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      Introduction

      
         
         
         
      

      
      In June 2007, federal military and police units descended on remote communities in
         Australia’s Northern Territory and seized control of Aboriginal township settlements,
         most of which are on ancestral land.[1]  The militaristic maneuver was led by the Coalition government in response to reports
         of endemic child abuse and pedophile rings in the region.[2]  Dubbing the situation a “crisis,”[3]  Prime Minister John Howard and his cabinet proceeded to rapidly draft and implement
         the Northern Territory Emergency Response Act (2007), otherwise known as the “Northern
         Territory Intervention.” The Intervention indiscriminately imposed a raft of restrictive
         measures on more than five hundred different Indigenous communities, directly affecting
         more than forty-five thousand people—many of whom had no prior convictions of abuse.
         The Intervention measures effectively nullified the existing rights of Indigenous
         communities, including their right to privacy and their right to control their land
         and financial resources.[4] Facing constraints on where they could travel and how they could spend their money,
         Indigenous persons were prevented from attending important cultural ceremonies and
         from meeting responsibilities to country and obligations to family.[5]  In prior decades, Indigenous organizations had—to no avail—appealed to government
         agencies to work with them to address the problems of abuse and violence in their
         communities. However, the 2007 Intervention included no attempt to consult with Indigenous
         groups living in the prescribed areas, nor were these groups included in the drafting
         of the legislation. Instead, Australians were urged by the Prime Minister and his
         cabinet to understand the situation in the Northern Territory in terms of a natural
         disaster—akin to New Orleans’ Hurricane Katrina crisis—which called for swift and
         immediate action and a setting aside of careful and considered consultative procedures.[6]  Although the Intervention violated the government’s obligations under Australia’s
         Racial Discrimination Act (1975),[7]  the legislation passed with bipartisan support in the Commonwealth parliament. Years
         later, many of the measures have been extended and expanded by successive governments,
         despite strong evidence of the policy’s ineffectiveness at improving Indigenous outcomes
         and despite no substantive evidence coming to light of any pedophile rings operating
         in Aboriginal townships.[8] 
      

      
      The lived implications of the Intervention for Aboriginal people are partly captured
         in the remarks of Alyawarr spokesperson Richard Downs:
      

      
      
         The Federal Minister, departments, and Government Business Managers have not shown
            any compassion, understanding, or respect towards our leaders and my people. Our people
            are demoralized, hurt, embarrassed, outcaste on their own community [sic]. We no longer have any rights to exist as humans in our own country.[9] 
         

         
      

      The experiences of Indigenous communities targeted by the Intervention, and the ongoing
         deterioration of Indigenous well-being, have notably failed to attract robust parliamentary
         scrutiny and to raise strong concerns among White Australians. This lack of ethical
         and political responsiveness persists despite wide-ranging commitments to social equality
         and anti-racism and despite remorseful acknowledgments of the nation’s history of
         colonial violence and native dispossession.
      

      
      This book draws on the example of Australia’s Northern Territory Intervention to reflect
         critically on debates in social and political theory concerning how to address the
         systemic harms suffered by marginalized identities whose experiences of injustice
         routinely fail to elicit ethical concern. I pursue this analysis with reference to
         the role of the “social imaginary” in shaping social and political agency, and in
         structuring collective insensibilities to the harms inflicted on groups who systematically
         fail to have their needs recognized and supported by dominant social institutions.
         As part of this analysis, I focus on recent appeals to imaginative perspective taking
         as a resource for disrupting patterns of social injustice. Such appeals resonate strongly
         with moral sentimentalist theory, especially the eighteenth-century sentimentalist
         philosophy of Adam Smith. As this book seeks to illustrate, Smith’s theory of the
         sympathetic imagination constructively engages contemporary concerns regarding the
         practice of perspective taking in contexts marked by group difference, power, and
         privilege.[10] 
      

      
      Practical reforms for the structural inequality and systemic harms suffered by First
         Nations peoples and other marginalized groups more broadly have mainly focused on
         legislative and redistributive measures.[11] However, as this book highlights, what is clear in the Australian case is that such
         initiatives—comprising, among other things, the conferral of citizenship rights, legal
         recognition of native title, and formal laws against racial discrimination—have not
         been sufficient to improve Indigenous outcomes and to prevent punitive, top-down policy-making
         in relation to Indigenous affairs. Important legislative measures and representative
         bodies designed to protect Indigenous interests are routinely overturned by government
         actors, and calls among Indigenous communities for increased political autonomy are
         persistently ignored. Moreover, these events unfold typically in the absence of widespread
         scrutiny and opposition.
      

