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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

The increasing fear of the other evident in the world today is closely linked to swelling 
immigration trends where space and resources are shrinking and national identity and 
culture is feared to be under threat. The ascendance of multiple populist governments 
with radical right tendencies and movements across long-established, durable 
democracies is reflective of the shared hostility toward immigrants (presented as the 
religious, ethnic, or some other form of cultural Other), couched in overarching 
nationalistic visions. Building upon and mostly reversing long passive revolutions 
conducted through democratic means (as evident in India, Italy and Brazil), the new 
populist governments are dismantling the core of shared governance with 
overwhelming popular support and no imposition of direct dictatorship. While these 
countries have radically different histories and sociologies, the factor of commonness 
is the convergence on a leader who champions an ideology of neo-nationalism that is 
based on nativism and the belief of inherent superiority of one group. Through calls 
for stronger immigration and citizenship laws, these governments are creating 
majoritarian states that are marginalizing all they consider the Other. Increasing global 
human rights violations is evidence of the limiting of participation of all citizens in 
shared governance. With this shrinkage in participatory democracy, there is a growing 
number of citizens who no longer agree with the traditional or religious sources of 
moral validity upheld by the populist movements.  

For a healthy democracy to exist in a post-traditional society, there must be an 
agreement by all the citizens about universally valid moral norms that dictates the 
practical working of the nation. While there are multiple theories on democracy, Jürgen 
Habermas’ work on deliberative democracy provides an admissible point of departure 
in this discussion on increasing participation of marginalized citizens based on norms 
of fairness and impartiality. As he states, “A norm is valid when the foreseeable 
consequences and side effects of its general observance for the interests and value-
orientations of each individual could be jointly accepted by all concerned without 
coercion” (1984, p. 42). The acceptance of these universal moral norms is dependent 
on the free consent of all without any coercion. All members participating in the 
deliberation must agree on the validity of the moral norms by guaranteeing that 
everyone involved freely accepted the norm from their perspective.  

Empathy is crucial in accomplishing this freely given acceptance of all. As Habermas 
observes, “without empathetic sensitivity by each person to everyone else, no solution 
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deserving universal consent will result from deliberation” (1990, p. 202). By 
strengthening solidarity between all members participating in the deliberative process, 
empathic capacity assists in ideal role taking necessary for understanding the 
perspective of others. Conceiving of empathy as essentially an affective or emotional 
ability underlining moral feeling, Habermas states: 

[M]oral feeling clearly plays an important role not only in the application 
of moral norms, but also in their justification. At the very least, empathy—
the ability to project oneself across cultural distances into alien and at 
first sight incomprehensible conditions of life, behavioral predispositions, 
and interpretive perspectives—is an emotional prerequisite for ideal role 
taking, which requires everyone to take the perspective of all others. 
(1993, p. 174) 

Empathy aided by role taking, therefore, is a crucial element in deliberative discourse 
where moral norms must be validated without coercion and freely accepted by all 
participants. Building solidarity, role taking also encourages participants to be 
concerned about their fellow deliberator. Justice is the reverse side of solidarity for 
Habermas as he comments that it stresses “the inviolability of the individual by 
postulating equal respect for the dignity of all individuals (1990, p. 29). Taking the 
perspective of the other is essential to reach mutual understanding and respect based 
on universal justice. 

However, in a world with multiple eroding democracies and inundated with 
overwhelming discourses of separateness and difference between participants, we 
need more spaces to interrogate, negotiate and learn ways of dealing with these 
ideological shifts. The literature classroom can provide that space of discussion and 
action. The experience of reading a text, especially multi-ethnic literature, allows the 
reader to step into the world of character/s that is different. As Morson states, 

When one reads a novel, one identifies with characters, in so doing, one 
experiences from within what it is like to be a member of the opposite 
sex, belong to another social class, work in an unfamiliar profession, live 
in a different society, or take other assumptions and values for granted. 
One experiences feelings and perspectives that one either knew about 
only by hearsay or never even suspected. (2013, p. 208) 

Literature and the reading of texts, therefore, allows the reader to experience a world 
not their own from a perspective that might be very different from the one in which they 
have experience. Empathy is exercised as the reading process creates a feeling of 
solidarity with the Other. The more one reads texts that are of a world not their own, 
the more they practice their ability of role taking and their capacity to take the 
perspective of the other. Multi-ethnic literature is especially useful for allowing students 
to access words and voices of characters that are separate and to really understand 
the choices they make. This comprehension of the Other’s choices is the basis of 
understanding and respecting alternative perspectives. This would not only reduce 
prejudice and bias in judgement but increase tolerance for groups usually considered 
separate. This capacity to accept the existence of multiple discourses within a 
community predisposed toward the principles of solidarity and justice is crucial for the 
success of a democracy. 
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The inclusion of empathy practice in the literature classroom, therefore, will likely 
increase the tolerance exhibited by the readers toward those they consider Other 
through role taking and deepen the solidarity and respect for each individual. The 
resultant sense of similarity would not only reduce bias but encourage the democratic 
deliberative process that is underpinned by a universal moral norm achieved without 
coercion and accepted by all. In a world of expanding authoritarian movements, 
pedagogical strategies based on empathy within the literature classroom could instill 
habitual practices of taking the perspective of the Other and encourage striving toward 
an effective deliberative process. 
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