emile’s affective experience of moral suffering in the sensual stage, the intellectual stage starts 

to form Emile’s cognitive and evaluative abilities to examine his suffering from a moral 

perspective. 

Illustrating this lesson, Rousseau contrasts two dinner experiences, one hosted by a 

wealthy patron and the other hosted by a peasant. The first dinner, whose opulence requires 

many servants for the multiple dishes and adornments, clearly involved exploitation and 

domination in order to come to be. Cultivating Emile’s reflective capacity, the tutor asks him, 

“Through how many hands would you estimate that all you see on this table has passed before 

getting here?” (Rousseau, 1762/1979, p. 190). Through this reflection, the tutor hopes that Emile 

will recognize the abuses of exchange inherent in this type of dinner. Rousseau states, 

With a healthy judgment that nothing has been able to corrupt, what will [Emile] think of 
this luxury when he finds that every region of the world has been made to contribute; that 
perhaps twenty million hands have worked for a long time; that it has cost the lives of 
perhaps thousands of men, and all this to present to him with pomp at noon what he is 
going to deposit in his toilet at night? (1762/1979, p. 190) 

 
Whereas the peasant dinner was more self-reliant and likely included mutual exchange, the 

opulent meal relied on disproportionate and unjust exchange. As Emile matures, he should begin 

to interpret his experiences in light of whether they make for a desirable and good life. The tutor 

guides Emile to reflect on the good life in light of his emerging understanding of justice, 

recognizing how inequity exists as human exchange becomes more complex and reinforcing the 
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notion of self-sufficiency as the most desirable lifestyle. Throughout the intellectual stage, Emile 

should be learning the three maxims noted in the previous section: 1) we tend to connect with 

others through their suffering more than their happiness; 2) we are all vulnerable to suffering; 

and 3) all humans have equal moral worth. 

Practical Stage of Development 

Following the intellectual stage, Rousseau (1762/1979) directs the pupil to the practical 

stage of development, which utilizes habituation or guided practice to actively help those who 

are suffering. According to Leung (2023), this is the culmination and purpose of an education of 

pity, “A developed judgment of pity, accordingly, encompasses more than the cognitive ability to 

identify who deserves pity, but also includes the practical ability to determine what to do” (p. 

86). During the practical stage, Emile’s perceptual abilities are honed as he understands the 

various forms suffering can take and deliberates on how he can effectively offer support. 

Similar to Aristotle, Rousseau understands moral action as how one continues to cultivate 

and enrich their moral understanding. Rousseau (1762/1979) summarizes, “It is in doing good 

that one becomes good: I know of no practice more certain” (p. 250). Pity has prepared Emile to 

“develop a perspective from which he can evaluate his own and others’ affairs more objectively” 

(Leung, 2023, p. 86). He can then determine if an injustice has taken place and act accordingly. 

3.2.4 The Relationship between ‘Love of Self’ and ‘Love of Men’ 

Central to these developmental stages is the movement from ‘love of self’ to ‘love of 

men.’ Rousseau creates space for pity to extend beyond “morbid sentimentality” and develop 

into a formidable conception of love. Unlike sympathy and empathy, pity maintains an explicit 

recognition that we filter our understanding of the suffering of others through the lens of our 

personal selves. While it seems counterintuitive that ‘love of self’ could lead to a moral social 
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emotion, the way Rousseau positions the self within his conception of pity draws our focus from 

our self-interest and directs it towards the value of preserving autonomy for all individuals.  

Rousseau (1782/1979) identifies ‘love of self,’ or amour de soi, as the primary, and 

perhaps most defining, passion for human beings. Elaborating on its centrality, he writes, 

The source of our passions, the origin and the principle of all the others, the only one 
born with man and which never leaves him so long as he lives is self-love—a primitive, 
innate passion, which is anterior to every other, and of which all others are in a sense 
only modifications. (Rousseau, 1762/1979, pp. 212–213) 

 
In its natural state, Rousseau argues that self-love is always good and allows for one to adhere to 

the natural order (p. 213). All of mankind’s actions will be in service to this ‘love of self,’ 

prioritizing that which allows one to preserve oneself. As noted earlier, however, we are at risk 

of unwittingly morphing from this healthy and natural self-love, amour de soi, into an unhealthy 

and unnatural self-love, amour propre, which relies on comparison and the opinion of others to 

determine our happiness. While amour propre leads to the kind of inequality that contributes to 

suffering, amour de soi centers the kind of self-preservation that recognizes our mutual 

dependence on others for meeting our needs. When understood through the lens of amour de soi, 

‘love of self’ maintains its guiding principle as the natural source of our passions. 

Rousseau advocates a version of the golden rule (e.g., treat others how you would want to 

be treated) as a natural consequence of self-preservation. In order to have our needs met, we 

must rely on others whose strengths complement our own. It would logically follow that we 

would desire for these exchanges to be equal, preserving fair treatment for ourselves by 

committing to return this treatment to others. In this way, Rousseau traces a connection from 

‘love of self’ to ‘love of men.’ We care about justice as a means for preserving ourselves. 

However, Rousseau (1762/1979) problematizes the golden rule in practice, noting that it 

has “no true foundation other than conscience and sentiment” (p. 235). He acknowledges that a 
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wicked man might publicly advocate for the golden rule as a means for bettering his situation. 

However, privately he understands that if all others act justly besides himself, the wicked man 

can prosper. While this possibility is disadvantageous for the just, Rousseau defends it as a 

natural, and therefore desirable, way of being. Rousseau (1762/1979) explains, 

But when the strength of an expansive soul makes me identify myself with my fellow, 
and I feel that I am, so to speak, in him, it is in order not to suffer that I do not want him 
to suffer. I am interested in him for love of myself, and the reason for the precept is in 
nature itself, which inspires in me the desire of my well-being in whatever place I feel my 
existence. From this I conclude that it is not true that the precepts of natural law are 
founded on reason alone. They have a base more solid and sure. Love of men derived 
from love of self is the principle of human justice. The summation of all morality is given 
by the Gospel in its summation of the law. (p. 235) 

 
For Rousseau, there is much more at stake than simply a desire for equal exchange. It is from a 

recognition of his strengths that Rousseau’s pupil comes to care about his fellow men and the 

principle of human justice. ‘Love of self’ has provided him with a deep recognition of his 

humanity. It is this profound respect for human dignity and nature that compels him to desire not 

to suffer or see others suffer. The natural world possesses such a magnitude of beauty and awe 

that all should feel an urge to surrender to it. As Rousseau summarizes, this wonder at the beauty 

of nature motivates us to act in order to preserve it. This manifests as a commitment to human 

justice, emerging from ‘love of self.’ 

As demonstrated in this section the Rousseauian approach to pity allows for a more 

nuanced perspective on our moral responsibility in the face of suffering. In shifting from desert 

attribution to other-dependence, Rousseau emphasizes the centrality of autonomy in one’s 

personhood. By directing our attention to those who suffer and encouraging us to identify our 

shared vulnerability, Rousseau demonstrates the profound moral value of pity in transforming 

our self-love into a robust and actionable understanding of justice. It is important to maintain a 

moral emotion that has the capacity to feel sorrow in cases of both deserved and undeserved 
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suffering. The moral landscape is far too complex for a binary treatment of desert, particularly in 

cases of social justice.  

3.3 Pity as an Essential Cultural Universal 
In order to accentuate the strength of Rousseau’s argument, I will briefly draw attention 

to conceptual resonances between his work and a global approach to philosophy, specifically the 

work of Akan philosopher Kwasi Wiredu. Born in 1931 in present-day Ghana, Wiredu dedicated 

his academic career to demonstrating the value of African indigenous cultures for philosophical 

thought (Hallen, 2021). Focusing on the development of a decolonized approach to African 

philosophy, Wiredu establishes the principle of sympathetic impartiality, which I take to be part 

of the same conceptual family as Rousseau’s pity. Although they represent vastly different 

historical eras and cultural contexts, Rousseau and Wiredu come to similar conclusions regarding 

the moral benefit of an emotion like pity for social life, emphasizing the broad applicability of 

this concept and its potential value for social justice education. 

In Cultural Universals and Particulars (1996), Wiredu positions sympathetic impartiality 

as a necessity for any human community. He begins by suggesting that our shared biological 

identity as humans allows for the possibility of cultural universals. He understands culture as “a 

patterned accumulation of contingencies of social consciousness and action in the context of a 

specific type of physical environment” (Wiredu, 1996, p. 28). While culture typically consists of 

particular customs, beliefs, and practices, he insists that there must be some universal principle 

that allows us to transcend the contingent enough so as to co-exist across differences, both within 

cultures (which always feature internal differences) and between them. Wiredu (1996) explains, 

“What we need to do is to specify a principle of conduct such that without its recognition—

which does not necessarily mean its invariable observance—the survival of human society in a 
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tolerable condition would be inconceivable” (p. 29). Wiredu suggests that human beings need 

both universals and particulars for a functional society. Cultural particulars allow us to build 

kinship with those who are local and govern our daily life; cultural universals guide moral 

discernment and inform our conduct, such that we can strive for civil and just relations with one 

another. 

After establishing the need for a cultural universal, Wiredu moves towards consideration 

of how this universal can balance the competing needs and interests in society. He acknowledges 

that everyone cares about their own wellbeing and interests, but not necessarily about the 

wellbeing and interests of others. This creates a moral conflict as we negotiate what is necessary 

in order to live in community with other people. Wiredu suggests that this naturally requires the 

following imperative: “Let your conduct at all times manifest a due concern for the interests of 

others” (1996, p. 29). According to Wiredu (1996), exercising due concern would mean that 

when one considers the impact of their actions, if they imagine themselves as the recipient of that 

impact, they would welcome it. He refers to this as “the principle of sympathetic 

impartiality…[arguing] that this principle suffices for the foundation of morality” (p. 29). This 

principle allows us to harmonize all of our interests in a manner that prioritizes the common 

good. Interpreting Wiredu, Hallen (2021) explains, “Wiredu doesn’t mean for the principle to be 

prescriptive. It is genetic, a consequence of humanity’s involvement with the environments—

natural and social—with which it must come to terms…The principal argument…is that it 

promotes human welfare in any environment” (p. 76). Rather serving as an ideal guideline for 

human behavior, such as the Golden Rule, Wiredu suggests that sympathetic impartiality both 

results from and is required to sustain the existence of a human community. 
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While Wiredu uses the language of sympathetic impartiality, he shares conceptual 

similarities with Rousseau in how he understands human self-sufficiency and the need for a 

relative sentiment that grounds communal exchange. According to Wiredu, the principle of 

sympathetic impartiality attends to the human condition, recognizing our essential dependency as 

a core aspect of the human experience. Similar to Rousseau’s understanding of human 

development, one is born completely dependent on others. Although we grow, gaining skills that 

allow us to become more self-reliant, Wiredu predicates sympathetic impartiality on “this 

ineliminable residue of human dependency. Human beings, therefore, at all times, in one way or 

another, directly or indirectly, need the help of their kind” (1998, p. 313). This ineliminable 

dependency necessitates a governing emotion or moral framework to ensure basic human needs 

are met in a manner that regards the collective interest over that of any individual. For Wiredu, 

this is sympathetic impartiality. For Rousseau, this is pity. 

What I find most striking about this conceptual resonance is the distinct manner in which 

both thinkers shaped their arguments to arrive at adjacent conclusions. In Emile, Rousseau 

(1762/1979) puts forth a normative argument supported by an idealized understanding of natural 

education. He starts with a critical view of society, treating it as more of a necessary evil than an 

intrinsic good. In contrast, Wiredu uses a genetic argument grounded in cultural analysis and 

historical theory. Drawing from an Akan humanism, he views communal life as essential for 

one’s personhood (Wiredu, 1998). Yet despite these significant differences, both philosophers 

determine that pity serves as the foundation for just human relations. For thinkers with such 

divergent starting points to arrive at such similar conclusions affirms the importance of this 

concept for moral life. Pity is shown to be not just a social convention, valued only in the 

particular context of Rousseau’s Enlightenment Age Europe or Wiredu’s postcolonial modern 
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Africa, but a true moral value, addressing universal notions of justice and the well-being of 

humanity that transcend cultural contingencies (Nucci & Ilten-Gee, 2021).  

3.4 Interpreting Social Justice Education through a Rousseauian Lens of Pity 
To conclude this chapter, I will articulate initial possibilities I see for a Rousseauian pity 

to reframe elements of social justice education. As I have highlighted throughout, Rousseau’s 

shift to other-dependence as the lens for determining who deserves pity presents significant 

opportunities for expanding how we conceive of altruistic emotions. By explicitly nesting pity 

under justice, as a means for habituating our attention and sensitivity to the suffering of others, 

Rousseau offers a conceptual roadmap for guiding our human instinct for self-preservation 

towards an understanding of justice. Connecting justice to a sense of autonomy, Rousseau offers 

a simple, yet profound, means for understanding what is at stake in social justice projects. 

Furthermore, Rousseau’s focus on other-dependence, while primarily concerned with 

constraining one’s passions, traces how individual actions contribute to broader systems of 

exploitation and domination.  

In this section, I will briefly comment on the appropriate identification of the object of 

our pity and the value of attending to one’s personhood through pity. These initial applications of 

Rousseau’s work help set the foundation for further reimagining the conceptual framework for 

social justice education through a lens of pity. 

3.4.1 Identifying the Appropriate Object of Pity 

Returning to the modern negative associations with contemptuous pity, it is important to 

acknowledge that there is always a risk for pity to fall into the condescension trap. As discussed 

in Chapter 2, pity can begin to include a feeling of superiority over and contempt for the 

suffering individual (Kimball, 2004; Ackerman, 1995; Conolly, 1998). In this interpretation, the 



80 
 

object of one’s pity is the other individual. The pitier believes the sufferer to be inferior as a 

person, due to an inherent deficiency in her character. However, I would argue that benevolent 

pity reframes what we identify as the cause of one’s suffering. Rather than locating it in the 

person, we examine the conditions or external factors that may be contributing to the limitations 

imposed on one’s autonomy. Over time, as we attune our perception, we can cultivate a posture 

of openness and awareness that allows us to address the structural conditions that create 

suffering, rather than objectifying the sufferer. 

In order to clarify the role of pity in identifying the appropriate object of our attention, we 

can turn to the disability justice movement. As Ackerman (1995) notes, people with disabilities 

consider it condescending to assume that because they have a disability they must be suffering. 

Disability justice activists like Alice Wong (2023) criticize this assumption, explaining that 

people with disabilities can have an exceptional quality of life. According to Wong, much 

suffering that is exclusively attributed to a disability is not caused by the disability itself, but by 

limited access and resources available to participate in society.  

Rather than lamenting the experience of a disability as an inherent cause of suffering, pity 

might direct our focus to the factors limiting someone’s autonomy, identifying those as the actual 

cause of suffering. Wong, who lives with muscular dystrophy and uses a wheelchair, explains 

how she encounters this on a personal level. Expressing her frustration with her family’s belief 

that walking was a priority for her wellbeing, she describes how walking caused her significant 

pain. However, the pressure from her family to avoid using a wheelchair inhibited her ability to 

engage with others and negatively impacted her health. As Wong notes, cultural assumptions 

limited her autonomy by forcing someone else’s preferred lifestyle on her. By directing our 
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attention to the factors that constrain a person’s freedom, pity could help us discern the ways in 

which both our individual perspectives and structural barriers impose limitations.  

Further demonstrating how these limiting beliefs can cause significant harm, Wong 

(2022) discusses a particularly brutal 2014 case in which a mother murdered her three disabled 

children. The mother claimed that she committed this horrific act in order to “end their 

suffering…[as she] could not see any alternative to any other way out of their joint suffering” 

(Wong, 2022, p. 85). Examining the mother’s beliefs, Wong notes how they were shaped by 

broader societal limitations imposed on people with disabilities. She explains, 

The press on this case described spinal muscular atrophy as a “muscle-wasting” disease. 
In the media, words like abnormalities, deformities, and life-limiting are used to describe 
this condition that is my lived experience while failing to mention the impact of social 
support, adequate services, and disability pride. (Wong, 2022, p. 85) 

 
Instead of locating suffering in the person, Wong makes a clear case for identifying the root 

causes of suffering in structural forces. The negative terminology used to describe people with 

disabilities, as well as a lack of social resources, all contribute to suffering. In Wong’s case, as in 

the case of these children, the person is not the object of our pity. Instead, we pity how their 

quality of life is impacted by the prevalence of limiting beliefs related to the disabled 

community, the lack of accessible accommodations, and the negative attitudes that exist at a 

societal level to hinder their ability to flourish. 

By shifting our understanding of where to direct our pity, from a person to the restrictions 

imposed by structural conditions, pity can play a crucial role in social justice education. Not only 

does it cultivate a deep commitment to preserving the autonomy of the Other, it also surfaces 

beliefs that we may have internalized over time, provoking critical self-reflection as we consider 

how we may contribute to systems of oppression. 
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3.4.2 Attending to Personhood through Pity 

Building on this example, a Rousseauian approach to pity can illuminate the centrality of 

autonomy in creating a coherent social justice educational pedagogy. As noted in Chapter 1, the 

definition of social justice recognizes the importance of having a process that is “inclusive and 

affirming of human agency” (Bell, 2023, p. 3). Pushing this a bit further, I would argue that 

many of the other components of social justice cannot be achieved without first prioritizing 

agency and autonomy. Revisiting the goal of social justice, Bell describes it as the “full and 

equitable participation of people from all social identity groups in a society that is mutually 

shaped to meet their needs” (2023, p. 3). Full and equitable participation presupposes one’s 

ability to exercise autonomy, as they would need to participate in their full personhood. 