      
      In light of the limitations of redistributive and legislative measures to deliver
         social justice outcomes, increasing attention has been paid to bottom-up mechanisms
         through which damaging practices may be disrupted and transformed.[12] At the level of individual practice, theorists have highlighted the limitations of
         relying solely on cognitive remedies such as reasoned argumentation and explicit education
         to foster ethical concern for victims of marginalization and oppression. Rather, they
         argue, we ought to pay attention to ameliorative practices that directly implicate
         people’s capacities for imagination and feeling. Among these practices, the exercise
         of imaginative perspective taking is thought to have transformative potential both
         ethically and politically. Such activity is broadly conceived as an embodied capacity
         to enter into others’ perspectives imaginatively and to be emotionally moved by their
         experiences.[13] Martha Nussbaum and José Medina are strong proponents of imaginative perspective-taking
         as a mechanism for social and political reform. Drawing attention to the close intertwinement
         between image, affect, and moral action, Medina and Nussbaum each claim that imaginatively
         attuning oneself to the lived experiences of others has the unique capacity to break
         down prejudice, engage compassion for undeserved suffering, and encourage the formation
         of politically active solidarities.[14] 
      

      
      The contemporary appeal among social philosophers to imaginative perspective taking
         as a means of engaging affect and generating responsiveness to the needs, desires,
         and experiences of others resonates with the philosophy of Adam Smith, as mentioned
         previously. Smith was a key figure of the Scottish Enlightenment period. Along with
         David Hume, his contemporary, Smith argued that the imagination and the passions play
         a central role in our moral lives. In their respective works, Smith and Hume offer
         a naturalistic account of the processes that establish and sustain moral communities,
         which focuses on the role played by what they referred to as “sympathy” in shaping
         our moral judgments and motivating moral behavior.[15]  Hume and Smith’s definition of sympathy does not refer, as it does in modern usage,
         to a feeling of pity or compassion. Rather, it refers to the capacity to enter into the broad spectrum of feelings displayed
         by others. In his book The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith defines sympathy primarily as an imaginative capacity to affectively grasp
         another person’s lived experience in its particular meaning for them and to identify
         with this experience through reflection. It is through such an imaginative exercise
         that we come to experience an array of passions, including compassion for others’
         suffering, joy in their happiness, sorrow for their misery, or anger toward their
         experience of injustice. Smith emphasizes that eliciting and experiencing this emotional
         correspondence is central not only to individual flourishing and happiness, but also
         to grounding social relations of mutual respect. He refers to this kind of correspondence
         as “fellow-feeling” and takes the latter to be the glue that binds individuals together
         as a harmonious whole. Importantly, Smith suggests that sympathy is not simply something
         that regulates behavior in the sphere of private and intimate relationships. In his
         view, as this book will elaborate, sympathy has a key role to play in governing social,
         economic, and political behavior as well as in promoting adherence to institutional
         orders—both formal and informal. Therefore, its effects can be discerned at all levels
         of public life. Smith was keenly aware, however, that sympathy can go awry in this
         role. Fellow-feeling, he notes, is subject to myriad distortions and remains highly
         susceptible to prejudice. The volatility and fragility of sympathy led him to develop
         what has become a cornerstone of his moral theory: the concept of “impartial spectatorship,”
         which Smith broadly conceived as a capacity for reflective self-critique. Smith’s
         insistence that our sympathetic responses be filtered through a reflective mechanism
         in which we survey our prejudicial habits is part of what makes his work significant
         for contemporary debates, and it is a point to which I presently return.
      

      
      Central to this book is the claim that Smith’s work invites a reimagining of sympathy
         that not only complements but also offers a rich contribution to recent scholarship
         on the potential for perspective taking to act as a social and political resource.
         Smith, best known for his work on economics, may seem an unlikely figure to draw upon
         in this context. Indeed, many modern scholars may balk at the idea of using Smith’s
         work as a framework for addressing issues of social injustice, broadly conceived.
         Smith, after all, is considered the champion of laissez-faire economic liberalism
         and for having laid the groundwork for the kind of unregulated, free-market capitalism
         that has greatly exacerbated the deprivation, inequality, and harm suffered by marginalized
         and dispossessed peoples. Smith, in addition, is regarded as not having been immune
         to the social prejudices of his time. While having been an avid defender of the rights
         of the poor and a vocal critic of slavery, Smith has been criticized as far less progressive
         on other issues. Women, and women’s concerns, are largely absent from Smith’s corpus:
         for example, Smith sidelines the economic labor and contributions of females in his
         most famous work, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations.[16]  This lack of attention is unsurprising given Smith’s portrayal of women as tending
         toward moral immaturity; in his view, female subjects are more prone than their male
         counterparts to the kind of unrestrained sympathetic impulses that in turn render
         them less capable of reliable judgment.[17] Not only has Smith drawn the ire of feminist theorists but also of race scholars.
         Throughout The Theory of Moral Sentiments and Wealth of Nations, Smith makes frequent references to the “barbarism,” “savageness,” and “rudeness”
         of non-European societies. In various passages throughout Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith attributes what Susan L. Foster describes as a “hyperbolic stoicism” to members
         of North American tribes, whose extreme degree of emotional self-possession, Smith
         claims, renders them passive in the face of violence and torture.[18] By attributing a marked absence of sensitivity to so-called “savages” and an excess
         of sensitivity to women, modern scholars have charged Smith with contributing to projects
         of colonial expansion and reinforcing patriarchal norms. Smith’s writings on sympathy
         have also been criticized as elitist. In Wealth of Nations, for example, Smith describes working-class laborers as having limited capacities
         for sympathetic imagination and fellow-feeling;[19] by comparison, the more well-off members of a society convey a greater capacity for
         sympathetic understanding and sensitivity. Reflecting on these components of Smith’s
         thought, Carolyn Pedwell charges Smith with having used sympathy “as an affective
         tool in the pernicious construction of racialised, classed and gendered social ‘difference.’”[20] 
      

