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ABSTRACT
Democracies expect citizens to engage actively in public life by
making decisions about political issues that are frequently
ambiguous, with strong moral and emotional implications, and
often subject to misinformation and manipulation. Strong critical
thinking (CT) appears therefore as a crucial component of a
reflective democratic citizenship. This study identifies
sociopolitical topics that are relevant to secondary Portuguese
students and explores the interplay between emotions and
cognition in their moral-political decision-making. Participants in
two rounds of focus group discussions were asked to choose one
sociopolitical topic and to report their emotions about that topic;
in the second round, they discussed an ethical-moral dilemma
about the most selected topic. The students’ emotions selection
and their verbal explanations revealed that topics related to
refugees, animal rights and environmental issues were the most
engaging ones. The dilemma about refugees showed that a
strong emotional engagement can lead to higher levels of
conflict and that emotional ambivalence can have positive effects
on CT. We conclude that pedagogical activities to educate critical
citizens should explore social, humanitarian, and environmental
issues, encouraging the expression of emotional ambivalence as a
precursor to cognitive-moral conflict that is important to a truly
engaging and reflective democratic citizenship education.
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Introduction

Democratic societies require citizens to engage actively in political decision-making. This
type of active citizenship implies that citizens position themselves between different
options (Irvin & Stansbury, 2004) that, in many cases, involve a strong emotional com-
ponent and demand making moral judgements. Since moral arguments are often used
to manipulate citizens’ political opinions (Bakker et al., 2020), it becomes crucial that
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citizens base their decisions on the critical scrutiny of the available information and on
how their own emotions and moral values may influence their decision-making processes.
In this light, many democratic institutions claim that they seek to empower citizens by
developing their critical thinking (CT) skills (Jennings et al., 2006), towards a model of criti-
cal democratic citizenship (Bartels et al., 2016; Council of Europe, 2016). This intention is
backed by theoretical models of citizenship that increasingly advocate for the critical
engagement of citizens with political decisions (Veugelers, 2007; Westheimer & Kahne,
2004). At the same time, empirical studies about citizens’ conceptions of democratic poli-
tics also confirm that, especially younger generations, see CT skills as crucial elements for
political participation, that should be developed in school (Mathé, 2016).

CT is largely seen as a “reasonable reflective thinking focused on deciding what to
believe or do” (Ennis, 1996, p. 166), that includes dispositions to mobilise specific cognitive
(Facione, 1990) and metacognitive skills (Kuhn, 1999) when treating external information
and personal knowledge that will shape personal opinions about a specific topic. Although
this definition is not consensual, it reflects a general tendency to view CT as being almost
exclusively determined by cognitive activity, preferably, freed from the disturbance of
emotions. This is in part because affect is still seen by some as being associated with
lower quality decision-making (Redlawsk, 2002). Although the complexity of the connec-
tions between cognitive and affective dimensions in decision-making processes needs
further exploration (Lerner et al., 2015), the literature shows that cognition and emotions
are deeply intertwined (Cohen, 2005; Damásio, 2003), that emotions can have a beneficial
effect on reasoning and the quality of CT (Holma, 2015; Luo & Yu, 2015) and that there is a
bidirectional influence of affective responses and cognitive skills over moral decisions (Van
Den Bos, 2007) and political attitudes (Norris et al., 2003). The dual process model (Greene
et al., 2008), for instance, proposes that cognition and emotions compete for priority in
shaping moral judgements. Accordingly, this could lead to utilitarian or deontological
(Gawronski & Beer, 2017) outcomes in moral decisions, with emotional responses
usually resulting in deontological judgements while utilitarian judgements are usually
associated with controlled cognitive processes (Greene, 2009). Therefore, democratic citi-
zenship education (Pinto & Portelli, 2009) models should recognise the significant
influence that emotions can exert over moral decision-making (Hoffman, 2000) and socio-
political behaviour (Brader & Marcus, 2013) and action (Huebner et al., 2009).

This close connection between emotions, moral decision-making, CT and democratic
citizenship, raises the important question of how can education help students to be criti-
cal citizens who feel civic and politically empowered to take social action when they per-
ceive morally unjust situations? Since schools are pivotal institutions for CT development
and citizenship education, emotions also need to be recognised as crucial in these edu-
cational processes (Shultz & Pekrun, 2007). More knowledge is needed about how
emotions affect interactions in the classroom, especially since they seem to influence
both the structure of knowledge and the process of learning alike (Moon, 2008). This
can help teachers to better understand students’ behaviour and motivation to learn
(Ratner, 2007), which, in turn, can help to achieve a model of critical citizenship education
including pedagogical activities that require high levels of cognitive commitment from
the students (Tsui, 2002).