Personhood, as noted earlier, relies on autonomy (Nuyen, 1999). Similarly, the ability to foster a 

community that is mutually shaped by a community’s needs presumes a mature understanding of 

the distinction between needs and desires. As its core, pity sets a foundation for the development 

of a holistic understanding of autonomy. By placing social justice education in conversation with 

a Rousseauian education of pity, the focus on autonomy becomes even more crucial for 

developing an individual’s orientation towards justice. 

Deepening our understanding of agency and autonomy, we should caution ourselves to 

maintain an open perspective on how this could manifest in different cultural spaces. Drawing on 

Wiredu’s (1996) distinction between cultural particulars and universals, given its root in pity, 

autonomy is a cultural universal. However, the individual practice of autonomy may be 

contingent on their particular needs or context. Clarifying this further, Wong (2022) elaborates, 

People think independence means being able to do everything yourself, by yourself. 
That’s one way to look at it. Another way is to say, “As long as I can direct my own 
services and direct my own care, I am still independent”…That to me is the essence of 
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what it means to be independent—a person that is exercising their autonomy to make 
their choices and take risks. (Wong, 2022, p. 24) 

 
Pity encourages us to preserve a universal commitment to protecting autonomy, while also 

creating space for cultural specificity. As I will discuss further in Chapter 4, by bridging 

universal and particular forms of suffering, pity challenges us to recognize the incompleteness of 

our knowledge, calling us to maintain the stance of the learner as we strive for a more just 

society. 

3.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have provided a sketch of the moral work of pity, identifying its unique 

contributions to moral life. I began with a summary of Kristjánsson’s (2014) articulation of an 

Aristotelian argument in support of pity. While Aristotle viewed pity negatively, Kristjánsson 

demonstrated how his argumentative devices could allow for a defense of its value. Specifically, 

Kristjánsson identified pity as one of the desert-based emotions, characterizing it as pain or 

sorrow at witnessing the deserved suffering of the Other. Unlike compassion, which is pain at the 

sight of the undeserved suffering of the Other, pity does not serve as a moral virtue. Instead, for 

Kristjánsson, it holds moral value in its ability to sustain compassion over time. 

In contrast to an Aristotelian approach, I then introduced a Rousseauian approach to pity. 

Noting that Rousseau shifts the focus of pity from desert attribution to other-dependence, I noted 

its role in cultivating an orientation to justice. Because of this shift, I argued that it offers a more 

expansive approach to moral life, recognizing the complexity of our current moment. I shared 

Leung’s (2023) overview of the developmental stages in a Rousseauian education of pity, 

highlighting again how he situates pity as a requisite of our understanding of justice. I closed out 

the section with a brief discussion on the significance of how Rousseau moves his pupil from 

‘love of self’ to ‘love of men.’  
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Finally, I provided an introductory analysis of the potential for a Rousseauian approach to 

pity to reimagine elements of social justice education. Because of his emphasis on autonomy, 

Rousseau helps uncover the centrality of human agency in the pursuit of social justice. 

Interpreting key components of the definition of social justice through a lens of pity, I suggested 

that his work better positions us to identify the appropriate object of our pity and attend to the 

personhood of our students.  

By using a Rousseauian approach to parse the moral work of pity, it becomes clear that 

this moral social emotion has much to contribute beyond advancing compassion. As we shift our 

focus to that which limits autonomy, we allow ourselves to better attend to the humanity of all 

members of society. Rather than reserving our care for those we deem to be undeserving of their 

suffering, pity calls upon us to recognize the expansiveness of moral responsibility, complicating 

what it means to enact justice within the context of structural oppression. This chapter has 

allowed me to sketch the value of pity for moral development. I will continue to examine its 

potential for reimagining the work of social justice education. 
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Chapter 4: Pity as a Bridge Between the Universal and the 

Particular 

Recognizing the moral work of pity and its invitation to intentionally promote autonomy 

as integral to moral education, I will now turn to its potential role in social justice education. One 

challenge commonly faced by social justice educators is encountering resistance. In this context, 

resistance can be understood as “an unwillingness to consider new information or perspectives” 

(Adams et al., 2023, p. 86). When learning about social injustice, students may struggle as their 

worldview feels challenged and respond with disengagement, anger, or refusal to acknowledge 

different viewpoints. In this chapter, I intend to argue that, as a moral social emotion, pity can 

play a significant role in redirecting the emotions that surface when a student is experiencing 

resistance. Pity can be useful in resolving the cognitive and affective dissonance that may arise 

for students inclined to support justice movements, but struggling with the particulars of what 

that means for a concrete, lived practice. 

First, I will use Anna Julia Cooper’s essay from A Voice from the South (1892/2016), 

“The Negro as Presented in American Literature,” to offer her diagnosis of “the Southern 

situation” during her era, framing two potential forms of resistance to pursuing justice in relation 

to the Other. I will demonstrate how the two attitudinal barriers identified by Cooper, which I 

refer to as an abstractionist stance and an individualist stance, continue to apply within our 

current historical moment. I will then bring Cooper into conversation with James Baldwin’s The 

Fire Next Time (1963/1993) to flesh out how these stances are sustained by willful ignorance, 

noting the epistemic–affective dissonance between adherents’ understanding of justice and their 

feelings towards the Other. Ultimately, I aim to demonstrate how the type of ignorance that 

hinders a student’s ability to perceive social injustice is rooted in fear—particularly, fear that has 
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been distorted by amour-propre (Rousseau, 1762/1979). As a possible countermeasure for this 

fear-driven ignorance, I will draw from both Cooper and Rousseau to establish pity as a bridge 

between universal and particular suffering, allowing it to help remedy the epistemic–affective 

misalignment. Blending Rousseau’s understanding of pity with Cooper’s focus on literature, 

social justice educators can begin to conceptualize how pity might help cultivate students’ 

perception of their tiny part of the “stupendous whole” (Cooper, 1892/2016, p. 85).  

4.1 Diagnosing “the Southern situation” and its Sort 

As a teacher, activist, and scholar writing during Post-Reconstruction through the Civil 

Rights era, Cooper was uniquely situated to develop a philosophy of education that integrated 

her intersectional approach to race, gender, and social class with a justice-oriented pedagogy 

(Johnson, 2009). By the time Cooper was in her late seventies and serving as president 

of  Frelinghuysen University, a school for working-class Black adults, she had honed her 

thinking on education as the solution for social inequality—promoting a combination of liberal 

arts and vocational education as a means of cultivating individual self-improvement for the 

purpose of broader social change (Johnson, 2009; Moody-Turner, 2009). While her work at 

Freinghuysen focused on adult illiteracy as a prominent example of Black Americans’ political 

disenfranchisement, Cooper’s early writings demonstrate her keen ability to analyze how power 

was being reified through misrepresentation and theorize new strategies for cultivating ethical 

social relations (Moody-Turner, 2009). 

In “The Negro as Presented in American Literature,” Cooper (1892/2016) summarizes 

what she identifies as “the Southern situation,” offering an intriguing analysis for unpacking two 

manifestations of resistance to the pursuit of justice. She begins the essay with a consideration of 

what distinguishes American literature from other nations, recognizing Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 
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Uncle Tom’s Cabin as a revolutionary work peculiar to America. While later writers attempt to 

capitalize on Stowe’s success by offering their own perspective on slavery and portrayal of the 

Black community, Cooper critiques the authenticity of some of these depictions, noting the lack 

of sympathetic knowledge necessary for a sincere portrait. Evaluating the literary contributions 

during this period, Cooper homes in on the particularly ghoulish and offensive representation of 

the Black community in Maurice Thompson’s poem, A Voodoo Prophecy. The poem is riddled 

with vile imagery, with Thompson’s African protagonist making frequent reference to his own 

savagery, comparing himself to an ape, and threatening sexual violence as a form of vengeance. 

Cooper excoriates the work for its complete lack of truth. Rather than attempting to offer an 

accurate portrayal, Cooper suggests that Thompson actually provides “a revelation of the white 

man” (1892/2016, p. 105). Thompson inadvertently discloses his subconscious fear of the Black 

man, which Cooper seizes upon to dissect the latent causes of ongoing racial discord.  

Cooper extrapolates Thompson’s revelation to further analyze the reasoning employed by 

both Northerners and Southerners to justify racial segregation and disenfranchisement, which she 

refers to as “the Southern situation.” To make sense of the “apparent heartlessness and cruelty of 

some, and the stolid indifference to atrocity on the part of others” during the Post-Reconstruction 

era, Cooper (1892/2016) presents the following diagnosis, 

And just here is the difference between the Southerner and his more philosophical, less 
sentimental Northern brother. The latter in an abstract metaphysical way rather wants you 
to have all the rights that belong to you. He thinks it better for the country, better for him 
that justice, universal justice be done. But he doesn’t care to have the blacks, in the 
concrete, too near him. He doesn’t know them and doesn’t want to know them…To the 
Southerner, on the other hand, race antipathy and colorphobia as such does not exist. 
Personally, there is hardly a man of them but knows, and has known from childhood, 
some black fellow whom he loves as dearly as if he were white, whom he regards as 
indispensable to his own pleasures, and for whom he would break every commandment 
in the decalogue to save him from any general disaster. But our Bourbon seems utterly 
incapable of generalizing his few ideas. He would die for A or B, but suddenly becomes 
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utterly impervious to every principle of logic when you ask for the simple golden rule to 
be applied to the class of which A or B is one. (p. 106). 
 

We hear in this passage composed over 125 years ago something that could have been written 

today. Although responding to her specific historical context, Cooper’s inquiry contains useful 

insights for understanding some of the potential attitudinal challenges encountered in social 

justice education and other justice-oriented projects.  

Cooper utilizes a binary framing to highlight the perceived distinctions between the 

attitudes of the Northerners versus the Southerners. While the oppositional framing has typically 

led to a more charitable view of the Northerners, affiliating their stance with abolitionists and 

others strongly in favor of racial equity, Cooper suggests that the two groups may have more in 

common than was broadly understood at the time. While we tend to associate the South with 

overt resistance to racial justice, Cooper accentuates the covert form resistance takes in the 

North. By surfacing the misalignment between the Northerners’ stated values and their concrete 

actions, Cooper calls attention to the common thread uniting both groups—deep-seated fear and 

dread of the Black community. This fear, as I will unpack further in another section, does not 

concern an imminent, physical threat, but rather psychological anxiety about losing one’s sense 

of self and political power in a rapidly changing climate. In highlighting both overt and covert 

manifestations of resistance, as well as the myriad of emotions at their core, Cooper offers a 

roadmap for understanding how we continue to experience resistance in justice-oriented 

education today. 

Although Cooper maintains a critical view of the attitudes of her white counterparts, she 

tempers it with a strong sense of generosity and curiosity. Cooper (1892/2016) makes a point of 

saying that Southerners are not cold-blooded villains, yet they present “a solid phalanx of iron 

resistance to the Negro’s advancement” (p. 106). She seeks to understand what is at the root of 
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their resistance; if it is not grounded in antipathy, as she indicates, then one must inquire what is 

driving their actions. Her unwillingness to simply write off those who work against racial 

equality demonstrates a deep love of her fellow countrymen. Cooper manages to take white 

Northerners and Southerners, as a group, to task for the unjust treatment of their Black 

countrymen, while simultaneously leaving space for individualization, wherein each person must 

weigh their own agency, complicity, and motivation for their actions or inaction. Cooper’s ability 

to balance sharp critique with such magnanimity can be pedagogically instructive for social 

justice educators facing resistance from their students.  

With this in mind, we consider Cooper’s diagnosis of “the Southern situation.” While not 

intended to be exhaustive, her analysis provides a rich starting point for unpacking two forms of 

resistance. I will use her diagnosis to identify key components of the Northerners’ and 

Southerners’ stances during Post-Reconstruction, determining how they might reflect broader 

attitudes that I refer to as an abstractionist and an individualist approach to justice. 

4.1.1 The Abstractionist Stance 

As Cooper (1892/2016) summarizes, although the Northerner consciously embraces a 

broad understanding of justice—that it applies to all—it is only in theory. On an abstract level, 

the Northerner presents as a proponent of racial equality. However, in practice, the Northerner 

still recoils at the Other and grapples with enacting her espoused values. Cooper highlights the 

following key components of what I will refer to as an abstractionist stance towards justice. 

Theoretical 

The abstractionist has a strong cognitive grasp of the social problem at stake and 

recognizes that an injustice is occurring. She conceives of a set of rights that are due to all people 

by virtue of their humanity. She embraces a vision of justice that understands equal treatment as 
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beneficial not only for her self interest, but also in the interest of her broader community. In 

Cooper’s words, we hear a hint of both the golden rule and Rousseau at play, indicating that the 

Northerner cultivates her understanding of justice through a form of self-relation; she recognizes 

the desirability of living in a society that treats others with fairness, sensing that she may come to 

rely on the same treatment from others at some point in her life. She uses herself as the standard 

for how others might want to be treated and develops a theory of justice based on herself as the 

norm.  

While the abstractionist understands that injustices are occurring, she resists engaging 

with the particular details of different forms of suffering. This willful disengagement with others’ 

suffering allows her to maintain a sense of innocence regarding injustice and the challenges of 

applying her theory of justice to real-world situations. As Cooper (1892/2016) explains, the 

abstractionist “doesn’t know [the Black community] and doesn’t want to know them” (p. 106). 

Intimate knowledge of the particular experiences of the Black community would require the 

abstractionist to consider the concrete import of her commitment to justice as universal. Rather 

than confronting what this might mean for her potential obligation to respond, the abstractionist 

maintains a superficial understanding of justice, ignoring practical examples that may complicate 

her worldview. 

Group-to-Group 

The abstractionist conceives of herself as a member of a group. Group membership can 

be flexible and is bounded by a set of shared characteristics (e.g., physical traits, geography, 

common interests). The abstractionist applies her theory of justice within the framework of her 

group identities. In Cooper’s work, the group-to-group component can be observed through the 

dynamics between both the Northerners and Southerners, as well as the white Northerners and 
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the Black community. In these instances, the Northerners have a concept of equal treatment that 

distinguishes them from their Southern counterparts; the Northerners also recognize the Black 

community as another group to whom their concept of equal treatment should apply. They hold 

their view of justice as a group in relation to another group, but do not manifest this commitment 

as it moves from the societal level to the interpersonal interaction between individuals. 

Affective Dissonance 

The abstractionist’s theoretical understanding of justice does not align with her emotional 

response to the Other’s suffering. Cooper highlights an affective aspect of the disjunction, noting 

the Northerner's relative lack of sentimentality in comparison to the Southerner’s care for 

individuals. This dissonance between the cognitive commitment to justice and the affective 

experience of concern or pain at another’s suffering further illustrates the lack of depth in the 

abstractionist stance towards justice. As Cooper (1892/2016) notes, the white Northerner 

“doesn’t care to have the blacks, in the concrete, too near him” (p. 106). Since the Other, 

identified here as the Black community, remains unknown to the abstractionist, she does not 

embody the same sense of care as she might for those within her group. Instead of feeling care or 

concern for the Other, as her theory of justice should provoke, the abstractionist substitutes 

indifference, suspicion, or perhaps fear.  

Elaborating on a similar observation with this type of approach to justice, Baldwin 

(1963/1993) explains how the white liberals of his era “revealed, in fact, that they could deal 

with the Negro as a symbol or a victim but had no sense of him as a man” (p. 58). Much like 

Cooper’s analysis of white Northerners, Baldwin illustrates the abstractionist’s disinterest in 

translating her group-level conception of justice to an interpersonal enactment of care. The 

abstractionist concerns herself with the Other as a symbolic representation of her own potential 
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to experience injustice. While she views them as deserving of basic rights, she does not feel the 

sense of kinship or connection that would compel her to experience pain at the sight of their 

suffering. Absent a complementary affective component, a theoretical commitment to justice 

remains a thought experiment, lacking any real-world resonance or moral dimensionality.  

Lack of Concrete Application  

As indicated in each of the preceding components, the abstractionist stance does not 

require lived, personal application of one’s commitment to justice. Since justice is understood in 

the abstract, it does not include a sense of moral responsibility to anyone outside of one’s own 

group. The abstractionist remains indifferent in the face of injustice, valuing familiarity over the 

potential discomfort unearthed by new knowledge. As Cooper (1892/2016) acknowledges, the 

Northerner “wants [the Black community] to have all the rights that belong to [them],” yet 

remains actively disinterested in being near them or getting to know them (p. 106). She suggests 

that the Northerner feels put upon or perhaps burdened by the notion of being close to their 

Black neighbors. In this sense, the abstractionist likely anticipates that deeper knowledge and 

communion with the Other might lead to a moral obligation to act. This obligation does not 

require full-blown activism, which seems far afield, but rather the everyday inconveniences of 

governing one’s own actions and discerning instances in which one might be compelled to attend 

to others’ needs over oneself. 

As noted in the section on the theoretical component, the abstractionist develops her 

understanding of justice through a form of self-relation. Applying this rationale to her conduct, 

she understands that justice requires her to consider how her actions impact others. During 

Cooper’s era, the Northerners conceived of the injustices faced by the Black community as a 

predominantly Southern problem, allowing them to consider themselves far removed from the 
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issue and to place responsibility on the Southerners to fix it. However, Post-Reconstruction 

exposed the local manifestations of racial injustice, confronting the Northerners with their need 

to critically reflect on their own actions and actively work to change. A theoretical approach to 

justice allows an individual to judge the problems and conduct of others, resisting the inner 

reflection that might lead to concrete action.  

