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Radical Empathy 

As we go about our work as teacher educators, we feel that we are experiencing a 

hardness in the people in the world around us. This malaise seems to be centered on self above 

all else. It reminds us of the old mantra, survival of the fittest. As we emerge from the cocoons 

imposed upon us by a COVID19-ravaged world, in our faces in the United States, is the war in 

Ukraine, hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes and their aftermath, school shootings, road rages, 

inflation at the gas pumps, inflation in basic goods, increased homelessness, and suicide rates 

along with despair and loneliness. We read and hear more about increasing lags and gaps in 

children’s learning performance due to the added challenges of the long COVID days of online 

learning coupled with the opportunity gaps that are exacerbated by income, healthcare and 

eldercare historical and racial disparities and inequities. 

As educators who work with preparing the next generation of teachers and professors, 

what are we to make of this (dis)ease? If there is one thing that COVID should have taught us, it 

is that we live in an interconnected world and our actions and interactions impact one another 

whether we are near or far away. How can we learn to live together more peacefully, if we do not 

care for each other and the Earth?  As editors of Ubiquity - Praxis, we contend that we need to 

exhibit care for all people and animals on this planet whether we are near or far away from each 

other. How can we exhibit care? We believe a first basic step in caring is empathy.   

  In researching empathy, we found out that there are many ways for developing an 

understanding of what another person might be thinking, feeling, saying or doing. Developing 

empathy may come from our reading of historical texts such as seen in historical empathy (see, 

for example, Foster & Yeager, 1998) or critical empathy when we are striving for social justice 

and human rights (for example, Bullough, 2019). Epistemic empathy is also essential for 
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developing empathy. It requires us as educators to imagine the emotional and intellectual 

experiences of another person when doing a task. We take on their “moments of sensemaking” 

(Jaber, 2021; p. 439) to connect with them during our teaching. We believe that empathy, while 

stemming from feelings coming out of our different knowledges and experiences, must be 

interconnected with empathetic action to be impactful. Words without the accompanying actions 

may be deemed useless. 

It is not our purpose to provide a review on empathy but merely to whet our curiosity 

about why empathy is needed in our world today in general and in teacher education in 

particular. Empathy is vital for the education of our children, in particular, children who look 

different from their teachers, come from a different class, country or cultural or linguistic or 

gendered or ability background. We may have very different responses from each other to tragic 

events based on our relationship and identity with the person or persons being targeted. So, for 

example, when you observed George Floyd being kneed to death, what was your reaction?  

When you saw the mass shooting the LGBTQ Pulse, nightclub patrons in Orlando? When you 

read, saw or heard about the Asian women and others who were killed in the beauty spa in 

Atlanta, or the mass shootings at the Uvalde School in Texas, what was your response? What 

about your reactions to the attacks on Jewish worshippers at synagogues? People have responded 

differently and the question is, would my response be different if I were of the same race as that 

person or that group of people?  Because we may not look like or identify with a particular group 

of people, does it mean our reactions would be different if they were not of my group, my 

pigmentation, my cultural background, my sexual orientation, my faith and so on and so on, 

because we know or do not know them?  It is imperative that we learn about ourselves, our 

thinking and understandings of different knowledge systems while learning about each other as 
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well. Halpern, and Weinstein (2004) suggest that empathy entails three conditions. First, seeking 

the individual perspective of another; this can serve as an important motivation and 

encouragement to place one’s self in another’s circumstances and accepts that he or she 

possesses the same rights. Second, empathy involves a genuine effort to get to know the Other 

and his or her perspectives. Third, empathy involves emotional as well as cognitive openness, 

and the toleration of ambivalence; this ambivalence entails viewing differences as an enriching 

part of creating an ongoing workable relationship. For these reasons, becoming able to empathize 

with the Other’s experiences and narratives is probably one of the most challenging goals for 

intercultural and anti-racist education.  

Blumenfeld (2019) describes the case of the “Bad Samaritan” during which one friend 

watched while the other friend raped and murdered a child.  While the rapist and murderer got 

life imprisonment the bystander, got off free. When questioned about this on a radio show, the 

bystander said: 

How much am I supposed to sit down and cry about his…The simple fact remains 

that I did not know this little girl. I don’t know starving children in Panama. I do 

not know people dying of disease in Egypt (Blumenfeld, 2019; p. 195). 

We, in this editorial, propose a different kind of empathy, one that is more radical, one mired in 

social justice and seen, for example, in the work of Gustavo Esteva (2023), “The Radical 

Otherness of the Other.” Esteva (2023) describes the case of a capitalistic class system of 

agrarian reform and oppression in Mexico, the privileging of European knowledge over peasant 

knowledge or the “marginalization of one system of knowledge by another” (p. 122). In a 

nutshell, the peasants “were not listened to” and their cultural knowledge of the land was 

marginalized and not respected.  As Esteva (2023) writes: 
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The decisions taken were based on a series of ideological premises that were 

almost never exposed to analysis, being, as they were, established in the 

perception as a priori categories of consciousness. Those premises still support the 

dominant knowledge system: among them, particular1y, the conviction that so-

called scientific research is the only legitimate and acceptable source of 

knowledge and that only by starting with it, through teaching and extension, is it 

possible to improve agricultural practices (p. 116). 

Imagine a world in which everybody’s knowledge systems had equal respect, were 

acknowledged and celebrated and where one’s cultural practices were not deemed superior to 

another and that no one would be frowned upon, dismissed as inconsequential or relegated to the 

Other category because they would be seen, heard and listened to? Imagine, no erasures of others 

as Barbosa (2022) reports about popular movements of Latin America and the Caribbean and the 

geopolitics of knowledge and its multiple erasures. Cries for help would not be ignored because 

of, “I don’t know you.” We believe that epistemic empathy, must be an integral part of school 

curricula, libraries, museums, any repositories of knowledge.  Other knowledge systems need to 

be invited to those spaces where only one knowledge is privileged written about and celebrated. 

Radical empathy, requires a change in our knowledge base that is critical and steeped in social 

justice and that breaks down barriers of unknowing and generations of erasures.  Radical 

empathy is anchored in ideologies of “building a beloved community.” Civil rights leader, John 

Lewis, refers to this ideological frame of mind as “a society based on simple justice that values 

the dignity and the worth of every human being” (Lewis, 2012, p. 12). Lewis believes that this 

work starts with personal transformation from within. This is where radical empathy begins. 
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Our editorial for this open call was inspired by the work of Pytash, Writing As an Act of 

Empathy and Vulnerability. The author worked with MAT teachers in a juvenile detention 

center, during a summer learning institute. In this service learning project, dedicated to providing 

prosthetic hands to children in need, through a nonprofit organization, the students from the 

detention center read stories and wrote letters and poems about loss and hope as they learned 

from those without hands. The students and their teachers exhibited empathy through the act of 

teaching and writing as they learned about each other and those without hands.  

Our second article by Andrei & Finch, Teaching Newcomers English Learners: Visuals 

and Realia in Remote Learning, does not look at empathy specifically but indirectly the article 

could show how teachers enacted empathy, in particular, epistemic empathy by anticipating and 

responding to the learning needs of the students.  The reflections on practice showed the 

responses made for supporting online teaching with English learners through the use of visuals 

and realia while responsively employing different online teaching software such as zoom and 

Microsoft teams. In this article, the authors also showed empathy in working collaboratively and 

in recognizing their learning from each other. 

We thank all our reviewers for their support and we challenge all of us to become more 

empathetic and in particular, to grow in radical empathy! 
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