Additionally, emotions can foster the students’ critical awareness about cases of social
injustice against others, which is especially important in developing an inclusive and
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democratic model of citizenship (DeJaeghere, 2009). This awareness can be aided by posi-
tive social emotions, such as empathy, that can increase the students’ “ability to recognize
and understand the feelings of others” (Alexander & Sandhal, 2016, p. 57) when facing
discrimination. Empathy can help students to imagine themselves in similar situations
and to understand how discriminatory behaviour can affect others, which is crucial to
the education of inclusive and democratic citizens that are capable of “thinking within
the viewpoints of others” (Paul & Elder, 2005, p. 34). Other emotions, usually described
as negative, can also play a significant role in shaping citizens’ political attitudes. Anger
and fear are two of the emotions that can significantly influence citizens’ political opinions
and behaviour (Van der Does et al., 2021), especially regarding sociopolitical issues that
involve a moral position about values of (un)fairness and (in)equality (Rutland et al.,
2010), that can potentially sustain prejudice and social discrimination (Shepherd et al.,
2017). Since the political outcomes resulting from the experience of positive and/or nega-
tive emotions can vary significantly according to the context in which these emotions are
experienced (Mesquita & Boiger, 2014), the creation of safe spaces in schools for the
expression and debate of these emotions is crucial for democratic citizenship education.

In fact, studies about critical models of democratic citizenship education have ident-
ified CT as a crucial element to deconstruct prejudice (Bennett & Pidcock, 2014) and to
help citizens adopt specific moral values, like freedom or respect for ethnical and cultural
diversity (Paul, 2000). Indeed, it has long been argued that critical reflections about citi-
zenship “ought to be conditioned by the themes of democracy, dignity, and diversity”
(Beane, 1990, p. 130). Although it is crucial that CT about any topic is not directed or inten-
tionally skewed and that it welcomes and encourages the discussion of different opinions
about that topic (Hedtke, 2016; Ribeiro et al., 2017), while making clear that CT “does not
imply that some final truths can be reached” (Holma, 2015, p. 20), this does not mean that
CT should be “value-neutral” (Pinto & Portelli, 2009, p. 300) and should not prevent tea-
chers from making the importance and merits of certain moral (respect, equality,
freedom) and political (democracy) values clear to their students (Quantz, 2015).

But how can critical citizenship education influence citizens’moral and political values
towards more agonistic (Mouffe, 2014), inclusive, humanistic (Veugelers, 2011) and demo-
cratic societies? Although research has demonstrated that pedagogical activities such as
interactive discussions (Abrami et al., 2015), debates (Healey, 2012) and mock elections
(De Groot, 2017) can be effective in educating critical citizens, less research has been
done to identify specific topics to be approached in these activities. Studies that show
that these activities should preferably focus on controversial issues (Mead & Scharmann,
1994), to promote cognitive conflict in the participants (Gronostay, 2016), do not explore
the potential of what Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber (1973) called “wicked problems” in
CT and moral development. “Wicked problems” address “thorny issues” (Pinto & Portelli,
2009, p. 304) that are usually characterised by a significant level of ambiguity (Whyte &
Thompson, 2012) and to which different perspectives and solutions can be equally plaus-
ible depending on the frame of reference used to approach them (Ludwig, 2001). In this
paper, departing from the work of Termeer et al. (2019), we consider “wicked problems” as
elements of particular sociopolitical topics that, by their inherent complexity and ambigu-
ity, can generate conflict (emotional, moral, cognitive), pushing people to consider these
problems from different perspectives. In this paper, we show how some “wicked pro-
blems” with which the European Union (EU) is currently confronted can help to explore
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the role played by emotions in students’ critical engagement with specific sociopolitical
issues, bringing light to how emotions influence the students’ thinking and moral
decision-making about these problems.

We start by finding which emotions students associate to given sociopolitical topics,
which cognitive strategies they use to analyse their own emotions, and if there is a con-
nection between these emotional responses and the students’ motivation to participate
in activities that promote collective critical reflection. Following previous research that
indicates that moral dilemmas are a valuable tool for assessing moral cognition (Blatt &
Kohlberg, 1975; Christensen & Gomila, 2012; Rest et al., 1974), we then use the results
of a moral dilemma about one of these topics to understand how students cognitively
deal with their own emotional connections with this topic and how these connections
influence their moral decision-making processes and their views about “wicked problems”
in contemporary EU policy.

Materials and methods

This study consisted of a set of two focus group discussions in each one of the participat-
ing schools, conducted before and shortly after (May and June) the 2019 European Parlia-
ment election. This schedule allowed us to see how political debates during the campaign
for the elections influenced the opinions of the participants in the focus groups about
some of the most “wicked problems” in the EU. The 35 participants were upper secondary
(grades 10–12) students attending four Portuguese schools located in the Northern part
of the country. The selection represents both regular (schools #1, #2 and #3) and voca-
tional (school #4) education, as well as middle/high (schools #2 and #3) and lower
(schools #1 and #4) socioeconomic backgrounds. The socioeconomic characterisation
of schools is based on the percentage of students supported by social funds in previous
years, as well as in the economic resources of the surrounding community.