      
      On the basis of these considerations, one may question my appeal to Smith’s sentimentalist
         theory as a valuable resource for social and political theorists. However, a closer
         reading of Smith’s work undercuts the force of the foregoing criticisms. First, Smith
         did not condone the wholly unrestrained pursuit of material self-interest as the basis
         for flourishing societies. As chapter 2 of this book elaborates, the claim that Smith
         radically departed from his emphasis on sympathy and other-regarding agency in Theory of Moral Sentiments to embrace a thoroughgoing egoism in Wealth of Nations has been widely discredited by Smith scholars.[21]  Smith firmly and explicitly condoned the regulation of individual selfishness by
         governments, even though this interference was to be minimal.[22]  Smith was, undoubtedly, a proponent of commerce, having perceived the rapid growth
         of commercial societies in Europe to be socially and politically beneficial (although,
         as chapter 5 makes clear, the commercial marketplace of Smith’s day bears little resemblance
         to contemporary capitalist markets). In her thorough analysis of Smith’s views on
         societal development, Jennifer Pitts notes that commercial society was for him “by
         no means perfect,” yet “it made possible material comfort, improvement of laws and
         government, and refinement of manners unavailable in earlier stages of society.”[23]  Nevertheless, as Pitts highlights, Smith was explicit that the rise of European
         commercial societies did not reflect a more “enlightened” or “rational” mindset among
         European citizens.[24] Smith suggested that Europe’s advanced state of development—marked, among other things,
         by the abolishment of slavery and increased public participation in government—resulted
         from material contingencies, and was largely the product of “chance and unintended
         consequences” rather than a straightforward product of intentional design by a highly
         prescient, self-aware, and morally progressive class of people.[25] Moreover, Smith was explicit that whatever benefits accrued to Europeans through
         the growth of commerce did not authorize them to impose their particular economic
         and political arrangements on foreign nations via projects of imperial expansion.[26] He was, in fact, an ardent critic of colonial endeavors.[27] Sankar Muthu notes that Smith was especially contemptuous of the international trading
         companies of his day, which had “corrupted and captured many European and non-European
         governments and undermined their societies’ ability to engage in just and equitable
         self-rule.”[28] 
      

      
      Smith’s opposition to projects of imperial expansion can be traced in part to his
         belief in the superiority of local knowledge and institutions, which emerge in response
         to the particular material conditions, needs, desires, and commitments of a given
         population. As Pitts elaborates, Smith’s
      

      
      
         appreciation for the intricacy of social phenomena made him wary of the presumptuous
            theorist who would impose his vision on a society, heedless of its complexity and
            of the habits and prejudices of its members. Smith’s criticism of such imposers of
            system eloquently indicts those who, confident in the superiority of their own political
            understanding, seek to mold a society for its own good, yet without a textured understanding
            of the society or a sufficiently chastened view of what is possible for a well-intentioned
            political actor to effect.[29] 
         

         
      

      Smith rejected the idea that European values and practices ought to serve as the benchmark
         against which all others should be judged, and he was critical of those who engaged
         in this sort of conceited comparison.[30] Marked departures from European customs did not, in his view, signal immaturity or
         unenlightenment. Smith noted how tribal societies had, in fact, proven to be more
         progressive in some respects than their European counterparts, foregrounding the egalitarian
         treatment of women within North American Indian tribes.[31]  Furthermore, in Smith’s writings on sympathy and virtue, he conveys a deep admiration
         for the stoic self-command and courage demonstrated by “primitive” tribesmen, noting
         that such a degree of self-denial and heroism rarely prevails among members of more
         “advanced” societies, where material comforts abound.[32] 
      

      
      Notably, whatever differences Smith observed in the habits and behaviors of different
         cultural groups
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