4.1.2 The Individualist Stance 

Contrasting the abstractionists, the Southerners practice justice in the particular sense, 

limiting their application to those in close contact with them and strictly on an one-to-one basis. 

Inversely from the Northerners who embrace a universally conceived justice in theory, the 

Southerners concretely enact justice in support of an individual. Cooper offers the following key 

components of what I will refer to as an individualist stance towards justice: close contact, 

grounded in care, and cognitive dissonance.  

Close Contact 

The individualist has a sense of just and unjust relations, but has not necessarily 

conceived of this in broad or systematic terms. His sense of justice focuses on his interpersonal 

interactions with those in close contact with him. Rather than focus on abstract principles on 

which to base a fully realized understanding of justice, the individualist attends to, as suggested 

by the name, individual human beings who are known to him. Whereas the abstractionist cannot 

get beyond theoretical knowledge, the individualist is bound by intimate knowledge of those in 

his community.  

Although a contemporary reader may bristle at Cooper’s assertion that “race antipathy 

and colorphobia as such does not exist” for the Southerner, she intends to highlight the relative 

insignificance of group identities for Southerners, particularly in comparison to their Northern 
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counterparts (p. 106). For the Northerners, group memberships appear quite central to how they 

construct their self identity, with the boundaries continuously narrowing as they are confronted 

with the challenge of who their theoretical approach to justice should include as part of the in-

group. This comes across most strongly in their resistance to being in close contact with the 

Black community, while simultaneously advocating for their equal treatment. Their concept of 

justice may be universal, but the Other is still considered part of the out-group. However, for the 

Southerners, group identities are held somewhat superficially, making room for the possibility of 

exceptions based on close contact. Cooper (1892/2016) elaborates, “Personally, there is hardly a 

man of them but knows, and has known from childhood, some black fellow whom he loves as 

dearly as if he were white” (p. 106). While the Black-white group identities present as a clearly 

defined binary, the Southerner appears willing to set aside racial differences in favor of 

proximity and personal affinity. The individualist stance towards justice relies heavily on 

intimate knowledge to allow one to recognize injustice as it occurs.  

Grounded in Care 

The individualist cares for his close contacts as he does his own interests and actively 

seeks beneficial treatment on their behalf. This deeply felt care for the Other grounds the 

individualist approach in the affective dimension. Cooper depicts the Southerner not as 

constructing a universal sense of fairness, but possessing such a deep concern for his contact that 

he would be willing to break the law and die for him. The law and logic are both rendered 

irrelevant if they contradict the individualist’s sense of his contact’s wellbeing. The rich affective 

component of the individualist’s stance motivates him to seek concrete means to ensure 

beneficial treatment for his contact.  
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Cognitive Dissonance 

While the individualist may actively pursue justice on behalf of his close contact, he does 

not expand his understanding of proper treatment of others to the societal level. He demonstrates 

a conception, however underdeveloped, of how an Other should be treated, likely informed by 

his sense of how he would prefer to be treated. Yet Cooper notes that his logic resists or avoids 

consideration at a broader level, even to those who share a group identity with their close 

contact. This lack of generalizability on the part of the individualist reflects a deep-seated 

cognitive dissonance that refuses to examine the possibility of an underlying logic or guiding 

principle to meaningfully inform how we ought to treat one another. He can recognize injustice 

at the individual level and advocate for change for his close contact, yet maintains contradictory 

beliefs about how others, even those who share characteristics, circumstances, and backgrounds 

to his contact, should be treated. 

4.1.3 Contemporary Manifestations of “the Southern Situation” 

 Cooper’s analysis of the stances taken up by the Northerners and the Southerners during 

Post-Reconstruction resonates with ongoing manifestations of resistance happening today. Her 

summary of two attitudinal barriers, the abstractionist and individualist approaches, provides a 

roadmap for understanding the distinct patterns of behavior and possible underlying emotions 

when individuals challenge justice-oriented movements. In this section, I will provide two brief 

examples of current social justice issues that demonstrate the relevance of Cooper’s work in a 

contemporary setting. 

The Contemporary Abstractionist 

For the abstractionist stance, one can consider approaches that have been categorized as 

NIMBYism. Originating in the late 1970s, NIMBY refers to the phrase “Not in My Back Yard” 
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and initially described low to middle income Americans who challenged the construction of 

industrial sites in their neighborhoods due to fears of pollution (Shocket et al., 2022). However, 

as homeowners started using underhanded strategies to control who would be allowed to join 

their community, such as leveraging zoning policies and redlining, the term increasingly took on 

a fraught and often pejorative connotation (Shocket et al, 2022). What began as sincere pushback 

to protect community interests morphed into an intentional effort to maintain one group’s power 

and exclusivity over others.  

Based on their prioritization of their group’s interest and abstract commitment to some 

form of justice, NIMBYs serve as a current manifestation of the abstractionist stance. As Quigley 

(2023) summarizes, “NIMBYs paradigmatically reject policies that they believe would adversely 

affect them, despite approving, or at least not disapproving, of relevantly similar policies 

elsewhere” (p. 708). He offers two common examples of NIMBYs: 1) those who oppose efforts 

to reduce climate change through the construction of wind, solar, or nuclear power developments 

near their homes, but generally support climate change efforts elsewhere; 2) those who oppose 

the addition of dense housing units (e.g. apartments and condominiums) near their single-family 

homes, believing it will change their neighborhood demographics or house value, although they 

may recognize affordability as a significant justice issue. Just as Cooper’s Northerners expressed 

a desire for their Black neighbors to have equal treatment, but not in close proximity to them, 

NIMBYs theoretically embrace social causes like environmentalism and affordability, yet 

challenge efforts to actualize projects if they feel it threatens their particular group.  

In addition to the abstract support of justice issues, NIMBYs tend to exhibit a similar type 

of affective dissonance concerning the Other as Cooper’s Northerners. As a specific example, in 

response to a proposed site for affordable housing in the Park Slope neighborhood within 
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Brooklyn in 2023, a community group, Arrow Action, quickly formed to oppose the rezoning 

(David, 2023). Commenting on their stance, Arrow Action stated, “We are a group of South 

Slope and Windsor Terrace renters and homeowners who want affordable housing that preserves 

the scale of these historic neighborhoods” (David, 2023). While they express concern and 

commitment to affordability, the group prioritizes “scale” over access. Elaborating further on 

what they mean by scale, the group explains that this proposal “has applied to NYC to rezone 

their property to allow for 13-story luxury towers to be built…This would be nearly three times 

as tall as any other building in the area, and does not respect the scale of our neighborhood” 

(Housing Not Highrises, 2025). Arrow Action counterproposes a 7-story building, which would 

include affordable units and preserve their understanding of scale. Although their compromise 

sets them apart from Quigley’s (2023) paradigmatic NIMBY, Arrow Action’s statement presents 

a cursory acknowledgement of the challenges associated with the high cost of housing. Rather 

than thoughtfully considering the tangible impact of cost and lack of housing on others, Arrow 

Action demonstrates a lack of deeply felt care and affective engagement. While they were 

willing to compromise, the fact remains that the members of Arrow Action were unwilling to 

move beyond scale, exhibiting traits of the abstractionist misalignment between stated 

commitment to a justice issue and prioritization of personal priorities.  

The Contemporary Individualist 

For the individualist stance, one can consider news reports covering individuals who have 

supported restrictive immigration policies, but have expressed dismay at their family members or 

other close contacts being negatively impacted by those policies (Villagran, 2025; Trager & Van 

de Riet, 2025; Fry, 2025; Kristof, 2025; Ulloa & Igielnik, 2025). While this has been a relatively 

recent phenomenon, the patterns of behavior expressed by these individuals reflect the 
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individualist stance exhibited by Post-Reconstruction Southerners. While I have cited multiple 

anecdotal reports above, I will focus on Villagran’s (2025) USA Today article featuring Bradley 

Bartell and his wife, Camila Muñoz, to examine how this contemporary example mirrors the 

attitudes of Cooper’s individualists. Bartell expresses similar themes and rationales as those 

presented across the anecdotal interviews, allowing his narrative to be somewhat representative 

of this emerging group. In his interview with Villagran (2025), Bartell explains that his wife 

overstayed a temporary work visa and had not yet obtained legal status in the United States. 

Although Muñoz was in the process of becoming a U.S. citizen and has no criminal record, she 

was detained at the airport and remains in custody. Bartell voted for the Trump administration in 

2024 and indicated that he supported an immigration crackdown, imagining “the administration 

would target people who snuck over the border and weren't vetted” (Villagran, 2025). By 

changing his perspective after a close contact was negatively impacted, Bartell reflects a 

contemporary manifestation of the individualist approach to justice. 

Embodying the individualist stance, Bartell’s view of justice is largely shaped by the 

individual treatment of his close contacts. Although the current administration frequently stated 

that they would increase immigration enforcement, including the removal of undocumented 

individuals, Bartell did not view Muñoz as part of the affected group. Rather than considering 

her group identity, Bartell “saw her as a funny, caring, hard-working woman who came legally, 

not one of the “illegals” who the president he supported promised to deport” (Villagran, 2025). 

Similar to the Post-Reconstruction Southerners, group identities were not salient to Bartell. He 

conceived of Muñoz through her individualized traits, believing those characteristics would 

largely influence how she was treated by others. With that frame of reference, her lack of 

criminal record and tax-paying status should have sufficed to prevent her deportation. However, 
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Muñoz’s group affiliation, as an undocumented person, made her subject to the current 

crackdown. Bartell’s intimate knowledge of Muñoz compelled him to see an abstract injustice in 

concrete terms, transforming his understanding of justice. 

While Bartell’s observation of the unjust treatment of his close contact has made him 

reconsider some of his views, he has not generalized a theory of justice from this experience. 

Bartell views his wife’s situation as somewhat of an exception, still viewing her as an individual 

who has unfairly suffered in the current climate. In his understanding, the government should be 

focused on immigration enforcement, but among different types of individuals than Muñoz. 

Bartell explains, “I knew they were cracking down…I guess I didn’t know how it was going 

down…they know who [my wife] is and where she came from" (Villagran, 2025). Despite 

experiencing the challenges of detention and deportation firsthand, Bartell expresses a deeply 

rooted cognitive dissonance, wherein his close contact—though herself undocumented—should 

not suffer the same treatment as other undocumented people. He has not developed a broadly 

applied understanding of justice that recognizes others in similar situations. Instead, Bartell cares 

deeply for his close contact and seeks beneficial treatment on her behalf, exemplifying the 

individualist approach observed in Post-Reconstruction Southerners. 

By examining the key components of the abstractionist and individualist approaches, we 

have a clearer understanding of two ways that resistance can show up in response to calls for 

justice. In the next section, we will consider the underlying emotions at the core of these 

attitudinal barriers, exploring why and how they are maintained in the face of injustice. 

4.2 Sustaining Resistance through Willful Ignorance and Fear 

Diving more deeply into the abstractionist and individualist stances, it would be helpful 

to consider the core factors motivating these approaches. While on the surface they may appear 
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as polar opposites, a closer inspection suggests they share a common emotional root: fear. As 

Cooper observed through Thompson’s A Voodoo Prophecy, his resistance to an authentic portrait 

of the Black man stemmed from an unconsciously and deeply held “secret dread and horrible 

fear” (1892/2016, p. 106). This fear clouded his perception, stifling his abilities as a knower. 

Thompson’s constricted knowledge, as well as the various forms of dissonance experienced by 

both the abstractionist and the individualist, suggests a critical relationship between the 

emotional and the epistemic, particularly as it relates to justice and the Other. 

In The Fire Next Time (1963/1993), James Baldwin indicts white Americans of his era, 

arguing that they have “destroyed and are destroying hundreds of thousands of lives and do not 

know it and do not want to know it” (p. 5). Baldwin’s word choice here echoes Cooper’s 

(1892/2016) charge that the Post-Reconstruction Northerner “doesn’t care to have the blacks, in 

the concrete, too near him. He doesn’t know them and doesn’t want to know them” (p. 106). 

Both Cooper and Baldwin recognize the incongruity between the stated commitment to justice 

by white counterparts of their respective eras and their actual interest in seeing it enacted. While 

her statement directly addresses the Northerners, Cooper indicates a similar willful unknowing 

on the part of the Southerners, noting their refusal to acknowledge how the Black community at 

large experiences the same type of mistreatment as their individual close contact. By bringing 

Cooper and Baldwin into conversation, I hope to unpack how emotions influence resistant 

individuals’ willingness to give credence to others’ experiences of injustice, demonstrating how 

this continues to manifest in social justice educational spaces and what strategies might exist for 

countering this type of resistance. 
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4.2.1 Epistemic–Affective Influences on Perception of Social Injustice 

In order to better understand the relationship between the emotional and the epistemic, it 

may be useful to first attempt to distinguish different forms of lacking knowledge or unknowing. 

Since Cooper and Baldwin depict resistant individuals as both not knowing and not wanting to 

know, it is important to determine the nature of their epistemic misalignment and how it may 

differ from others. Spelman’s (2007) analysis of Baldwin and Applebaum’s (2015) engagement 

with Jose Medina offer helpful guidance for parsing multiple types of unknowing. Based on their 

work, I created a matrix (Figure 4: Epistemic–Affective Matrix on Perception of Social Injustice) 

to help delineate the role of emotion in the abstractionist and individualist stances. The matrix is 

divided into four quadrants that reflect the epistemic and affective dimensions influencing an 

individual’s response to learning about social injustice. The y-axis represents the epistemic 

spectrum from top to bottom, ranging from knowing to not knowing. This reflects the type of 

knowledge concerned with facts, intimate knowledge of a person’s lived experience, and the 

level of credibility attributed to various sources. The x-axis represents the affective spectrum 

from left to right, ranging from not wanting to know to wanting to know. This reflects the 

individual’s desire or lack of desire to learn about the existence of social injustice. 

Figure 4: Epistemic–Affective Matrix on Perception of Social Injustice 
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Within this matrix, I have identified the following four categories related to the 

epistemic–affective influences on an individual’s capacity to engage with social injustice: 

awareness, innocence, obliviousness, and ignorance. As a brief aside, it is important to note that 

this matrix does not apply to individuals who consciously harbor ill-will or hatred towards 

another group and/or intentionally seek to discriminate against, mistreat, marginalize, or 

subjugate them. While Cooper explicitly stated that the Southerners were not cold-blooded 

villains, Baldwin left open the possibility of evil or cruel individuals who would not be receptive 

to educational interventions. The nature of these individuals’ “knowledge” and emotions related 

to the Other are beyond the scope of this project as they would be unlikely to intentionally 

engage with social justice education. Briefly, I understand the categories as follows: 

Awareness: Individuals who have some level of knowledge related to social injustice and 

desire to learn more. This is the ideal state for an educational setting. While individuals 

may still experience discomfort or feel challenged in this state, there is a general 

willingness to encounter difficult material and offer appropriate credibility to reliable 

sources of knowledge. 

Innocence: Individuals who have no knowledge of social injustice, potentially due to a 

variety of factors, including: age or developmental stage, limited access to educational 

spaces for learning about injustice, limited exposure to diverse communities, etc. If 

presented with appropriate information, they would express a desire to learn more. In an 

increasingly globalized, media-saturated world, a position of innocence becoming more 

and more difficult to sustain, particularly as one matures and participates in civic spaces. 

Obliviousness: Individuals who have no knowledge of social injustice and do not desire 

to learn about it. Similar to innocence, their lack of knowledge may be attributed to 
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various factors. As Applebaum (2015) suggests, Medina might add an additional z-axis to 

this matrix, labeled “not needing to know” (p. 449). By “not needing to know,” Medina 

acknowledges the existence of dominant norms and frameworks that pervade all aspects 

of society. This dominant narrative privileges certain social groups across multiple 

sectors, such as centering their perspective (e.g., in historical accounts) and establishing 

their traits as the desirable standard. Because of this, some social groups do not need to 

know about social injustice; they are not often confronted with these types of challenges 

and oftentimes, when they are confronted, it causes discomfort. Their obliviousness 

allows them to maintain a simpler understanding of the social world and the role they 

play in it. Medina notes that obliviousness is systematically supported and stresses the 

need for “structural changes to the social imaginary” in order to break through this type 

of resistance (Applebaum, 2015, p. 450). 

Ignorance: Individuals who have some level of knowledge related to social injustice, but 

do not desire to learn more. They avoid situations that may require them to engage further 

or acknowledge the reality of social injustice. While Applebaum (2015) treats ignorance 

and obliviousness as one under Medina’s concept of meta-ignorance, Spelman (2007) 

depicts it as a more willful unknowing or ignoring of difficult truths. I will elaborate 

further on her analysis of Baldwin below, but wanted to briefly comment on its 

distinction from obliviousness here. Drawing on Spelman’s (2007) analysis, ignorance is 

a state in which the individual knows that something is likely true, but because of the 

discomfort produced by this knowledge, chooses to avoid deeper engagement and 

consideration. In this sense, there is a slight distinction from the near complete lack of 

knowledge associated with obliviousness. While the individuals may identify with a 
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social group where they do not need to know, they have still been confronted with this 

knowledge and been unsettled by what it might mean for them, provoking the more 

active desire not to know. 