A group of 6–11 students was selected by each school. These groups included partici-
pants enrolled in Humanities and Sciences, for regular tracks, and in different courses
available in vocational education. The discussions were guided by a script that explored
which European issues were more important for the participants and how they believe
they should be addressed by the EU. The script also included the administration of the
Geneva Emotion Wheel (GEW, Scherer, 2005), in the first session, and the presentation
of a moral dilemma, in the second session. All the students’ names included in this
paper are fictitious.

Data analysis involved descriptive statistics for the quantitative data, and content
analysis of the qualitative data. To ensure the rigour of the analysis, verification strategies
including iterative and interactive validation checks involving the various authors were
performed (Morse et al., 2002), using observer triangulation, peer debriefing and reflexiv-
ity (Lietz & Zayas, 2010).

The GEW

Considering that “self-report is an indispensable method to assess human emotions”
(Pekrun, 2016, p. 44), we decided to use a translated to Portuguese version of the GEW
(Scherer, 2005). This data collection tool includes a set of 20 emotions that can vary in
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intensity from 1 (low intensity) to 6 (high intensity).1 Additionally, the participants could
also choose to report not having any emotion or to specify an emotion that was not
included in the set. The GEW was applied based on 10 photographs that were displayed
in the room where the discussion would take place. These photographs were displayed
before the participating students came into the room and without descriptions. Each
photograph represented a sociopolitical topic that would probably be up for public dis-
cussion at the time and that illustrates “wicked problems” in contemporary EU policy: the
refugee crisis; animal rights; environmental issues; democratic processes and Brexit; pro-
tests like the Yellow Vests in France, and the pro-independence demonstrations in Cata-
lonia; other forms of civic and political engagement. The participants were then asked to
choose one image and fill the GEW according to what they were feeling. Each participant
was subsequently requested to verbally explain his/her choices and personal connections
to the topic before the group discussion was initiated.

We performed a mixed analysis of the data that allowed us to compare the image and
emotions selection with the verbal explanations of each participant. Taking into consider-
ation that language is deeply connected with the ways in which young people “use
‘emotional repertoires’ to make sense of the world they live in” (Zembylas, 2012,
p. 200), we used a content analysis of the students’ explanations about their selections
which would allow us not only to look into the personal cognitive strategies they used
to deal with their emotions, but also to clarify the role that those emotions may have
in their political engagement with these topics.

The dilemma

Since previous research shows that “moral judgments of hypothetical real-life moral
dilemmas provide the cognitive scientist with valuable insight into the foundational
psychological processes that underlie human moral cognition” (Christensen & Gomila,
2012, p. 1250), we decided to confront the participants with a moral dilemma about
the topic that most students selected in the GEW activity. Inspired by Rest et al. (1974)
and Kohlberg’s (1975) research, the original dilemma was written in a way that would
provoke a moral conflict among the participants:

Now imagine that you know a man called Antonio. He is a fisherman, married and has two
small children. Although many of his colleagues complain that fishing in the area doesn’t
allow them to survive anymore, Antonio usually makes small donations to a local association
that helps refugees to integrate in the community and, more recently, bought a new car.

One day, while you are walking on the beach, you see Antonio’s boat approaching. When it
gets close to land, you see dozens of people getting out of the boat and trying to hide as soon
as they reach the beach. Clearly Antonio’s boat should not be carrying so many people and
you notice that some of them seem to be crying. This image intrigues you, so later you decide
to talk to Antonio about what you have seen. Alone with him, Antonio confesses that he has
been illegally transporting refugees in his boat, justifying it with the need to make more
money than what fishing can provide. You ask him why some of those people were crying
and Antonio admits that some of them had to leave family members behind because they
could not afford to pay for their trip. While both of you are talking, one of the people that
Antonio transported approaches you and thanks Antonio for getting him/her to Europe.
As soon as the person walks away, Antonio asks you not to report him to the authorities.
Do you report Antonio to the authorities?
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Since some of the participants in the first focus group session were not able to join
the second session, only a total of 25 students addressed this dilemma. Participants
were informed that there were no right or wrong answers, but they were asked to
explain the reasons for their option. During this explanation, each group engaged in
a discussion about different arguments supporting either decision. To compensate
for group bias, whenever there was unanimity, the moderator told the group that col-
leagues in other schools had chosen the opposite option. Both the final choices made
by the students and their explanations were recorded and subject to a statistical and
content analysis. In order to better understand the impact that their emotions had in
their decisions, we decided to compare the arguments of students who had chosen the
topic of refugees in the GEW activity with the explanations of students who had
chosen other topics.

