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If properly engaged, the social economy has the potential not only to improve social, economic and 
environmental outcomes for people and the planet, but also to contribute to new state forms that 

extend beyond the social economy itself; to be a part of a new and more just relationship between the 
state and citizens. (Downing & Amyot, 2010) 

I teach, do research, and write because I am concerned about the future of life upon this planet, and I 
want to play some part in the creation of a more humane, just, and joyful world. I pursue these 

activities as I do because I believe that in order for the society of the future to provide an environment 
in which life can survive and flourish, awareness, outrage, empathy, and a sense of empowerment 

must be more widely dispersed. (Berlak, 1989) 

 

Context 

According to the World Food Program’s 2010 Annual Report, one in six people in 

the world is undernourished. In 2009, UNICEF stated that over nine million 

children under the age of 5 die every year, the vast majority of them (80%) from 

preventable deaths. The World Health Organization announced in 2008 that nearly 

one billion people lacked access to safe drinking water and over one billion people 

practiced open defecation. According to Elkington (2010), the global population is 

expected to exceed nine billion by mid-century, with more than half of humanity 

concentrated in urban areas. 

In 2005, the International Labour Organization revealed that forced labour and 

human trafficking had reached combined annual profits of US $44.3 billion, 

ascending to third position in organized crime, after the arms and narcotics trade, 

respectively. Human Rights Watch estimates that hundreds of thousands of children 

are currently serving as soldiers for both rebel groups and government forces in 

armed conflicts. In juxtaposition to this, UNICEF reminds us that 100 million 

children are currently not in school (2009).  

In his 2006 Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, Mohammad Yunus reminded us 

that 94% of the world income goes to 40% of the population, meaning that 60% of 

people live on just 6% of world income. Furthermore, half of the world population 

lives on two dollars a day and over one billion people on less than a dollar.  
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Meanwhile, according to the 15th Annual World Wealth Report for 2011, there are 11 

million millionaires on the planet and close to 100,000 ‘super rich,’ each with assets 

of more than $30 million, who together control $42.7 trillion of global resources. 

Finally, scientists are warning us about major impending environmental threats. 

According to United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC), climate change is one of the most fundamental challenges ever to 

confront humanity, with consequences including the rise of sea-level, shifts in 

growing seasons and an increasing frequency and intensity of extreme weather events 

such as storms, floods and droughts. Already, we are beginning to see the dire 

humanitarian crises unfold in response to rapidly increasing water and food scarcity. 

“The uncomfortable truth is that the nature and scale of the economic, social, 

environmental, and governance challenges we face are unparalleled” (Elkington, 

2010, p. 2). And as Nussbaum (2010) warns: “They have no hope of being solved 

unless people once distant come together and cooperate in ways they have not 

before” (p. 79). Yet, despite a mountain of evidence gathered by social scientists 

demonstrating that the world has sufficient resources to address the aforementioned 

social injustices, we continue to tolerate a ‘systematic empathic failure’ of global 

proportions (Trout, 2009). Having said this, Rifkin (2009) explains: 

A radical new view of human nature is emerging in the biological and 
cognitive sciences and creating controversy in intellectual circles, the 
business community, and government. Recent discoveries in brain 
science and child development are forcing us to rethink the long-held 
belief that human beings are, by nature, aggressive, materialistic, 
utilitarian, and self-interested. The dawning realization that we are a 
fundamentally empathic species has profound and far-reaching 
consequences for society. (p. 1) 

Research Objectives & Scope 

Empathy has been theorized by many leading philosophers and sages over the 

centuries, and in more recent decades, there has been a veritable explosion in 

empathy studies by researchers in a variety of disciplines including developmental 

psychology, social policy, biology, neuroscience and moral education. Indeed, 
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contemporary empathy studies is a vibrant multi-disciplinary field of inquiry, 

transcending both liberal arts and empirical science.  

With the intention of contributing to this dynamic discipline, my doctoral research 

explored the potential of empathy within the context of formal education. More 

specifically, my dissertation investigated how our innate capacity for empathy can be 

leveraged as a tool for positive, sustainable social change through the practice of 

‘Empathic Action.’ I also argued that a ‘Pedagogy of Empathic Action’ could serve 

to accelerate widespread empathic consciousness and social engagement – and that 

the broad-based adoption and diffusion thereof could have enormous implications 

for social change. 