The categories of obliviousness and ignorance offer useful insight into understanding the sources 

of resistance. Since Cooper and Baldwin employ some version of the phrase “do not know and 

do not want to know” to describe resistant individuals, it will be important to consider where one 

might locate the viewpoints they address. In the next section, I will map the abstractionist and 

individualist stances onto the matrix to further clarify how the epistemic and affective influence 

these responses to injustice. 

4.2.2 Situating the Abstractionist and Individualist Stances as Ignorance 

While Cooper and Baldwin both refer to their counterparts as not knowing and not 

wanting to know, which would situate them within obliviousness, I argue that their depictions 

actually align with ignorance. Although the distinction is slight, the type of educational 

intervention differs between obliviousness and ignorance. As noted previously, Medina supports 

collective action as necessary for cultivating new social frames that counter the dominant 

narrative (Applebaum, 2015). However, if ignorance suggests that some epistemic breakthrough 

has occurred, even if it is minimal, it opens up additional educational possibilities at the 

individual and interpersonal level for resolving the epistemic–affective dissonance. The 

abstractionist and individualist stances may opt into obliviousness, but they have already 

betrayed a baseline level of knowledge that recognizes the reality of injustice, situating them as 

forms of ignorance.  

In order to locate the abstractionist and individualist stances on the matrix, I return to 

Baldwin’s indictment of his white counterparts. He contends, “this is the crime of which I accuse 
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my country and my countrymen, and for which neither I nor time nor history will ever forgive 

them, that they have destroyed and are destroying hundreds of thousands of lives and do not 

know it and do not want to know it” (Baldwin, 1963/1993, p. 5). To further unpack what exactly 

it is that his white countrymen are avoiding, Spelman (2007) quotes from Baldwin’s essay “No 

Name in the Street,” where he explains, “White America remains unable to believe that Black 

America’s grievances are real; they are unable to believe this because they cannot face what this 

fact says about themselves and their country” (Baldwin, 1998, p. 455). Laying out her analysis of 

Baldwin’s critique, Spelman (2007) creates the categories of W, which refers to Baldwin’s 

rhetorically conceived white America, and g, which refers to the statement that Black America’s 

grievances regarding their current and historical treatment in the United States are real. She 

summarizes, “W is happy about not believing g is true but unhappy about not believing g is false. 

Ignoring g, not thinking about it, allows W to stand by g’s being false, to be committed to g’s 

being false, without believing g is false” (2007, p. 121, italics mine). By creating this liminal 

state between knowing and not knowing, where the individual commits neither to belief nor 

disbelief, Baldwin exposes the willful nature of ignorance. Ultimately, they are allowing their 

emotions to corrupt their knowledge. Whether conscious or subconscious, there is an element of 

action involved in this type of response that distinguishes it from obliviousness. 

Applying this analysis to the abstractionist stance, Cooper’s Northerners embody this 

willfully ignorant state, existing in-between knowledge and belief of their Black counterparts’ 

suffering and aversion to acknowledging this reality. They have theoretical knowledge of justice 

and they understand that injustice is occurring. In this sense, they know what is happening 

broadly (y-axis). Yet they do not wish to be in close community with their Black neighbors 

because this may bestow intimate knowledge of the injustices they face. This knowledge of 
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others’ suffering causes discomfort (x-axis). Rather than fully denying what they know, they 

ignore or choose to remain underinformed regarding the intimate knowledge associated with the 

particular experiences of their Black countrymen. They allow their emotional discomfort to 

supersede their understanding of universal justice, undermining their epistemic abilities to 

determine how one should be compelled to respond. Their resistance to personal engagement 

with the Black community allows their ignorance to sustain itself in the face of injustice. 

Similar to Cooper’s Northerners, the contemporary abstractionist, exemplified through 

NIMBYism, maintains the misalignment between the affective and the epistemic. While they 

recognize the value of certain proposals (e.g., the construction of a wind farm to promote clean 

energy), they bristle at the notion of proximity, fearing that this will cause them harm in some 

manner. Substituting NIMBYism into Spelman’s (2007) proposition, NIMBYs are happy to 

believe that wind farms are a social good, yet unhappy about the potential effects of having one 

constructed near them. They are then happy to have them constructed elsewhere, but recognize 

that this merely shifts the harm to another group. In considering the negative impact on another 

group, they prefer to not think about it, yet know that it presents a moral dilemma for their 

overall commitment to clean energy. By ignoring the impacted group, the NIMBYs can act as 

though they are both committed to environmental justice without grappling with what harm they 

are potentially causing to another group. By dismissing the seeming inconsistency in values and 

embracing a “not my problem” attitude, NIMBYism displays a level of knowledge well beyond 

obliviousness, situating them with their fellow abstractionists within ignorance. 

Shifting our attention to the individualist stance, it can be a bit more challenging to 

determine where to situate them on the matrix. Although Cooper’s Southerners have intimate 

knowledge of the suffering of particular Black countrymen, with whom they are in close contact, 
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they do not seem to have developed a theoretical understanding of justice—complicating our 

ability to ascertain whether they do or do not know (y-axis). Additionally, they want to know 

how their specific counterparts are faring and wish to act in service of these individuals (x-axis), 

potentially placing them as wanting to know and not knowing, within the innocence quadrant. 

However, returning to Cooper’s diagnosis, she writes, “He would die for A or B, but suddenly 

becomes utterly impervious to every principle of logic when you ask for the simple golden rule 

to be applied to the class of which A or B is one” (p. 106). The notion that the Southerner would 

be familiar with the golden rule indicates a fundamental ability to universalize a moral standard 

to an entire group. Therefore the issue is not epistemic per se, as the individualist understands 

how to apply this logic in general. He also applies the logic individually to his close contact and 

considers his testimony of his suffering as a valid knowledge source. The problem only arises in 

extending the standard at the group level, revealing a willful disjunction between what he knows 

to be fair treatment and how he feels about treating particular groups according to that standard. 

Perhaps it is easier to categorize the individualist stance as willful ignorance when 

examining the contemporary example. Revisiting Bradley Bartell’s frustration with the 

detainment and potential deportation of his wife, who is undocumented, Bartell notes that they 

have discussed his decision to vote for an administration that explicitly named strict immigration 

enforcement as part of its platform. In response, he states to the interviewer, "I knew they were 

cracking down…I guess I didn’t know how it was going down" (Villagran, 2025). With this 

statement, Bartell expresses the type of liminal knowledge Baldwin emphasized as core to willful 

ignorance. Bartell knew that the policies would negatively impact undocumented individuals and 

knew his wife belonged to this group, but he did not want to believe she would be viewed as part 

of this group and was not happy about this particular aspect of her identity. Yet for many 
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reasons, he voted in a manner that could impact her and ignored that this outcome was possible. 

Applying the contemporary individualist example to the matrix, it bears similar traits to 

ignorance, locating it within the spectrum closely related to the abstractionist. 

By locating these two forms of resistance within the matrix, we are better positioned to 

identify the factors impacting an individual’s perception of social injustice. Within ignorance, I 

argue that the abstractionist and individualist stances both represent states in which the affective 

facet has submerged one’s epistemic capacity, leading to a constriction in one’s ability as a 

knower. The overriding affective facet causes the individual to resist knowledge that surfaces 

unpleasant feelings. Because of the directional movement of resistance, with the affective 

submerging or overwhelming the epistemic, we can consider educational interventions that 

attend to these emotions. While obliviousness directs us to examine the system that upholds and 

maintains an oppressive or limiting social imaginary, ignorance directs us to attend to the 

individual and interpersonal aspects of resistance, specifically by addressing the underlying 

emotional roots. 

4.2.3 Fear as the Root of Social Injustice Ignorance 

Now that we have located the abstractionist and individualist stances as ignorance, we 

can continue to unpack how one sustains it in the face of injustice. Just as Cooper (1892/2016) 

identified fear and dread as driving Thompson’s ghoulish portrayal of the Black man, Baldwin 

(1963/1993) similarly grounds his understanding of ignorance in fear. As noted previously, this 

fear is not connected to imminent physical harm, but rooted in something much more existential. 

Like Cooper’s understanding of Southerners, Baldwin suggests that true racial antipathy does not 

drive our ongoing conflicts in America. Instead, the tensions stem from a deeply human angst “in 

the very same depths as those from which love springs, or murder. The white man’s 
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unadmitted—and apparently, to him, unspeakable—private fears and longings are projected onto 

the Negro” (Baldwin, 1963/1993, p. 96). The fear provoked by engagement with the Other 

reflects the complex emotions that surface, revealing unpleasant truths to an individual about 

himself that he would rather not acknowledge. As Baldwin notes, fear allows one to invert 

uncomfortable feelings related to one’s own responsibilities or character, such as guilt or shame, 

and deflect those feelings onto the Other, positioning the Other as culpable in some way for the 

discomfort. 

Knowledge of social injustice and one’s potential role or complicity in its perpetuation 

can feel threatening to one’s sense of self. It can be difficult to grapple with learning that one’s 

social group has prospered at the expense of others, regardless of one’s personal actions. In this 

section, I will examine the nature of resistant individuals’ fears, aiming to move us closer to 

determining which educational countermeasures might allay the impact of these fears on one’s 

epistemic capabilities. I will focus on three forms of fear that may surface when learning about 

social injustice, particularly for those who benefit from the dominant norms: losing political 

power, losing one’s sense of self, and losing one’s group identity. 

Loss of Political Power 

Theorizing the fears of her white counterparts, Cooper (1892/2016) offers two ideas. She 

uses strong language to capture the crude mindset of her counterparts, writing, “The one [fear] is 

personal and present, the fear of Negro political domination. The other is for his posterity—the 

future horror of being lost as a race in this virile and vigorous black race” (Cooper, p. 107). She 

does not believe these fears are grounded in fact, offering that the guardrails of democracy would 

prevent the first and mutual interest in preserving some form of their current demographic would 

inhibit the second. However, Cooper recognizes that facts rarely matter to the individual alarmed 
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by these types of sentiments. She acknowledges how deeply entrenched these fears are within the 

psyche of Thompson and his ilk, asserting that “on this point he is a monomaniac” (p. 107). His 

anxiety over the political positioning of his social group becomes a fixation, obscuring his clarity 

of mind and moral discernment. 

This fear of losing political power suggests a deeper anxiety that implicitly acknowledges 

how poorly the Black community has been treated, further demonstrating the willfulness of the 

enacted ignorance. While power naturally shifts over time, Thompson and his counterparts dread 

the turning of the political tide precisely because of the role they have played, consciously or 

subconsciously, in the subjugation of Black Americans. The loss of political power potentially 

exposes them to retaliation for their actions. Calling attention to this issue, Baldwin writes, 

I am very much concerned that American Negroes achieve their freedom here in the 
United States. But I am also concerned for their dignity, for the health of their souls, and 
must oppose any attempt that Negroes make to do to others what has been done to them. I 
think I know—we see it around us every day—the spiritual wasteland to which that road 
leads. It is so simple a fact and one that is so hard, apparently, to grasp: Whoever debases 
others is debasing himself. (1963/1993, p. 83). 
 

Recognizing the harm to oneself caused by harming others, Baldwin discourages vengeance as a 

future aim. He perceives a kind of spiritual rot that results from mistreating others, sensing that 

when we enact moral injury on others we degrade our own humanity. I posit that Thompson and 

his ilk know that they have debased others, particularly the Black community. They fear that 

they will be subjected to the same treatment that they have actively inflicted or passively 

disregarded. Because retribution could be an outcome of losing political power, fear compels the 

resistant individual to diminish or ignore the extent to which others suffer unjustly, lest they find 

themselves to be considered deserving of any retaliatory acts that may result in their suffering.  
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Loss of Sense of Self 

Deeper than political power, learning about social injustice can feel threatening to one’s 

sense of self. More common for members of dominant social groups, individuals may implicitly 

develop an understanding of their identity in opposition to another group. Specifically, some 

social groups are positioned by the dominant narrative as being considered “the norm.” In the 

United States, this has traditionally been understood as white, middle-upper class, able-bodied, 

Christian men (Adams et al., 2023). For example, it was not until 1993 that the Public Health 

Service Act was amended to mandate the inclusion of women and other minorities in human 

clinical trials for research funded by the National Institutes of Health (Federman et al., 1994). 

Prior to this amendment, a majority of NIH-funded research operated from the implicit 

assumption that medical research conducted on white males would be generalizable to the entire 

population. In effect, white men were positioned as the standard for whom much of existing 

health care was designed. This and other similar generalizations across sectors have led to 

members of this social group perceiving themselves as the norm and those from different social 

groups as the Other. As social justice education starts to problematize the existence of any group 

as the norm, this can cause discomfort for those who have not previously considered how they 

have benefitted from such societal-level assumptions. 

Examining how members of dominant social groups understand their identity, Baldwin 

portrays dominant groups as dependent on subordinated groups for constructing their sense of 

self. Looking specifically at racial identity, he suggests that his white counterparts rely on the 

Black community to develop an understanding of who they are in the context of the broader 

social world. Baldwin (1963/1993) explains, 

They are, in effect, still trapped in a history which they do not understand; and until they 
understand it, they cannot be released from it. They have had to believe for many years, 
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and for innumerable reasons, that black men are inferior to white men. Many of them, 
indeed, know better, but as you will discover, people find it very difficult to act on what 
they know. To act is to be committed, and to be committed is to be in danger. In this case, 
the danger, in the minds of most white Americans, is the loss of their identity. (p. 8–9). 
 

According to Baldwin, white Americans’ sense of self is contingent upon the subjugation of the 

Black community. Rather than confront the mistreatment of Black Americans as a historical 

reality, Baldwin argues that his white counterparts actively embrace a posture of ignorance, 

attempting to locate the cause of Black America’s suffering in a perceived deficiency. They do 

this because a central aspect of their self-perception depends on their superior position in relation 

to the Black community. In essence, crucial to the construction of white American identity is the 

sense of being uncritically understood as the norm—the standard to whom, in comparison, 

everyone else becomes Other. To question one’s position as the norm means to question one’s 

entire sense of self. Fear of losing one’s identity, or being forced to recognize how dependent it 

is on others, poses a significant existential threat to individuals from dominant social groups.  

Provocatively, Baldwin distinguishes between identity and status, noting how easily one 

may be mistaken for the other. Discussing the notion of the American dream, he suggests that 

rather than seeking equality, human nature may actually draw us towards superiority. Baldwin 

elaborates, “And this human truth has an especially grinding force here, where identity is almost 

impossible to achieve and people are perpetually attempting to find their feet on the shifting 

sands of status” (1963/1993, p. 88). Identity is not static; it can change based on context, age, 

geography, and history. Lacking a more durable sense of self, we pivot to status as a means of 

alleviating the anxiety produced by an identity in flux. Having a higher status substitutes a sense 

of comfort where there may have been uncertainty. While status is no more durable than identity, 

it offers a sense of security through superiority. By exposing how identity can be supplanted by 

status, Baldwin demonstrates why learning about social injustice poses such a threat to resistant 
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individuals. These individuals may have confused identity with status. Social justice education 

may threaten one’s status, calling into question various power structures that place some in 

superior positions. Resistant individuals experience social justice education as a threat to their 

identity, when it actually problematizes their status.  

In addition to struggling with their social identity, the resistant individual may be 

confronted with an unsettling image of their moral self, potentially realizing that they do not 

enact their values at the level they presumed they did. Baldwin (1963/1993) explains, “The 

subtle and deadly change of heart that might occur in you would be involved with the realization 

that a civilization is not destroyed by wicked people; it is not necessary that people be wicked 

but only that they be spineless” (p. 55). Just as Cooper (1892/2016) clearly stated that the Post-

Reconstruction Southerners were not cold-blooded villains, Baldwin does not hate white 

Americans nor does he view them as inherently evil, despite his sharp critiques. However, as 

Spelman (2007) notes, “The whites who seemed the object of [Baldwin’s] caustic scorn were 

those who avoided having convictions, who managed ignorance” (2007, p. 125). Despite their 

lack of racial antipathy, many of Baldwin’s white counterparts were willing to look the other 

way as repeated injustices occurred. While they did not harbor ill-will, their moral commitments 

were not strong enough to compel them to seek justice and fair treatment for their Black 

countrymen. Rather than engage with their moral shortcomings, or spinelessness, they actively 

ignored what was happening. To acknowledge injustice would either require resistant individuals 

to exercise moral courage or admit to themselves that they do not embody their values in a 

manner that aligns with their sense of their moral self.  
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Loss of Group Identity 

In addition to losing political power and their sense of self, resistant individuals may fear 

the loss of their group identity. While this can be difficult to parse out from an individual sense 

of self, group identities may be particularly salient for some, connecting them to something 

larger than the self and serving as a source of communal pride. Baldwin recognizes how his 

white countrymen find deep meaning in their shared identity as Americans. Any knowledge that 

would challenge their cherished narrative of what it means to be American threatens their very 

foundation. He notes their willful ignorance regarding America’s past, emphasizing how “the 

role these people played—and play—in American life would reveal more about America to 

Americans than Americans wish to know” (Baldwin, 1963/1993, p. 101). Here we see how 

actively choosing to believe an idealized understanding of one’s group history and identity 

provides a source of comfort for its adherents. The communal bonds formed through such willful 

ignorance are strengthened and maintained by everyone’s continued acceptance of the dominant 

narrative. 

Unpacking the dominant narrative for white America, Baldwin highlights the distinctions 

between how his Black and white countrymen conceive of our nation’s story. Baldwin explains, 

“The American Negro has the great advantage of having never believed that collection of myths 

to which white Americans cling: that their ancestors were all freedom-loving heroes, that they 

were born in the greatest country the world has ever seen, or that Americans are invincible in 

battle and wise in peace” (1963/1993, p. 101). Just as a member of the dominant group may 

substitute status for identity, the allure of a heroic and brave group identity helps allay the 

uncertainty and fear of confronting any alternative. Group coherence allows white Americans to 

further ground themselves in an ever-shifting context and maintain a sense of authority to seek 
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out their best interests. Since recognizing the reality of social injustice may require us to 

scrutinize our group identities, it stirs up feelings of resistance for some individuals, allowing 

fear to continue to manifest as ignorance. 

Through consideration of these three forms of fear (losing political power, losing one’s 

sense of self, and losing one’s group identity), we have seen how fear can inflame a deeply 

rooted sense of insecurity inherent to the human experience. Fear can elicit a self-protective 

response, wherein one loses sight of universal concerns shared across the human community and 

fixates on particular concerns related to preserving one’s social status. Once fear focuses on 

preserving status, it inhibits our epistemic abilities, causing us to perceive the Other as a threat. 

In the next section, I clarify my understanding of fear as a natural response to the human 

condition. I argue that the forms of fear that sustain ignorance stem from what Rousseau 

(1762/1979) understood as amour-propre, which was discussed in Chapter 3. As Rousseau 

contends, a pity-informed education may temper amour-propre, potentially allaying a student’s 

fear-driven resistance and allowing them to acknowledge and care about the suffering of others. 

4.3 Countering Resistance through Pity 

 Left untended, fear can restrict our epistemic capabilities, clouding our perception and 

inhibiting our ability to appropriately situate ourselves within the context of the broader human 

community. However, by recognizing fear as a shared response to human frailty, with intentional 

effort, we can interrupt the tendency for amour-propre to turn our fears into barriers that prevent 

us from seeing the suffering of the Other. By stirring our imaginative capacity, pity hones our 

perceptual ability and cultivates an awareness of the shared human condition and a sense of 

concern for those who suffer. In this section, I will use Rousseau’s (1762/1979) understanding of 

amour-propre to demonstrate how it distorts our perception of social injustice, driving us to 
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dehumanize the Other through a lack of recognition of our shared suffering. I will then close this 

chapter with a discussion of Cooper’s use of literature to demonstrate how pity bridges our 

attention to both universal and particular forms of suffering, offsetting the epistemic–affective 

misalignment sustained through fear-induced ignorance. 

4.3.1 Amour-propre, Fear of Mortality, and Social Division 

Fear is a natural part of the human condition—we fear our frailty and inevitable death. 

However, the forms of fear that devolve into ignorance singularize this fear, eroding our 

connection with others as we consider our suffering to be unique to our group or individual self. 

As our understanding of human suffering narrows to smaller and smaller factions, we lose our 

ability to recognize the suffering of others as similar to our own, until we eventually no longer 

perceive their suffering as legitimate and worthy of concern. By invalidating their suffering, we 

dehumanize them. Rather than seeing them as fellow human beings who also suffer, we come to 

view them as threats and project our original fear of frailty, which has no concrete target, onto 

the Other, misrepresenting them as the cause of our fear. 

Baldwin (1963/1993) discerned this relationship between the universal fear of death and 

the dehumanization of the Other. Addressing the root of the ongoing racial tension, he writes,  

Behind what we think of as the Russian menace lies what we do not wish to face, and 
what white Americans do not face when they regard a Negro: reality—the fact that life is 
tragic. Life is tragic simply because the earth turns and the sun inexorably rises and sets, 
and one day, for each of us, the sun will go down for the last, last time. Perhaps the whole 
root of our trouble, the human trouble, is that we will sacrifice all the beauty of our lives, 
will imprison ourselves in totems, taboos, crosses, blood sacrifices, steeples, mosques, 
races, armies, flags, nations, in order to deny the fact of death, which is the only fact we 
have. (Baldwin, 1963/1993, p. 91). 
 

Baldwin identifies the inherent tragedy of human life as the fact of our mortality. While this 

reality is shared among all of humanity, some would prefer to ignore it. This attempt to ignore 

the inevitable serves as the root of our social division. As suggested in the discussion on the fear 
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of losing one’s group identity, we cloak ourselves in chimeras in order to distinguish us as 

belonging to a specific group. Baldwin explains that, at its core, the search for group identity is 

grounded in a desire to shift our focus from our own frailty. We seek to stave off the inevitable 

by clinging to the illusion of safety or power provided by our group membership, whether it be 

cultural, religious, geographic, ideological, etc. However, as he observes, this tendency to divide 

ourselves into factions yields a greater loss than that which was initially feared. Instead of 

providing a sense of security or belonging, we risk our humanity and our ability to connect with 

one another. According to Baldwin, this refusal to accept reality has led to much of the division 

and social injustice we have encountered throughout human history. 

Further unpacking Baldwin (1963/1993), I would argue that this desire to “imprison 

ourselves in totems…in order to deny the fact of death” is driven by amour-propre (p. 91). As 

discussed in Chapter 3, Rousseau (1762/1979) distinguishes between amour de soi, which is self-

love grounded in a healthy sense of self-preservation, and amour-propre, which is self-love 

reliant on comparison and the opinion of others. Rather than accepting death as a reality and 

finding contentment in meeting our basic needs, as with amour de soi, amour-propre compels us 

to focus on pursuit of the “better life” instead of the “good life.” Our frame of reference is no 

longer a measurement in relation to an ideal set of moral principles or values, but in comparison 

to the achievements of those in our social sphere. In order to determine who is living the “better 

life,” we develop different metrics and standards of success. Rousseau (1762/1979) elaborates, 

“[A]lways confusing our vain desires with our physical needs, those who have made the latter 

the foundations of human society have always taken the effects for the causes and have only 

succeeded in going astray in all their reasonings” (p. 236). Our vain desires create the totems, 

taboos, flags, and nations that distract from our shared humanity. In doing so, we not only create 
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the group identities that lead to the existence of an Other, we also convince ourselves that this is 

the natural way of being. Mistaking the “effects for the causes,” we construct a value system that 

relies on social division and comparison as the means for determining what it means to live the 

good (that is, better) life. 

In an effort to ignore the true source of our fear, which is our mortality, amour-propre 

distorts it. Instead of recognizing this fear as universal and human, amour-propre encourages us 

to singularize our fears, delineating between the specific ways that we suffer that our neighbors 

may not. As we move towards a more singular understanding of our suffering, we compare it to 

others. Knowing our own suffering more intimately, it becomes easy to view our own suffering 

as real in comparison to the theoretical suffering of the Other.  

Returning to the contemporary abstractionist, the NIMBY mindset reflected by the 

community group Arrow Action exemplifies how amour-propre can distort one’s fears, leading 

one to mistake a threat to one’s status as a threat to one’s personhood. As noted earlier, Arrow 

Action expressed concerns regarding the scale of proposed housing developments, stating that 

they “support sustainable, contextual, affordable housing” (Housing Not Highrises, 2025). While 

“sustainable” and “affordable” seem to address physical needs, “contextual” misunderstands a 

desire as a need. The concern with scale may feel like a need to the current residents seeking to 

preserve a certain neighborhood aesthetic or house value. However, elevating it to the level of 

sustainability and affordability demonstrates a warped set of moral commitments, wherein status 

symbols gain equal or more significance than human lives.  

Similarly, amour-propre distorts the fears of the contemporary individualist by causing 

him to view universal justice as a threat to his particular social position. As discussed in the prior 

section on fear, for some individuals, their sense of self is defined by their social status in 
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comparison to others. While the contemporary individualist may be willing to make an exception 

for his close contact, the broad application of equal rights would threaten his status. Returning to 

Bradley Bartell, who began to question his vote in support of strict immigration enforcement 

after his wife was detained, his interview indicates that he still perceives the undocumented 

community as a threat. Though he has personal experience that calls into question the 

exaggerated claims of criminality within this group, Bartell seems to maintain his general stance 

on the policy. Rather than casting doubt on the accuracy of the current administration’s portrayal 

of the threat posed by undocumented individuals, Bartell sustains ignorance through his fear that 

is rooted in amour-propre. By shifting our focus to comparison and social status, amour-propre 

compels us to singularize our fears, distorting our perception of our shared fear of frailty and the 

fact that others suffer. 

4.3.2 Pity as a Bridge Between Universal and Particular Suffering 

Rather than singularizing our fear, pity directs our attention to universal human suffering. 

While subtle, this shift from shared fear to shared suffering is crucial for Rousseau and his 

understanding of pity. Summarizing Rousseau’s approach, Bloom (1979) writes, “Our equality, 

then, is based less on our fear of death than on our sufferings; suffering produces a shared 

sentiment with others, which fear of death does not…for Rousseau, suffering men seek other 

men who feel for them” (p. 19). Fear of death is too untethered from a concrete, immediate 

phenomenon to unite us with our fellow man. While we all may experience it, it has no object on 

which to direct our attention and our anxiety. Since fear of death is anticipatory, it remains 

vulnerable to amour-propre as any individual or group could be substituted as the source of this 

fear. As referenced earlier, amour-propre leads us to mistake effects for causes, meaning here 

that we ignore fear of death as the cause of our anxiety and instead replace it with the Other. 
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Suffering, however, does have a concrete manifestation—ourselves and our fellow man. We are 

able to direct our emotions, and hopefully our actions, towards a concrete experience.  

While amour-propre leads us to view our suffering as unique and distinct from others, 

pity particularizes, but does not singularize, our suffering and fear. In singularizing our fear, 

amour-propre sets one apart from the human community, suggesting that others cannot 

comprehend what one is experiencing. By particularizing our suffering, pity acknowledges the 

contextual features that add specificity, but do not completely detach it from the universal. While 

we all suffer limitations to our agency (universal), the specific ways in which we are constrained 

may differ (particular).  

As a conceptual corollary, in Cultural Universals and Particulars: An African 

Perspective (1996), when discussing intercultural communication, Kwasi Wiredu distinguishes 

between the unintelligible and the untranslatable. Whereas unintelligibility indicates that the 

conceptual frames for mutual understanding do not exist, untranslatability demonstrates a shared 

understanding even while precise language may not fully express the meaning behind a 

sentiment. Amour-propre compels us to conceive of our suffering as unintelligible to others. Pity 

recognizes our suffering as, to some extent, untranslatable, but leaves room for the universal to 

tap into resonances between our pain and the pain of the Other. Pity allows us to attend to the 

universal and particular, indicating that while some aspects of others’ suffering may be 

untranslatable in the specific sense, the suffering inherent to the human experience ensures that it 

does not then also become completely unintelligible. 

In tandem with this notion of the untranslatability of particular forms of suffering, I 

would argue that the medial psychological distancing characteristic of pity illuminates how it 

uniquely contributes to one’s perception of social injustice. At the end of Chapter 2, I remarked 



121 
 

that empathy maintains a low psychological distance between the empathizer and the sufferer. 

While this allows the empathizer to feel as though they share in the Other’s suffering, this risks 

oversimplifying the particular features of someone else’s experience, perhaps too readily 

flattening contextual differences into something easily traversable. In contrast, pity requires a 

medial psychological distance between the pitier and the sufferer. By sharing only that which is 

universal to the human experience, the pitier acknowledges the untranslatable aspects of the 

particular cultural context contributing to the Other’s suffering. 

Cooper’s (1892/2016) literary analysis helps elucidate this balance between the universal 

and the untranslatable further. As I briefly touched upon earlier, Cooper begins her essay asking 

what distinguishes American literature from that of other nations. She determines that finding 

our individuality requires an intentional focus not simply on ourselves, but on ourselves in 

relation to our environment. Cooper emphasizes the need for us to appropriately situate our self-

understanding within the context of the broader social world. Noting the uniqueness of our 

emotions and imaginative capacities, she explains how “[f]or each of us truth means merely the 

re-presentation of the sensations and experiences of our personal environment, colored and 

vivified” (Cooper, 1892/2016, p. 85). In order to authentically understand ourselves, we must 

consider how we have been shaped by our environment, reflecting back elements of these 

influences as part of our own identity.  

Cooper acknowledges that while this focused attention on our environment would seem 

to narrow our perspectives, paradoxically, it actually expands our horizon—allowing us to grasp 

how our particularities both draw from and contribute to some aspect of the universal human 

experience. She beautifully elaborates, 

It is only through the unclouded perception of our tiny “part” that we can come to 
harmonize with the “stupendous whole,” and in order to do this our sympathies must be 
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finely attuned and quick to vibrate under the touch of the commonplace and vulgar no 
less than at the hand of the elegant and refined. (Cooper, 1892/2016, p. 85). 
 

By preventing fear, distorted by amour-propre, from clouding our perception, we can properly 

understand ourselves in relation to the broader context of human history. Realizing our tiny part 

in the greater social fabric, the medial psychological distance depicted through pity places us in 

an appropriate relationship to the suffering of others. As Cooper identifies, we all exist as part of 

the “stupendous whole,” cementing our connection to the universal human condition. Yet our 

tiny part means that some of the specificities of others’ experiences may not be readily 

accessible. Through pity, we engage in an ongoing effort to attune our sensitivity to the features 

of others’ “own little wood” (Cooper, 1892/2016, p. 85). 

Pity and the Abstractionist 

With Cooper’s insights in mind, we can once again return to the abstractionist and 

consider how pity could potentially offset the epistemic–affective misalignment impacting her 

ability to perceive social injustice. As noted earlier, the abstractionist maintains ignorance 

through affective dissonance. Although her theoretical knowledge suggests an understanding of 

universal suffering, she struggles to concretize her concern into actual care for her neighbor. 

Because she conceives of justice at the group-level, her personal investment or compulsion to act 

remain dormant. 

Countering the group-level perspective that enables affective dissonance, pity directs us 

to attend to universal suffering through the particular, and vice versa. By particularizing 

suffering that is not our own and seeing how each part connects back to the “stupendous whole” 

(Cooper, 1892/2016, p. 85), pity fosters intimate knowledge that can unseat the amour-propre 

desire to compete and compare suffering. Rather than fostering competition, it seeks context, 

allowing one to better attune their perception of social injustice. In practice, this may mean 
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immersing the abstractionist in continuous storytelling to populate their understanding of 

universal suffering with specific narratives. As the context becomes more vivid, the 

abstractionist may start to see connections between stories, reinforcing the power of narrative to 

help illuminate the particular. 

With greater context allowing one to bridge universal and particular suffering, pity can 

then disrupt the stronghold of amour-propre on fostering a zero-sum dynamic between our group 

identities. Rather than interpreting our group affiliations as necessarily in conflict with others, 

causing us to view them as threats, pity can create the possibility for a both/and understanding of 

our communities, rather than an either/or. With the NIMBY example, pity may encourage Arrow 

Action to think of their many group identities, not just this current fixation. Rather than 

prioritizing their neighborhood affiliation as their most salient group identity, members of Arrow 

Action could be guided to consider other communities to which they belong, examining how 

these affiliations may overlap or, at times, be in conflict. Using concepts like Elisa S. Abes, 

Susan R. Jones, and Marylu K. McEwen’s model of multiple dimensions of identity (2007) or 

Danielle Allen’s polypolitanism (2023), both of which encourage the recognition of our many 

community affiliations of various kinds, individuals may develop a more complex and nuanced 

approach to group identity that removes the feeling of threat.  

Pity and the Individualist 

For the individualist, resolving the epistemic–affective misalignment focuses more on 

leveraging the affective component to enhance the epistemic. As discussed previously, the 

individualist concretely seeks justice on behalf of his close contact. He cares deeply for the 

affected individual, but does not extend his understanding of justice to the broader community. 
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While the emotional response is present, the individualist maintains an epistemic gap by failing 

to apply this care for suffering in a generalized manner. 

Attempting to unsettle the impact of amour-propre on the individualist’s fears, pity might 

direct his attention to the needs of his close contact. Whereas our vain desires compel us towards 

division and reinforce inequity, it may be the case that in order to help his close contact the 

individualist might be required to consider the conditions leading to his contact’s suffering. 

Although the individualist wants an exception to be made, he may come to realize that he can 

only help his close contact by addressing a systemic issue. Focusing on the structural source of 

suffering may allow the individualist to recognize that he has mistaken effects for causes. He 

might begin to make connections between the particular suffering of his contact and the universal 

suffering created by an inequitable system. 

For Bartell, while he cares deeply for his wife and getting her out of detention, an 

individual solution may not be possible. He may need to seek additional help from others who 

support the group of which his wife is a part, the undocumented community. This might require 

him to examine the immigration system in the United States, gaining more clarity on the reasons 

people come to the country, struggle to gain citizenship, and choose to stay regardless of their 

legal status. As he learns these root causes, he may recognize that he has vilified the community 

by not taking seriously the actual source of his suffering and threat perception.  