Skoll (2006) affirms: “Our best hope for the future of humanity lies in the power and 

effectiveness of socially motivated, highly empowered individuals to fight for 

changes in the way we live, think, and behave” (p. v). And Clark (2006) reminds us 

that: 

The social inequalities which give rise to demands for social justice are 
firmly cemented into the structure of our socio-economic arrangements, 
and are maintained and reinforced by our social practices and ideological 
beliefs about the natural order of things. But social inequalities, from the 
most benign to the most oppressive, are what we as humans make them 
to be and their removal or elimination is something which citizens do, in 
large part, have the power to effect. (p. 274) 

One of the most powerful social institutions we have at our disposal to create an 

unprecedented pipeline of engaged global citizens is formal education. But in 

response to the hegemonic demands of industrialization and globalization, many 

scholars claim Western education has undergone dramatic changes in pedagogy, 

curricula and forms of school management, such that the modern educational 

experience has been corporatized, commodified (Ahlquist, 2003) and reconstructed 

to smother empathic proclivities (Schertz, 2004), a sense of morality and care (Stout, 

1999, Noddings, 2005) and narrative imagination and creativity (Robinson, 2006). As 

a whole, Miller (2000) believed “education has lost its way” (p. 12). More recently, 

Nussbaum (2010) has decried, “We are in the midst of a… world-wide crisis in 

education… of massive proportions and grave global significance” (p. 2 & 1). What 
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is being lost, she avows, is the cultivation of humanity, or in other words, “learning 

how to be a human being capable of love and imagination” (1997, p.14). 

Thus, at a time when the stakes are of such magnitude and “the rate and complexity 

of change escalating exponentially” (Drayton, 2010, p. 3), many education theorists 

are calling for both a “fundamental rethinking of the nature of pedagogy” (Kalantzis, 

2006, p. 7) and “systemic change that is transformational, not merely additive” 

(Quezada & Romo, 2004, p. 2). Ortega Ruiz & Mínguez (2001) assert: “In the face of 

global injustices and human suffering, there must be ‘a Copernican shift’” (p. 163). 

In response, a growing legion of educators is demanding intervention “founded upon 

the training of a critical conscience” (Ortega Ruiz & Mínguez, 2001, p. 169), and 

‘hopeful curriculum’ that places community, praxis and courage at its epicenter 

(Renner & Brown, 2006). Significantly, a spate of research on children’s psycho-

social development has revealed that their comprehension of “the social and political 

world emerges far earlier and their social and moral sensibilities are far more 

advanced that we previously thought” (Berman, 1998, p. 32). Thus, “if we are truly 

concerned with helping young people become good individuals and citizens, we must 

focus on empathy, ethics and service to provide students with the skills and 

experiences that give meaning to the concept of civility” (ibid). My dissertation’s 

proposed Pedagogy of Empathic Action aims to inspire a critical awakening in 

students, followed by action rooted in empathy.  

Specifically, my doctoral work endeavored to answer the following research 

questions: What is empathy? What is Empathic Action? What group of individuals is 

already practicing Empathic Action? How might narrative inquiry interviews with 

such individuals inform a Pedagogy of Empathic Action? And finally, what are the 

broad strokes of such a pedagogical approach? 

Theoretical Framework 

My proposed Pedagogy of Empathic Action was grounded in empathy studies from 

the following sources: 
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1. Empathy in the era of early Chinese philosophy, as informed by Mencius [c. 

372 – 289 BC] in his The Mencius [孟子]. 

2. Empathy in the era of scholasticism, as informed by Thomas Aquinas (c. 

1225-1274) in his Summa Theologiae (1265-74) 

3. Empathy in the era of empiricism, as informed by David Hume (1711-1776) 

in his A Treatise of Human Nature (1739-40). 

4. Empathy in the era of the enlightenment, as informed by Adam Smith (1723-

1790) in his The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759)  

5. Empathy in the era of post-rationalism, as informed by Arthur Schopenhauer 

(1788-1860) in his On the Basis of Morality (1840).  

6. Empathy in the era of modern aesthetics, as informed by Friedrich Vischer 

(1807-1887) in his doctoral thesis On the Optical Sense of Form: A Contribution to 

Aesthetics. 

7. Empathy in the era of modern psychology & psychotherapy, as informed by 

Harry Stack Sullivan (1892-1949), Carl Rogers (1902-1987) and Heinz Kohut 

(1923-1981). 

8. Empathy and neuroscience, as informed by Giacomo Rizollati and Marco 

Iacoboni. 

9. Empathy and evolution, as informed by Decety & Ickes and De Waal. 

10. Empathy and the nature vs. nurture debate, as informed by Charles Darwin 

in his On the Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871). 

11. Empathy and intersubjectivity/phenomenology, as informed by Matthew 

Schertz.  

12. Empathy and sustainability, as informed by Jeremy Rifkin in his The Empathic 

Civilization (2009). 