4.4 Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have discussed how pity might provide conceptual resources for social 

justice educators who encounter resistance. Using the work of Anna Julia Cooper, herself a 

teacher and generous guide for constructively engaging with those representing opposing views, 

I sketched two attitudinal barriers to learning about social injustice, which I referred to as the 
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abstractionist stance and the individualist stance. While the abstractionist embraces universal 

justice, she struggles to translate this into concrete action in support of alleviating the suffering 

of others. Conversely, the individualist enacts deep care for his close contact, but does not 

generalize his advocacy to the group-level. Both stances demonstrate forms of cognitive and 

affective dissonance, wherein the individuals express a misalignment between how they conceive 

of justice and how they feel about the existence of injustice. I argued that diagnosing these 

attitudinal barriers, as well as their contemporary manifestations, positioned us to identify the 

factors impacting an individual’s perception of social injustice. 

Bringing James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time into conversation with Cooper, with 

additional insights from Jose Medina, I developed an epistemic–affective matrix to better 

understand how the emotional and the epistemic influence one’s perception of social injustice. 

Based on the matrix, I situated these attitudinal barriers as forms of willful ignorance. Within 

ignorance, I argued that the abstractionist and individualist stances both represent states in which 

the affective submerges one’s epistemic capacity, constricting one’s ability as a knower. 

Engaging further with Baldwin, I analyzed the role of fear in sustaining ignorance, noting how it 

is a natural part of the human experience. Yet, when distorted by amour-propre, we may begin to 

singularize our fears, reifying group identities and social division. 

Finally, I offer pity as a countermeasure to allay the deleterious impact of amour-propre 

on our fears, emphasizing how it bridges our attention between the universal and the particular. 

By embracing our tiny part of the “stupendous whole,” we gain perspective on how we are 

situated in relation to our fellow man. Seeing our interconnectedness, while leaving room for the 

cultural specificity of our particular context, we may be drawn into caring moral action on behalf 

of and in partnership with all who suffer.  
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Chapter 5: Reading Social Justice Texts through a Lens of Pity 

Now that we have considered what the moral value of pity is, followed by a discussion of 

why this might be useful for responding to forms of resistance encountered in social justice 

education, we can move to examining how pity might inform social justice pedagogy. While 

there are many significant pedagogical elements that pity could help reimagine, such as our 

teaching practice, student–student rapport, student–teacher rapport, and content, I will focus on 

the students’ relationships to texts, specifically through the reading practices we encourage. 

In this chapter, I will consider how pity might inform how we read social justice texts. I 

employ the phrase “social justice texts” to signify curricular materials used in social justice 

education that allow students to critically engage with the perspectives and experiences of the 

Other (e.g., books, films, paintings). I will begin with Megan Boler’s (1997) critique of what she 

refers to as the “social imagination reading model” (p. 258), drawing similarities between that 

model and Nussbaum’s (1996) discussion of the educational potential of the realist novel. I will 

discuss the potential risks of this approach, specifically the consumptive objectification of the 

Other and oversimplification of the moral landscape. I will then introduce Boler’s concept of 

testimonial reading as an alternative reading practice, arguing that it both requires and enhances 

a personal awareness of one’s role in existing power structures. I will argue that because pity 

acknowledges the limited nature of our imaginative capacity, it resists the kind of passive 

empathy produced by the social imagination reading model, naturally promoting the kind of 

practice promoted by testimonial reading. I conclude this chapter with an analysis of a modern 

text, the 2017 film Get Out, to demonstrate the concrete potential for using this practice in social 

justice educational pedagogy. 
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5.1 Critiquing the “Social Imagination Reading Model” 

In “The Risks of Empathy: Interrogating Multiculturalism’s Gaze” (1997), Megan Boler 

identifies what she refers to as “the social imagination reading model” (p. 258). She characterizes 

this model as grounded in the assumption that encountering the Other through literature provides 

sufficient knowledge for an individual to identify with the subject and vicariously experience 

similar emotions. Boler argues that proponents of this type of reading model, such as Louise 

Rosenblatt and Martha Nussbaum, suggest that the empathy produced via one’s engagement with 

certain texts can set the foundation for further democratic engagement and moral action. Boler 

calls into question whether simply reading about the Other can adequately allow one to 

understand their perspective. She notes that this model lacks an explicit acknowledgement of the 

need for contextualization and critical reflection on the power dynamics that influence how we 

interpret or respond to the Other’s narrative. In this section, I will focus my attention on two 

significant risks she identifies in her critique: consumptive objectification of the Other and 

oversimplification of moral life. Both of these risks help problematize the reliance on an 

uncritical understanding of empathy in social justice pedagogy, highlighting the need for a more 

robust social emotion that can address the complexity of our current moral landscape and compel 

moral action. 

5.1.1 Passive Empathy and the Risk of Consumptive Objectification 

As noted in Chapter 2, drawing from Aristotle, many philosophers suggest that tragic 

drama serves as a foundational way to cultivate pity and other altruistic emotions (Nussbaum, 

1996; Conolly, 1998; Kimball, 2004; Carr, 1999; Boyd, 2004). While tragic drama may expose 

the spectator to new perspectives, allowing them to metaphorically cross social boundaries, it 

remains abstract from daily life, limiting the depth of impact it may have for one’s potential 
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moral development. Nussbaum (1996) recognizes the shortcomings of tragic drama, explaining, 

“Certain ideas about humanity may be grasped for a time, and yet not enacted, so powerful are 

the dulling forces of habit, the entrenched structures of power” (p. 40). She understands the 

limitations of the tragic spectator and the unlikelihood of that experience leading to further 

engagement with the Other. The exposure to the Other over the course of a tragic drama is too 

limited and the potential catharsis at the show’s conclusion releases the spectator of any 

responsibility to continue inhabiting the narrative. 

However, Nussbaum (1996) finds significant potential in the realist novel as a vehicle for 

cultivating a “participatory imagination” that grounds the reader in the ordinary challenges faced 

by members of marginalized communities (p. 41). Although she claims that the novel transcends 

the insufficiency of tragic drama, she appears to ground this assertion primarily in the length of 

the exposure to the Other and the potential addition of the more mundane aspects of civic life. 

Because the reader is immersed in the ordinary, the realist novel better connects her to the shared 

vulnerabilities of the marginalized. Nussbaum suggests that this cultivates a deeper attention to 

the experience of injustice within the reader as compared to the spectator of tragic drama. 

Nonetheless, she acknowledges that it may or may not yield changes in one’s practical life. 

Boler (1997) critiques the cultivation of this kind of relationship with a text, particularly 

in the context of social justice education, questioning whether the type of empathy produced by 

this reading practice actually leads to justice. While it may evoke pain or sorrow in response to 

the subject’s suffering, absent a critical analysis of power, this reading practice lacks the moral 

weight to compel action or motivate an individual to engage in social change. Ultimately, Boler 

depicts the social imagination reading model as carrying the significant risk of resulting in a 

passive empathy founded on “consumptive objectification” (p. 258). By this, Boler means that 
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the reader uncritically positions herself as a judge of the Other’s experience. She consumes their 

narrative and claims to then know what it is like to go through this ordeal. While she understands 

that she has not actually experienced this particular form of suffering, she may assume that her 

reading has allowed her to approximate it through her imagination. In uncritically claiming 

knowledge or familiarity with the subject’s suffering, the reader flattens the historical context 

and cultural specificity of the Other. Boler summarizes, “[T]he social imagination reading model 

is a binary power relationship of self/other that threatens to consume and annihilate the very 

differences that permit empathy” (1997, p. 258). While it may be possible for a reader to 

immerse themselves in a text so deeply that it provokes meaningful reflection, what Boler aims 

to warn against in her critique is the risk of presupposing that ability to fully identify with the 

Other simply through reading a text. Without clear guardrails on the limits of our imaginative 

abilities, the social imagination reading model risks producing a form of empathy that diminishes 

the suffering of the Other by morphing it into an easily digestible learning tool for the edification 

of the reader. 

5.1.2 Oversimplification of Moral Life  

In addition to the danger of consumptive objectification, the social imagination reading 

model risks oversimplifying moral life. As noted earlier, the passive empathy produced by this 

reading practice decontextualizes the experience of the Other in order to allow the reader to 

identify with the subject. By offering an easy identification, the reader does not have to grapple 

with complex moral questions related to her own assumptions or potential complicity in 

perpetuating systems of injustice. As Boler explains, “[T]he relationship between reader and text 

is a shifting confessional: passive empathy absolves the reader through the denial of power 

relations. The confessional relationship relies on a suffering that is not referred beyond the 
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individual to the social” (p. 261). Instead of engaging with the subject, the reader separates 

herself from the world of the Other. This allows her to treat the moral quandaries raised within 

the narrative as confined to a society far removed from her own, removing any personal stakes 

she might have in their resolution.  

Raising a concern similar to Boler’s (1997), in “Everybody’s Protest Novel,” James 

Baldwin (1998) criticizes the oversimplification of moral life advanced by what he refers to as 

the ‘protest novel.’ Using Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1853/2008) as a 

prototypical example, Baldwin argues that this genre, while well-intentioned, flattens moral 

issues into easily identifiable categories of good and bad. This is a noteworthy contrast to the 

praise Cooper bestowed on Stowe, as referenced in Chapter 4. While Baldwin briefly commends 

Stowe’s desire to expose the horrors of slavery, he strongly criticizes her depictions of Black 

characters, highlighting their lack of depth and realism. At Stowe’s hands, according to Baldwin, 

Black characters become stock figures whose main purpose is to advance her mission of proving 

slavery was wrong. In order to make her case more palatable, Stowe erases the humanity of her 

characters, oversimplifying them to the point of caricature. Baldwin (1998) explains, “In 

overlooking, denying, evading his complexity—which is nothing more than the disquieting 

complexity of ourselves—we are diminished and we perish; only within this web of ambiguity, 

paradox, this hunger, danger, darkness, can we find at once ourselves” (p. 13). He argues that 

Stowe uses Black characters as mere polemical devices to further her cause and grab the 

attention of the reader. They are not allowed to have flaws and imperfections, as this would 

reflect the true complexity of moral issues. Instead, the characters must be simple so that the 

resolution can be simple. As Baldwin points out, the protest novel is not concerned with truth in 

the sense touched on here, and inadvertently may fuel moral complacency. 
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By reducing the moral complexity of the characters and social issues, Stowe’s work and 

other protest novels give readers the false sense that these concerns do not require action on their 

part. Baldwin argues that this narrative genre seeks to shield readers from any unsettling 

questions that may arise, resisting any moral claim the text might have on us. Once removed 

from the weight of responsibility, “we receive a very definite thrill of virtue from the fact that we 

are reading such a book at all” (Baldwin, 1998, p. 15). Rather than feeling called to challenge 

injustice, readers assign moral value to the act of reading itself. Elaborating further on Baldwin’s 

critique, Jeff Frank (2014) summarizes his argument as follows, 

The way socially committed fiction works, according to Baldwin, is that it gives the 
reader an easy choice: it is clear that one should take the side of slave against the 
oppressive and dehumanizing forces of the slave-master…But, this easy choice keeps us 
from facing up to our own cruelty and our own fears. While we can make the easy 
choices presented by a novel like Uncle Tom’s Cabin, what do we do when we realize 
that blacks are moving into our neighborhoods and attending our schools? (p. 27) 

 
In addition to lauding readers for the mere act of reading about the Other, the protest novel also 

reduces the complexity of the social issue itself. Not only does it oversimplify the task; it 

oversimplifies the content. Rather than wrestling with complicated moral issues, full of 

contradiction and the mess of human life, the protest novel presents issues in a clearly defined 

binary. There is very little at stake for the reader—no chance for mistakes, misinterpretations, or 

uncertainty. Everything is laid out for the reader to breeze through, requiring minimal 

engagement or personal investment. 

As Baldwin demonstrates, the danger of oversimplification is not only that it hides the 

truth of its subject, though that is reprehensible on its own, but also that it absolves the reader of 

any further consideration of what she might be called to do in response to the depicted suffering. 

Just as consumptive objectification annihilates the Other, oversimplification preempts any 

critical self-reflection on the part of the reader. Instead of feeling challenged to unpack her own 
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assumptions or think more deeply about her ability to alleviate the Other’s suffering, the reader 

feels satisfied by the very act of reading. It is a beautiful thing to read for pleasure, insight, and 

connectedness with others, since all of this can be formative in a positive sense.  But if this is the 

only reading orientation students are invited into in school, we may be depriving them and 

society as a whole of important ethical resources in the ongoing quest for a more just order. 

While encouraging exposure to those of different social backgrounds, the social 

imagination reading model presumes to cultivate a “participatory imagination” in which one 

gains insight into the experience and emotion of the Other. However, as Boler (1997) and 

Baldwin (1998) demonstrate, by not requiring the reader to critically reflect on her own 

assumptions and relation to the social climate of the narrative subject, this reading practice may 

fall far short of motivating one towards democratic engagement. Instead, it may produce a 

passive empathy that risks flattening the Other to the point of annihilation. Rather than directing 

us to participate in more egalitarian practices, the social imagination reading model might 

convince readers that reading about the Other is a sufficient moral act in and of itself, reducing 

moral life to what we can easily conjure from the comfort of our imagination. 

5.2 Testimonial Reading as a Pity-Informed Practice 

As an alternative to the social imagination reading model, Boler (1997) offers testimonial 

reading as a practice that intentionally invites the reader to consider the power relations present 

in the narrative as well as the broader social climate in which both reader and subject exist. 

Rather than presuming a full identification with the Other, testimonial reading calls for the reader 

to bear responsibility to the narrative subject, bringing herself into conversation with the social 

milieu of the text. Boler (1997) argues, “Instead of a consumptive focus on the other, the reader 

accepts a commitment to rethink her own assumptions, and to confront the internal obstacles 
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encountered as one's views are challenged” (pp. 261–262). Unlike the previous model, the 

practice of testimonial reading requires the reader to critically self-reflect on her own 

positionality in relation to the Other. By bringing the self to the forefront, testimonial reading 

bypasses the ethical concern I raised from Kerdeman (2019) in Chapter 1. Rather than presenting 

an inaccurate image of empathy, which may mask the self-relatedness embedded within its 

structure, the self is explicitly implicated in relation to the social world of the text. 

While Boler (1997) refers to the emotional landscape of testimonial reading as a 

“semiotics of empathy” (p. 261), I would argue that its relational structure aligns with the 

reconceptualized understanding of pity that I have put forth in this project. She notes that 

although empathy is employed “to give the illusion of universalized experience,” it fails to 

authentically account for the dynamics between the individual and the collective. Again, because 

empathy involves identification with the Other, it inherently limits the extent to which we can 

engage in collective activity—true identification requires some level of proximity or similarity in 

order to yield genuine understanding. While reading can build a collective process wherein we 

connect with the broader social whole, empathy remains too narrow and dependent on one’s 

perspective to allow for this kind of expansiveness. However, as I articulated in Chapter 3, pity 

bridges universal and particular suffering, allowing us to attend to the shared vulnerability at the 

core of being human and the particular elements of one’s experience. For this reason, I would 

suggest that pity can enable the type of responsible engagement outlined in Boler’s (1997) 

testimonial reading.  

Before diving more deeply into the features of testimonial reading, it would be helpful to 

include a brief note about the relationship between testimonial reading and bearing witness. 

While both concepts stem from the work of Shosana Felman, they remain distinct ways of 
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engaging with testimony. As Hansen (2025) summarizes, bearing witness is an ethical 

orientation where the witness is summoned or compelled to attend to a significant event, whether 

tragic or beautiful. Whereas bearing witness conveys a sense of waiting and responding to the 

Other, without a precise destination in mind, testimonial reading is didactic. It prompts readers to 

engage with a text in a particular way for the general goal of having them reflect on their position 

in the context of broader power structures. While testimonial reading may be preparatory, in a 

very limited sense, for the ethical self-cultivation necessary for bearing witness, its purpose is 

instrumental, rather than appreciative. Though both bearing witness and testimonial reading 

engage with testimony to enrich moral life, the instrumental aims of testimonial reading render it 

useful for providing concrete, practical guidance for social justice education. 

In this section, I will consider how the features of testimonial reading demonstrate one 

manner in which a pity-informed lens could inform social justice educational pedagogy. I will 

begin by unpacking how the practice explicitly calls attention to the power relations embedded 

within a text. I argue that since the structure of pity moves from pitier to sufferer (e.g., as Nuyen 

noted, “A pities B for having condition C”), it inherently acknowledges one’s positionality 

relative to the pitied. By attending to this reality, pity can help cultivate one’s evaluative capacity 

for understanding how to approach or engage with the text. I will then explain how recognition 

of the limited imaginative capacity central to pity allows one to maintain an appropriate, medial 

distance from the suffering, preventing an overly simplistic identification that risks diminishing 

the experience of the Other. Lastly, I will suggest that these aspects of pity allow the reader to 

begin to see how she might be complicit in systems of social injustice.  
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5.2.1 Acknowledging Power Relations 

Contrasting the social imagination reading model, Boler argues that testimonial reading 

explicitly acknowledges the power relations present within a text. Readers should seek to 

understand the social dynamics influencing the narrative subject’s experience, while also 

considering how those same dynamics are present in their own lives. Unlike the consumptive 

focus of the previous model, wherein we view our reality as separate from the world of the text, 

Boler’s (1997) model calls upon us to identify “analogous social relations in our own 

environment, in which our economic and social positions are implicated” (p. 268). Testimonial 

reading requires that we bring our whole selves to our relationship with the text, unseating our 

role as judge and opening us up to a host of alternative positions as we reflect on the power 

relations represented. According to Adams et al. (2023), within a social justice educational 

context, it could be helpful to interpret power relations through a “multi-level conceptual 

framework that examines how social inequality is maintained and reproduced at three levels of 

social organization—the individual, the institutional, and the social/cultural” (p. 111). While 

these levels interact with and permeate one another, they offer an introduction to unpacking how 

we might understand power and analyze how it operates in different ways in society. 

As we consider what it might mean for our ‘self’ to be implicated, Boler identifies the 

multiple angles from which testimonial reading calls us to challenge our assumptions and world 

views. First, the reader is compelled to engage in “a self-reflective participation: an awareness 

first of [her]self as reader, positioned in a relative position of power by virtue of the safe distance 

of reading” (Boler, 1997, p. 263). Resisting passive empathy and consumptive objectification, 

this practice invites the reader to contrast the relative comfort with which she encounters the 

narrative in comparison to the subject. This “safe distance of reading” echoes the psychological 
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distancing inherent to pity. Just as pity maintains a medial distance that grants us general, but not 

intimate, knowledge of the Other’s suffering, testimonial reading heightens our awareness of our 

attempt to connect with the Other through a shared human experience, while respecting the 

particularity of their suffering as somewhat untranslatable. Our relative safety, reinforced by a 

separation in time or location, accentuates the position from which we meet this text. In contrast 

to the narrative subject, we are in a position of relative power and must acknowledge what that 

means for our interpretation of the Other. As a self-reflective participant, pity can help us stay 

attuned to our positionality in relation to the narrative subject. 

In asking readers to grapple with power relations in a text, testimonial reading invites the 

reader to reckon with her positionality. As discussed in Chapter 2, one’s recognition of the self as 

being in a more desirable or advantageous position does not necessarily indicate condescension. 

Echoing Nuyen’s identification of three elements to the structure of pity, an individual can pity 

the sufferer because of a particular condition, situation, or other limitation that restricts their 

agency or autonomy. This is not the same as an individual believing she, as a person, is superior 

to the sufferer. However, as the structure of pity acknowledges the Other’s condition or situation 

as more vulnerable or worse off than that of the pitier, dismissing the reality of one’s relative 

advantage (e.g., by not currently suffering) would be a form of condescension. Pity requires an 

honest recognition of the positional reality between oneself and the Other, spurring the pitier to 

consider what advantages—whether material, social, or epistemic—she possesses in relation to 

the sufferer. By honestly assessing the nature of her advantages, the pitier can come to 

understand where she has access to power that others may not. 

In addition to the “safe distance of reading,” Boler also explicates the responsibility that 

may be required for the reader to undertake. She notes that by engaging with a text, we may be 
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tasked with “an active reading practice that involves challenging [our] own assumptions and 

world views” (Boler, 1997, p. 263). In opening ourselves up to the task of testimonial reading, 

we have to be willing to interrogate our deeply held beliefs and potentially expose ourselves as 

complicit in the very social forces that cause the Other’s suffering. Returning to Baldwin’s 

(1998) critique of Stowe, this is one of the main points on which he believes that she fails to 

represent the truth. Baldwin argues that Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin “leave[s] unanswered 

and unnoticed the only important question: what it was, after all, that moved her people to such 

deeds” (1998, p. 12). Rather than demonstrating a willingness to question her own complicity 

and hold herself, as well as her fellow white countrymen, accountable, Stowe evades the true 

issue. According to Baldwin, she desires to address the horror of slavery, but not if it means 

revealing the deep-seated issues that have led to its development and sustenance over time.  

Rather than avoiding the difficult questions that may implicate the self in the Other’s 

suffering, testimonial reading encourages readers to be willing to face the experience and their 

role in it. This may require one to relinquish outdated or problematic modes of thinking as one 

seeks to identify an appropriate moral response. Analyzing Baldwin’s critique of Stowe, Frank 

(2014) demonstrates what it might mean to interrogate oneself, explaining, 

When the difficult reality of racism is expressed in its complexity in fictional works, a 
reader is given the opportunity to begin breaking free from the rehearsed responses 
associated with superficial thinking on racism, and begin developing new modes of 
response. For example, it is not enough for a fictional work to catalogue the horrors of 
slavery; the novelist must also aim to think about what lies behind the choices that drove 
scores of men and women to develop, support, sustain and defend the practice of slavery. 
(p. 29) 

 
The testimonial reader allows the challenge of interrogating herself to move her towards 

evolving her mindset. As she learns the issues with her prior modes of response, whether they 

relied on misinformation or deep-seated ignorance, she continues to dig deeper, unsettling more 
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and more assumptions and working to shift her perspective. While it may be uncomfortable, 

testimonial reading asks readers to adopt an open posture and come willing to sit through the 

discomfort for the purpose of supporting the Other. This may mean needing to challenge the very 

systems and structures that have granted her more power than others, putting herself at risk of 

needing to sacrifice some of her advantages in order to support the Other. 

5.2.2 Recognizing the Limits of Imagination 

In addition to acknowledging the power relations embedded within a text, understanding 

testimonial reading through the lens of pity allows us to leverage our limited imaginative 

capacity to resist an oversimplification of the moral landscape. Rather than collapsing a 

presumptive identification with one’s imagination, pity continually directs us to recognize what 

is, and may remain, unknown to us. We consider how our own experience of suffering and 

shared vulnerability might give an approximation of what the Other experiences, but always with 

the knowledge that this is incomplete and restricted—it is simultaneously as close as we can get 

while still remaining far removed from their actual experience. However, the value of 

acknowledging our limitations derives from the effort itself. In attempting to share in the Other’s 

suffering, we attend to our shared humanity, elevating the potential for deeper connection and 

motivation to alleviate the other’s pain.  

Cooper’s and Baldwin’s divergent interpretations of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s work helps 

illuminate the tension that surfaces when we examine how our limited imaginative capacity 

informs our understanding of our moral responsibility. When Cooper praises Stowe’s 

sympathetic knowledge, it is not necessarily to fully endorse the accuracy of her portrayal of the 

Black community. Instead, I would suggest that Cooper values Stowe’s attention to the suffering 

of the Other and her willingness to attempt to engage in a moral response.  
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Cooper (1892/2016) notes that the art of “thinking one’s self imaginatively into the 

experiences of others” (p. 89) is not a natural ability and must be intentionally learned and 

cultivated over time. It requires “a background and a substratum of sympathetic knowledge,” 

meaning that one cannot simply rely on one’s own experience, but must be in contact with the 

Other (p. 89). Cooper praises the “humility and love” Stowe brought to her interactions with the 

Black community, noting that her less exemplary counterparts “forget that underneath the black 

man’s form and behavior there is the great bed-rock of humanity, the key to which is the same 

that unlocks every tribe and kindred of the nations of the earth” (p. 89). While Stowe’s portrayal 

misses the mark, according to Baldwin, Cooper commends Stowe attempting to attend to the 

suffering of her Black countrymen.  

 Whereas empathy may fall into the trap of assuming that we can fully identify with the 

Other, pity inherently recognizes the limitation of our imaginative capacity. Because of this 

limitation, the pitier cannot rely solely on the self to guide one’s imagination, but must rely on 

either the Other or those in close contact with the Other to offer insights. Cooper indicates that 

Stowe implicitly understood that her personal experience of suffering allowed her to tap into the 

universal fear of our own frailty, but it did not grant the ability to imagine the particularity of 

Black suffering in Post-Reconstruction America. Stowe needed close contact in order to attune 

her sympathies to the unique features of the Other’s experience. One of her counterparts, 

William Dean Howells, failed to provide an authentic portrayal of Black life precisely because 

he relied so heavily on his own imagination. Cooper notes that Howells observed the Black 

community in limited contexts, exclusively in service roles, and as an outsider. Lacking 

meaningful engagement, Howells’ imagination could not discern the particularity of the Black 

American experience, resulting in a useless caricature.  
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 Bringing Baldwin (1998) into conversation with Cooper (1892/2016), perhaps the 

manner in which Stowe transgresses her limitations is in her move to construct a novel, rather 

than engaging in an alternative type of response. Cooper credits Stowe for her effort to see the 

Black community and expose the horrors of slavery for what they are. In Cooper’s understanding 

of sympathetic knowledge, this was an appropriate moral attempt to apply her limited 

imagination to respond to a moral issue. However, Baldwin points to the genre of the novel as 

exceeding Stowe’s powers. Whereas her limited imaginative capacity could equip her to write 

“an impassioned pamphlet,” it was too constricted for the level of truth expected in a novel 

(Baldwin, 1998, p. 12). This dynamic between Cooper’s and Baldwin’s interpretations of Stowe 

demonstrates the delicate nature of discerning an appropriate moral response. While Cooper 

acknowledges the effort, perhaps granting more credit due to the egregiousness of Stowe’s 

fellow writers, she does ultimately express a desire for Black writers to be able to offer their own 

portrayals. Even though she values Stowe’s contribution, Cooper, like Baldwin, acknowledges 

that it will ultimately fall short. However, she highlights that, in the face of the suffering Other, 

one should feel compelled to respond. 

 While Baldwin criticizes Stowe’s overreach, he does find value in stirring the 

imaginative capacity of another in order to cultivate a sense of moral concern. Throughout his 

work, Baldwin (1963/1993) frequently utilizes strong imagery to produce epistemic and affective 

associations. Noting the horrific treatment of Black American soldiers during the Second World 

War, Baldwin provides a visceral description to provoke a sense of pity from his readers, 

writing,  

You must put yourself in the skin of a man who is wearing the uniform of his country, is 
a candidate for death in its defense, and who is called a “n*gger” by his comrades-in-
arms and his officers; who is almost always given the hardest, ugliest, most menial work 
to do; who knows that the white G.I. has informed the Europeans that he is subhuman (so 
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much for the American male’s sexual security); who does not dance at the U.S.O. the 
night white soldiers dance there, and does not drink in the same bars white soldiers drink 
in; and who watches German prisoners of war being treated by Americans with more 
human dignity than he has ever received at their hands. (1963/1993, p. 54, asterisk mine). 

 
By writing in the second person, Baldwin invites his readers to put themselves in the experience 

of the Other, noting specifically that they consider the “skin of a man wearing the uniform of this 

country.” While the uniform is the outermost aspect of his appearance, Baldwin wants the reader 

to recognize that, even if they have worn this uniform, the skin color is the most salient feature, 

yielding such cruel and dehumanizing treatment as to unsettle one’s understanding of how this 

could happen to a fellow countrymen. He blends the familiar with the unfamiliar, provoking the 

reader through the recognition of the disparity between the treatment of Black soldiers. For him, 

pushing his reader to the limits of their imagination should provoke a kind of reckoning with 

someone else’s reality. While the reader cannot fully grasp the experience, it is precisely the 

stark differences that should prompt a moral response.  

As we have seen through Cooper’s and Baldwin’s responses to Stowe, there is a 

significant distinction between identification and imagination. Whereas identification risks 

oversimplifying moral life, a limited imagination challenges one to discern between the known 

and the unknown, the shared and the specific. Summarizing the importance of recognizing the 

limitations present in pity’s imaginative capacity, Boler (1997) writes, 

Through testimonial reading, then, one may recognize that I may imagine/feel the 
speaker’s anguish (as my own). However, I also recognize that I cannot know the other 
(by virtue of historical difference, and/or through recognition that one speaker cannot 
embody and represent the six million unquantifiable traumas of this historical epoch). 
Testimonial reading recognizes its own limits, obstacles, ignorances and zones of 
numbness, and in so doing offers an ally to truth’s representational crisis. (p. 266) 

 
The full identification presupposed by empathy constructs a false sense of collectivism by 

presumptuously promoting the notion of sameness. However, the limited imagination found 
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within pity builds community precisely because it leaves room for the unimaginable. Pity refuses 

to reduce the comprehension of trauma to simple analogies. It respects the cultural specificity of 

someone’s pain, while calling the reader to confront the social forces that lead to tragedy. 

5.2.3 Seeing Oneself as Complicit 

As pity allows us to deepen our understanding of our positionality and the limitation of 

our imagination, it becomes possible to guide a reader through the difficult experience of 

critically reflecting on our own potential role in social injustice. As noted in Chapter 4 during the 

discussion on the fear of losing one’s sense of self, it can be difficult to see oneself as either an 

active contributor to or complicit bystander in the suffering of another. However, we have a 

moral responsibility to examine how existing power structures create unjust conditions and to 

acknowledge that we inevitably behave in ways that may, intentionally or unintentionally, reify 

those structures. As educators, we can set an example for how an individual might confront the 

difficult reality of living in a system where we may have benefitted at the expense of others. 

Specifically, Nel Noddings’ (1998) “Thinking, Feeling, and Moral Imagination” offers crucial 

insight on how we might employ our limited moral imagination to see ourselves in the role of the 

perpetrator, redirecting our attention to the tragedy of the human condition and further attuning 

our experience of pity. 

As a means for engaging our moral imagination, Noddings (1998) summarizes Simon 

Wiesenthal’s personal narrative from The Sunflower (1998/2008). While imprisoned in a death 

camp, Wiesenthal was brought to a dying Nazi soldier’s bedside. The soldier confessed his many 

crimes against humanity, including burning an entire Jewish village alive, and asked Wiesenthal 

for absolution. Struggling with his sense of compassion and sheer horror, Wiesenthal left without 

saying anything. Years later, he continues to question whether he had acted morally. Noddings 
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reacts to Wiesenthal’s story with “a triple pity,” responding to the suffering of those who died in 

the village, the burdening of Wiesenthal with this moral dilemma, and the anguish of the dying 

Nazi soldier (1998, p. 136). 

At a symposium convened to debate the morality of Wiesenthal’s response, Noddings 

noted how quickly the various respondents imagined themselves from the vantage point of one of 

the victims. Reflecting further on this observation, Noddings (1998) wonders, 

But if any could imagine themselves as Karl [the dying Nazi solider], he or she did not 
say so. And yet, perhaps, if there is any hope that such horrors will not be repeated, that 
hope lies in exactly our undeveloped capacity to see ourselves as perpetrators, not just 
victims of evil. Is this an essential part of mature empathy—the capacity to imagine 
ourselves as perpetrators? (p. 138) 

 
While the symposium respondents acknowledged that they did not know with certainty how they 

would have responded if they were in Wiesenthal’s position, they did not appear to even consider 

what it would mean to find themselves in the role of the Nazi soldier. The respondents took it for 

granted that they would not be in the position of the perpetrator, likely assuming that their moral 

commitments would prevent such a situation. However, Noddings (1998) imagines the many 

moral beings who engaged in actions that led the young soldier to “participate in total evil” (p. 

144). Without absolving the young soldier of his guilt, Noddings calls attention to the adult 

professionals who contributed to the rise of Nazism, including teachers, judges, doctors, and 

military leaders, recognizing their culpability and shared guilt in Karl’s anguish, as well as the 

suffering of the many victims. She challenges her readers to imaginatively place ourselves in the 

position of these bystanders, enhancing our personal and collective understanding of how unjust 

systems are created and sustained. 

 Noddings’ (1998) reflection carves out an intriguing caveat within pity’s focus on the 

limited nature of our imaginative capacity. As noted previously, we are limited in our ability to 
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fully imagine the suffering of the Other. Recognizing these limitations to our imagination 

reduces the risk of oversimplifying the Other’s suffering and directs us to attend to the 

particularities of their situation. However, we are not nearly as limited in our imaginative 

capacity in relation to the self. Noddings’ work demonstrates the value of enlarging our moral 

imagination when considering the role we play in the social world, attempting to understand this 

role from multiple perspectives. Unlike our attempts to imagine the experience of the Other, we 

have the necessary substratum of background knowledge to imagine possible ways our actions 

impact those around us. Noddings models a willingness to imagine herself in the role of a 

perpetrator of social injustice. As testimonial reading suggests, acknowledging power relations 

may require that we implicate ourselves as contributors to and beneficiaries of systems of 

oppression. Critical self-reflection equips us with the ability to imagine ourselves as complicit in 

injustice, calling on us to grapple with potential feelings of discomfort, guilt, shame, and grief in 

order to bear our moral responsibility to those that suffer. 

5.3 Applying Testimonial Reading to a Social Justice Text: ‘Get Out’ 

In order to concretize the distinction between these two reading practices (the social 

imagination reading model and testimonial reading) within the context of social justice 

education, I have chosen to analyze a widely known and critically acclaimed film that tackles a 

social issue in a rich and provocative manner. The film Get Out (Peele, 2017) provides an 

intriguing opportunity to apply these reading practices to a modern text, demonstrating how we 

might enrich our pedagogical approach through an intentional focus on naming power relations 

and a willingness to implicate the self. The film serves as a particularly innovative text for 

introducing students to the practice of testimonial reading. 



145 
 

In this section, I will begin with a synopsis of the plot of the film. I will then offer an 

analysis in accordance with the critiques related to the social imagination reading model and the 

opportunities offered by testimonial reading. In doing so, I hope to provide a concrete example 

of how pity can inform one element of social justice educational pedagogy. 

5.3.1 Synopsis of ‘Get Out’ 

The film opens with Chris, a Black photographer, heading for a weekend trip with his 

girlfriend Rose, who is white, to meet her family. While Chris finds Rose’s family to behave 

oddly, he initially attributes it to their oversensitivity to the interracial dynamics. Rose’s mother 

Missy, a psychiatrist, insistently offers Chris a hypnotherapy session to help him quit smoking. 