13. Empathy, morality and justice, as informed by Martin Hoffman in his 

Empathy and Moral Development: Implications for Caring and Justice (2000) and 

Michael Slote in his The Ethics of Care and Empathy (2007). 

14. Empathy and public policy, as informed by J.D. Trout in his The Empathy Gap 

(2009).  

15. Finally, empathy and education, as informed by Nel Noddings (2005, 2002, 

1984) who argues that relational caring ought to be a primordial goal for 
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education; Matthew Schertz (2007, 2006, 2004) who re-conceptualizes 

empathy as an ‘intersubjective gestalt’ and proposes ‘empathic pedagogy’ 

centered on dialogue; Boler (1999, 1994) who offers a critical look at ‘passive 

empathy’ and suggests ‘testimonial reading’ as practice by which to overcome 

it; and finally Verducci (2000, 1999), who posits that empathy’s connection to 

morality is more complex than generally assumed and that educators ought to 

pay greater attention to those complexities within the context of moral 

education. 

 

My research was also informed by narrative inquiry interviews that I conducted with 

eight social entrepreneurs. Consequently, another theoretical framework delineating 

my analysis was that of social entrepreneurship. Social entrepreneurship has been 

described as “the construction, evaluation and pursuit of opportunities for 

transformative social change carried out by visionary, passionately dedicated 

individuals” (Roberts & Woods, 2005, p. 49). And as Pearce & Kay (2003) explain, 

social entrepreneurship “is a practical manifestation of an altogether bigger project, 

namely changing the way society is run… It is about a different way of doing things, 

based on shared values. It is about a vision of the way people and organizations 

might work together for the common good, where private gain is tempered always by 

consideration for the needs of people and the planet” (p. 153).  

Given that my goal was to elucidate qualitative information to inform my thinking 

about a Pedagogy of Empathic Action, I used narrative inquiry because this approach 

is considered particularly well suited to explore how people make sense of their 

experiences (Nygren & Blom, 2001, Reason, 1996, p. 26). And the reason I chose to 

interview social entrepreneurs to inform a Pedagogy of Empathic Action is 

straightforward: without naming it as such, social entrepreneurs are ‘always-already’ 

engaged in Empathic Action. Indeed, social entrepreneurs are characterized as 

champions of transformative social change who “contribute to the welfare or well 

being in a given human community” (Peredo & McLean, 2006, p. 59) and are driven 

by a ‘socio-moral motivation’ (Nicholls, 2006) for social justice (Roberts & Woods, 

2005, Thake and Zadek, 1997). Thus, I believe they epitomize Empathic Action.  
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Description of Methods Used 

Using a purposive sample, I invited eight social entrepreneurs to participate in my 

research. The interviews took place over a 14-month period in several different cities: 

Wanda Bédard Founder of 60 million girls 

 www.60milliongirls.org 

February 12, 2009 (Montreal) 

Daniel Germain Founder of The Breakfast 
Clubs of Canada & The 
Montreal Millennium Summit  

www.breakfastclubscanada.org 

www.sommetmillenaire.org 

March 10, 2009 (Montreal) 

Jeremy Hockenstein Founder of Digital Divide 
Data 

www.digitaldividedata.org 

May 22, 2009 (Montreal/NY via 
Skype) 

Matt Flannery Co-Founder Kiva.org 

www.kiva.org 

November 30, 2009 (Toronto) 

Mary Gordon Founder of Roots of Empathy 
& Seeds of Empathy 

www.rootsofempathy.org 

www.seedsofempathy.org 

November 30, 2009 (Toronto) 

Rebecca Onie Founder of Health Leads 

www.healthleadsusa.org 

March 15, 2010 (Boston) 

John Wood Founder of Room to Read 

www.roomtoread.org 

April, 9, 2010 (Boston) 

Johann Koss Founder of Right to Play 

www.righttoplay.com 

April 12, 2010 (Toronto) 

 

Each interview was videotaped and lasted 30-90 minutes. Participants were asked the 

same twelve open-ended questions, as follows:  
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1. [Name], I’d like to begin by asking you to describe your childhood. What was 
your family life like? School life? Social life? 

2. What early experiences in your life come to mind that you believe 
contributed to your world-view or philosophy of life? 

3. As you grew into adulthood, what issues were important to you? And how 
did you spend your time/money/energy?  

4. As a child or young adult, who has played a significant role in your life as a 
mentor/author/philosopher/teacher or otherwise? And why? 

5. [Name], could you please describe when and how the idea for [organization’s 
name] was sparked? 

6. Practically speaking, what was involved in getting [organization’s name] off 
the ground? How did the early stages of [organization’s name] manifest and 
unfold? 