Though Chris declines, Missy uses the sound of a spoon stirring in a teacup to induce him into a 

trance. While in the trance, Missy prompts him into the “sunken place,” a dark void of Chris’s 

consciousness where he can no longer move his body. In the morning, he wakes as if from a 

dream, but realizes he no longer desires to smoke. Chris then joins the family’s annual event, 

where is asked several uncomfortable questions by the white guests concerning the skills and 

attractiveness of Black people. Chris takes photos of the event, including Walter, a Black 

groundskeeper who works for Rose’s family. The camera flash startles Walter, causing him to 

become hysterical and shout at Chris to get out. Rose’s father removes Walter from the event, 

claiming he had a seizure. As Rose brings Chris away from the gathering, the guests appear to 

have a silent auction, with Rose’s father holding a photo of Chris, as though he is the prize.  

Later, Chris sends Walter’s photo to his friend Rod who recognizes him as a missing man 

from Brooklyn. Chris then discovers photos of Rose with different Black men, presumably her 

ex-boyfriends, though she previously said Chris was the first Black man she had dated. When 

Chris tries to leave, Rose stops him and Missy, using the spoon stirring in the teacup, induces 
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him back to the “sunken place.” Chris wakes to find he is strapped to an armchair and learns that 

Rose’s family has been transplanting the brains of their wealthy white friends into the bodies of 

Black people, allowing them to embody their desirable traits while leaving the Black person’s 

consciousness trapped in the “sunken place.”  

When Missy returns to trigger the “sunken place,” Chris reveals that he has plugged his 

ears with stuffing from the armchair. He escapes, killing members of Rose’s family as they try to 

prevent him from leaving. As he drives away, Rose catches up and they struggle. Chris begins to 

strangle Rose, but cannot bring himself to kill her. A police car arrives and Chris surrenders, 

knowing they will not believe him. Instead, Chris’s friend Rod appears from the police car, 

saving Chris and leaving Rose on the street. 

5.3.2 Applying a Pity-informed Reading Practice to ‘Get Out’ 

Using Get Out in a social justice educational setting, educators may guide students 

through the practice of testimonial reading, infusing a pity-informed approach to an analysis of 

the film. Since pity contains cognitive, affective, and motivational dimensions, it directs us to 

attend to students’ beliefs about Others’ suffering, their feelings of sorrow in response to that 

suffering, and motivation to alleviate the suffering. A testimonial reading practice allows 

educators to unpack each of these dimensions, guiding them through a process that resists a 

consumptive approach to viewing Get Out.  

An educator could begin by first inviting students to share how the film resonated with 

them. Writer and director Jordan Peele employs elements of the horror genre to offer a visceral 

and terrifying depiction of the experience of racism. Subverting many common horror tropes, 

Peele portrays his character’s terror as primarily psychological, rather than just physical. Because 

the horror genre typically evokes strong emotional responses from audiences, mainly fear, the 



147 
 

film naturally lends itself to basic elements of the social imagination reading model. Students 

may identify correlations between the fear they experience as viewers and the fear Chris 

experiences as the film’s subject. While some may express an empathetic identification through 

this shared fear, others may problematize this comparison, emphasizing the seriousness of 

racism. 

Encouraging students to apply a critical lens to elements that indicate they might be 

encountering the text through the social imagination reading model, an educator might prompt 

students to evaluate the effectiveness of the film in conveying its message. Students may 

consider the artistic and ethical concerns for using the horror genre as a means for portraying 

social justice and whether this oversimplifies or reduces the complexity of social issues. While 

the film provides a rich narrative structure for exploring racism, by Baldwin’s (1998) standards, 

one could argue that Get Out falls victim to the shortcomings of the protest novel, manifesting 

Boler’s critiques of the social imagination reading model. For a majority of the film, Peele 

(2017) builds a complex analogy for stripping someone of their bodily autonomy and fetishizing 

the Black body. Yet at the end, he provides a cathartic moment, releasing the fear and anxiety 

that has intensified over the brisk 104-minute runtime. Instead of tragedy, Peele chooses joy.  

I would argue that though Baldwin would likely value the authentic and deeply human 

character development of Chris, he may fault the film for relying on an overly reductive good–

bad binary. The moral landscape of the film, particularly as affirmed in Rod’s heroic rescue of 

Chris at the end, does not sufficiently challenge the audience to consider complex issues. It is too 

easy to identify the racist body snatchers as the villains, allowing one to readily view oneself 

with the hero. In order to stir students’ capacity for critical engagement, an educator might ask 

students to reflect on their emotional response to the film’s climax, prodding them to complicate 
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the notion of what would be necessary for the film to offer an appropriate moral response to this 

current social climate.  

Although the ending of the film echoes some of Baldwin’s critiques of the protest novel, 

infusing aspects of testimonial reading can elevate its potential to foster critical self-reflection for 

students. While the film scene of Get Out potentially diminishes some of its moral impact, Peele 

publicly acknowledged that he originally concluded the film quite differently. Addressing the 

development process and his decision to alter the ending, Peele explained it was done in response 

to the national climate during the release. While he initially conceived of the project at the 

beginning of the Obama administration, when people started referring to the United States as 

“post-racial,” the film opened in the spring shortly after the start of the Trump administration 

(Ahern, 2017). In the original version, as Chris strangles Rose in order to escape, a police car 

pulls up to the scene. Instead of Rod appearing to save the day, a white police officer, who had 

previously racially profiled Chris, arrests him and brings him to prison. Discussing the original 

ending, Peele stated, “So the ending in [the Obama] era was meant to say, ‘Look, you think race 

isn’t an issue?...Well at the end, we all know this is how this movie would end right here” 

(Ahern, 2017). In contrast, Peele clarified his motivations for the change, stating, “It was very 

clear that the ending needed to transform into something that gives us a hero, that gives us an 

escape, gives us a positive feeling when we leave this movie” (Ahern, 2017). While Peele 

seemingly revised the ending as an act of care for the Black community, it inadvertently absolves 

the non-Black audience members from having to grapple with their self-implication in the 

structures that would unconsciously ascribe truth to the testimony of a white woman like Rose 

and suspicion to the testimony of a Black man like Chris. Whereas the original ending was 
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designed to confront the misperception of post-racialism, the revised version explicitly aimed to 

serve as a form of escape. 

By acknowledging the contrast between the original and theatrical endings, Get Out 

provides a rich opportunity to invite students to engage in an affective and metacognitive 

reflection, beginning to shift how they think about texts and deepen their understanding of how 

power shapes which stories are heard and how they might function to reify or challenge existing 

power structures. First, students could be directed to examine their emotional engagement with 

the film, considering how they responded emotionally to the content and characters. They could 

be prodded to reflect more deeply on the identities of those for whom they felt pain or sorrow, 

such as whether they share social identities (such as race, gender, class) with these characters. 

Reflecting on the ways they experienced pity for some characters and not others, they could 

begin to recognize their own limitations in imagining the suffering of those of different cultural 

and social backgrounds, recognizing this response as a characteristic of pity. Students could then 

be encouraged to process their emotional response to the different endings, considering how each 

ending compelled them to respond. As the students are guided through this reflective process, 

they may begin to make connections between the nature of their emotional engagement and the 

motivation to act in a meaningful way. The joyful ending may have left them feeling uplifted, 

while the tragic ending may have left them feeling enraged, upset, or defeated. Students may 

continue to reflect on the relationship between emotions and motivation for social change. 

In addition to the analysis of their emotional engagement with the film, an educator may 

challenge students to examine the multiple levels of the power relations shaping this film. By 

adding this narrative understanding of how the film developed in response to a shifting political 

climate, an educator can enhance the layers of complexity informing the students’ relationship 
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with the text. Now, they consider not only the dynamics between Chris and Rose’s family, but 

also how the revision to the ending reflects broader social dynamics and how the film industry 

and screening audiences influenced the final cut. As students move through their reflection on 

the text, they move closer towards the self-implication prompted by testimonial reading, with 

pity further attuning their understanding of their own positionality in relation to the Other. 

By encouraging students to consider their emotional engagement with Get Out, as well as 

the power relations infused in both the film and the process of making it, much like Rousseau, an 

educator can employ a pity-informed education to sharpen their students’ perception of the 

suffering of others, their distance from the experience, and the call to respond with care and 

moral action. 

5.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have considered one concrete manner in which pity might inform social 

justice pedagogy. By focusing on the student’s relationship to a text, I have ventured to 

demonstrate how the preceding analysis of pity might be put to practical use by educators. I 

began with Boler’s (1997) critique of the social imagination reading model, identifying two 

significant risks embedded in this approach: the risk of consumptive objectification, wherein the 

narrative subject is flattened and decontextualized for the purpose of easy identification, and the 

risk of oversimplification of the moral landscape, wherein social issues are reduced to a good–

bad binary that misrepresents the difficulty of moral life. Both of these risks have the potential to 

produce a passive empathy that comforts readers with the belief that further moral action is not 

required of them. 

Contrasting this model, I introduced Boler’s concept of testimonial reading as an 

alternative approach. Since testimonial reading involves the explicit engagement with power 
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relations, I argued that it could be understood as informed by the reconceptualized understanding 

of pity I have introduced in this project. I demonstrated how pity, through a limited imaginative 

capacity, directs the reader to critically reflect on the potential complicity in systems of social 

injustice. I concluded with an analysis of how an educator might use a modern text, specifically 

the film Get Out, to infuse a pity-informed approach into their pedagogical practice. Through 

testimonial reading, social justice educators may be able guide students through this challenging 

process of reflecting on their own sources of power and committing to engage in moral action. 
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Conclusion 

It has been troubling to work on a project that takes a critical stance towards empathy 

during this current historical moment. At a time when the political discourse in the United States 

has led people to cynically portray empathy as toxic or a corruption of Judeo-Christian and other 

religious traditions’ values, I have hesitated over whether this is the right time for this project. 

However, I believe that reaffirming the moral value of other-regarding emotions through a robust 

reexamination of their key characteristics and moral benefit can only strengthen their resilience 

and relevance during a time of such challenge and scrutiny.  

Pity, sympathy, compassion, and empathy all attend to different features of moral and 

social life. As I noted in Chapter 1, I have been apprehensive about what I perceive to be a 

prioritization of empathy in social justice educational spaces. In my experience, some educators 

have assigned inherent value to empathy, articulating it as the ability to put oneself in someone 

else’s shoes. However, I observed a lack of critical reflection on what this general understanding 

of empathy implied about our ability to imagine the experiences of other people. I found my 

uncertainty affirmed through Deborah Kerdeman’s (2019) assertion that, “Not only is empathy 

ontologically impossible: it also is presumptuous and ethically problematic… Empathy is a form 

of self-relatedness, masquerading as care” (p. 4). This set me on a path to try to identify an 

alternative social emotional capacity that might more appropriately attend to the Other, while 

acknowledging our limitations and the inescapability of the lens of the self. I found this 

alternative emotion in the form of a concept adjacent to empathy: pity. 

C.1 Review of Research Questions 

Throughout this dissertation, I have set out to develop a reconceptualized understanding 

of pity. Acknowledging the weight of modern negative connotations with the term, I was drawn 
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to the potential for an examination of the philosophical understanding of pity. The research 

questions guiding my project were:  

1. What are the key characteristics of a philosophical understanding of pity?  

2. What are the moral implications of pity? In light of such implications, how might we 

conceive the relationship between pity and justice? 

3. In what ways might a philosophical understanding of pity inform or influence moral and 

social justice education? 

In order to address these questions, I undertook a conceptual analysis of pity, with particular 

attention to its relationship to justice. I followed Sheffield’s (2004) “working definition” of the 

philosophic method to structure the inquiry: 1) analysis; 2) clarification; and 3) criticism.  

C.2 Outcomes 

In Chapter 2, I synthesized philosophical literature relevant to pity and its potential role 

in social justice education. I discussed its core features, examining its cognitive, affective, 

evaluative, and motivational dimensions. I reviewed the moral implications of pity, parsing the 

different perspectives into those that view pity as morally harmful or worthless, morally neutral 

or situationally appropriate, and morally beneficial. As a result of this literature review, I 

developed a clarified characterization of pity, a key goal of this project.  

 With this reconceptualization of pity, based on the literature, I sought to consider what 

this might bring to bear on moral and social justice education. As I conceived of the chapters that 

followed, I understood them to build my argument by responding to these questions: 

1. What is the moral value of pity? 

2. Why might this matter for social justice education? 

3. How might pity inform our pedagogical practices in social justice education? 
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What is the moral value of pity? 

In Chapter 3, building upon Rousseau’s identification of pity as the first relative 

sentiment, I argued that pity plays an instrumental role in an individual’s moral development. I 

provided a sketch of the moral work of pity, identifying its unique contributions to moral life. In 

contrast to an Aristotelian approach, which centers pity on a question of whether one’s suffering 

is deserved or undeserved, I introduced a Rousseauian approach to pity, which shifts the focus 

from desert attribution to other-dependence. I argued that it offers a more expansive approach to 

moral life, recognizing the complexity of our current moment. By using a Rousseauian approach 

to parse the moral work of pity, it becomes clear that this moral social emotion has much to 

contribute beyond advancing compassion. As we shift our focus to that which limits autonomy, 

we allow ourselves to better attend to the humanity of all members of society. Rather than 

reserving our care for those we deem to be undeserving of their suffering, pity calls upon us to 

recognize the expansiveness of moral responsibility, complicating what it means to enact justice 

within the context of structural oppression.  

Why might this matter for social justice education? 

In Chapter 4, I examined the potential for pity to serve as a bridge between universal and 

particular suffering. Just as pity can demonstrate the universality of the human experience, it can 

also illuminate the particularity of individual and culturally specific forms of suffering. In order 

to make this argument, I explored student resistance to learning about social injustice. Drawing 

on Anna Julia Cooper (1892/2016) and James Baldwin (1963/1993), I argued that student 

resistance reflects an epistemic–affective misalignment that hinders their perceptual abilities. I 

then demonstrated how pity can work to resolve this misalignment and redirect students’ 

attention to various forms of suffering in the world. 
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How might pity inform our pedagogical practices in social justice education? 

In Chapter 5, I proposed that one way in which pity can inform social justice education is 

by directing our attention to power relations. Using Megan Boler’s (1997) critique of what she 

refers to as the “social imagination reading model” (p. 258), I argued that empathy-informed 

practices to learning about social justice risk oversimplification of the moral landscape. Through 

Boler’s work on testimonial reading, I argued that a pity-informed reading practice calls upon us 

to acknowledge our positionality relative to the Other, encouraging a mindful consideration of 

how we benefit from and contribute to various systems of societal oppression. 

C.3 Limitations 

While I have ventured to offer a revitalized understanding of pity, I recognize that many 

educators may not be interested in embracing the term ‘pity’ due to its post-Nietzsche historical 

association with the contemptuous form. My hope for this project is not necessarily for the term 

to gain wide acceptance and replace ‘empathy’ in social justice education. Instead, it has been to 

think critically about what kind of moral emotion is possible and appropriate in the face of the 

tragic. By problematizing some of the taken for granted elements of empathy, I hope to have 

sparked deeper reflection on what it means to attend to the suffering of the Other and 

consideration on what type of language we might use to describe our attempt to understand new 

and unfamiliar perspectives. 

Additionally, as a conceptual analysis, this project resides in the realm of theory and 

abstraction. While I have tried to offer concrete examples of how one might apply this analysis 

to one’s pedagogical practices, it may need additional qualitative attention to determine its 

applicability to a broad range of educational contexts. 
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C.5 Future Directions 

To address some of the limitations noted above, future work could consider the 

arguments I have presented here through an interdisciplinary approach. Bringing this work into 

conversation with psychology, social work, and student development theory could yield 

invaluable insights concerning how we balance challenge and support for students experiencing 

resistance to learning about social injustice. 

Additionally, for this project, I focused my research specifically on pity. However, I 

recognize that there exists an entire constellation of moral social emotions that can speak to the 

needs of our current moment. Just as I have worked to reconceptualize pity, it would be 

beneficial to reimagine the other altruistic emotions, potentially offering a truly robust lens 

through which to reflect on and respond to complex moral situations. 

C.6 Choosing Pity as a Moral Response 

 In closing, I return to the writing of James Baldwin, whose exquisite prose inspired much 

of this project and continues to challenge me to interrogate my assumptions about power. 

Baldwin (1963/1993) narrates about a time he and his friends were denied service in a bar 

because the bartender assumed they were too young. As the altercation unfolds, Baldwin 

observes how not a single other patron offered to help them. When the matter resolves, a young 

man tries to strike up a conversation, but they decline to engage, noting that he had not spoken 

up for them just moments prior. Baldwin (1963/1993) ends his account of this experience with 

the following stunning passage, 

But when one of us, a Korean War veteran, told this young man that the fight we had 
been having in the bar had been his fight, too, the young man said, “I lost my conscience 
a long time ago,” and turned and walked out. I know that one would rather not think so, 
but this young man is typical. So, on the basis of the evidence, had everyone else in the 
bar lost his conscience. A few years ago, I would have hated these people with all my 
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heart. Now I pitied them, pitied them in order not to despise them. And this is not the 
happiest way to feel towards one’s countrymen. (p. 56) 

 
Though there is an element of tragedy in his words, there is beauty in his unwillingness to 

dismiss this young man, even as he himself is being dismissed. Baldwin challenges us to not 

respond to hopelessness with rage, or cruelty with hatred. Instead, he chooses to respond with 

pity. In spite of unimaginable loss and suffering, he refuses to ignore the humanity of the Other, 

preserving that shared sense of humanity that one day may blossom into mutual recognition as 

we seek to build a more just world. 
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