7. What most motivated you to keep going? And what (if anything) held you 
back?  

8. What role did people play in your life along the way? 

9. What has been most surprising to you since you jumped on the social 
entrepreneurship bandwagon? What lessons have you learned that you did 
not anticipate learning? 

10. Through the whole process and evolution of your social entrepreneurship 
work, what have you found most frustrating and most inspiring? 

11. What advice would you give to others embarking upon a social 
entrepreneurship initiative? 

12. What do you think would motivate greater numbers of people to engage in 
social entrepreneurship or what I call Empathic Action? 

These questions were designed to elicit narrative information about the following 

themes: Questions 1-5 were meant to explore the participants’ childhood and 

adolescence and to determine if they shared any noteworthy commonalities early in 

life. Questions 6-10 were meant to elucidate any relevant experiences that inspired 

them to engage in what I call Empathic Action, as well expound on how their 

venture got off the ground. Finally, questions 11 and 12 were intended to provide 

them with an opportunity to make general observations about their experiences as 

social entrepreneurs and reflect on their work from a more philosophical perspective. 
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Throughout my analysis, my goal was to unearth clues that might explain the genesis 

of Empathic Action for each of the social entrepreneurs I interviewed. Additionally, 

I was looking to extrapolate salient commonalities amongst them. Not because any 

conclusions could be drawn from such a small sample, but rather to consider 

interesting common threads, some of which could potentially be pursued by future 

research. From my interviews, I gained a number of insights regarding how 

education could be improved, including: 

• Educators ought to model Empathic Action.  
• Educators ought to bring examples of people engaging in Empathic Action 

into the classroom.  
• Educators ought to include outreach opportunities in their curriculum, such 

as field trips to organizations doing great work of social impact. 
• Classroom discussions ought to regularly focus on current affairs and school 

curricula ought to emphasize social studies and geopolitics. 
• Schools ought to invest in comprehensive mentorship programs. 
• Career advisors ought to highlight social entrepreneurships as a potential 

profession.  
• Finally, greater emphasis ought to be put on community service or service-

learning programs at all grade levels. 
 

A Statement of the Main Conclusions 

Ultimately, the combination of my narrative interviews and two literature reviews 

(empathy studies and social entrepreneurship, respectively) informed a Pedagogy of 

Empathic Action – a pedagogy that unifies three philosophical approaches to 

education synergistically.  

The first foundational pillar is Critical Pedagogy – an umbrella term used to describe 

the process of human emancipation and social transformation that unfolds as a result 

of education. More specifically, critical pedagogy involves exploring and ultimately 

dismantling power hierarchies and begins in the microcosm of a classroom or 

localized community, spreading outward globally. The heart of Critical Pedagogy is 

praxis, or in other words, the translation of reflection into social action (Prilleltensky, 

2001). 
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The second pillar is Pedagogy for the Privileged which “promotes an understanding 

that social inequity is not based on individual failings, [but rather] is fostered and 

maintained in the interest of power that allows the dominant groups to oppress 

through a myriad of social, economic and political institut[ions] as well as in 

countless daily episodes of interpersonal behavior” (Wright, 2008, p. 379). As such, 

this approach is dedicated to deconstructing relative positions of power within the 

classroom and society at large and then inviting those with relative privilege to serve 

as allies in the struggle for greater social justice. Rothenberg & Scully (2002) claim 

that if enlightened, the privileged bring “their relative power to bear and mak[e] the 

surprising move of advocating against their apparent self-interest” (p. 2). As a whole, 

then, Pedagogy of the Privileged has the potential to reconnect learners “to all of 

humanity–not just to those like us” (Curry-Stevens, 2007, p. 40).  

The third pillar is Social Justice Education which is an umbrella term used to 

describe teaching practices committed to the creation of a more equitable, respectful 

and just world (Carlisle et al., 2006, Hackman, 2005, Darling-Hammond, 2002) and 

holds as its core tenet the idea that every human being has intrinsic value and 

deserves to be treated with dignity and respect. And while the range of social justice 

education practices are vast and varied, in my dissertation, I emphasized the 

following: 1) Educating for a new consciousness; 2) Global citizenship education; 

and 3) Education for sustainable development & socio-ecological justice. 

In sum, the goal of a Pedagogy of Empathic Action is to inspire students to hone 

and leverage their innate empathic capacity such that Empathic Action becomes an 

internalized behavioural reflex. This means a Pedagogy of Empathic Action is 

necessarily one of praxis, aiming to move students from reflection to action for the 

purpose of positive, sustainable social justice.  

With empathy at its core, and anchored by the three aforementioned pillars, a 

Pedagogy of Empathic Action has transformative potential for society at large and is 

therefore urgently needed if we are to address the world’s most pressing problems. 
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