Results

Feeling and deciding about moral-political issues

As shown in Table 1, image 1 (refugees) was the one that most students chose in the GEW
activity, followed by image 8 (Muslims and terrorism) and images 2 (animal rights) and 3
(environment). On the other hand, images related to Brexit and Catalonia independence
protests were not chosen by any participant. These results indicate that topics like the
refugee crisis and terrorism seem to be the most interesting and emotionally engaging
for the participants, followed by issues related with animal rights and climate change.

The participating students selected 19 out of the 20 emotions included in the GEW
emotion set. In fact, the only emotion that none of the students selected was amusement.
The emotion selected by most students was sadness, followed by disappointment and
anger, and the least selected emotions were pleasure and regret. None of the students
reported the absence of emotion and three felt the need to choose an emotion that

Table 1. Image selection.
Image
number Topic (link to image)

Number of students
who chose it

1 Refugees
(https://edition.cnn.com/2015/08/21/world/gallery/cnn-best-photography-
0821/index.html)

11

8 Muslims and terrorism
(https://azertag.az/en/xeber/_039Not_in_my_name_039___Italy_039s_
Muslims_rally_against_terrorism-904365)

5

2 Animal rights
(https://www.publico.pt/2019/03/15/p3/noticia/greve-clima-estudantes-
estao-ruas-1865394#&gid = 1&pid = 1)

4

3 Environment
(https://www.noticiasaominuto.com/pais/1215810/e-hora-de-lutarmos-
com-garra-chegou-o-dia-da-greve-as-aulas-pelo-clima)

4

5 Yellow Vests protests 3
9 Terrorist attacks in Europe 3
10 Emigration of Portuguese young people 3
7 Neo-Nazi protests 2
4 Formal democratic processes and Brexit 0
6 Pro-independence of Catalonia protests 0
Total 35
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was not included in the set of emotions given, describing feeling “revolt”, “concern” and
“pity”, when looking at images 1, 3 and 5 respectively.

Figure 1 illustrates the emotions students associated with each image. Regarding
image 1 (refugees) the emotions (sadness, anger, compassion, and admiration) already
hint at a generally positive attitude of these students regarding refugees and a significant
level of interest and empathy regarding their situation. As for image 8 (Muslims and ter-
rorism), the findings (interest, sadness, disappointment, and anger) suggest that students
have an ambivalent view regarding the common association between terrorist threats
and the Muslim culture. In the case of image 2 (animal rights), all the students that
chose this image associated it with sadness, fear, and guilt. Finally, in the case of image
3 (environment), students also report mixed feelings: altogether, students who chose
this image are supportive of actions that aim at forcing political action against climate
changes (hence the feelings of pride and contentment), while still recognising their
own responsibility in the creation of social circumstances that led to current environ-
mental issues (guilt and shame).

Considering that the topic “refugees” was the one that most participants selected in
the GEW activity, the students were confronted with a moral dilemma about this topic.
Although most participants admitted finding it difficult to reach a decision while facing
such a conflicting dilemma, Table 2 shows that there was a virtual in-group unanimity
regarding whether to report Antonio to the authorities. This was especially valid for
schools #1 and 4, while in schools #2 and 3 some students initially broke that consensus.
In school#2, for instance, three students started by stating that they would not report
Antonio (against five students who would). These three students would later change
their decision when they remembered that Antonio had bought a new car, which,

Figure 1. Frequency of emotions by image.
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according to them, proved that Antonio was transporting the refugees simply because of
greed. Table 2 also shows that students from middle/high socioeconomic environments
tended to choose to report Antonio to the authorities, while students from lower socio-
economic backgrounds chose not to report him.

Thinking critically about moral-political issues

The analysis of the discourses of the participants who chose image 1 seems to confirm a
significant level of empathy regarding the situation of the refugees who try to reach
Europe. This general feeling of empathy is often associated with negative feelings of
anger, sadness and disappointment regarding the conditions that led to their situation
and what they perceive as unsatisfactory action of several European countries. Simul-
taneously, these students also associated their empathic connection with the refugees’
situation with positive feelings of admiration and compassion.

I felt anger, admiration for those people who bring the entire family, children, pregnant
women, etc., in boats in which they may die because their carry too many people. Com-
passion and sadness for them, for being in that situation. Disappointment because they
are not as well received as they probably should be, and anger also because of that. (Iva,
School#1)

In line with a previous study about the perceptions of Portuguese students regarding
refugees (Piedade et al., 2021), and with a significant part of public debate surrounding
these issues, the participants who chose image 1 also established connections between
these migratory movements and a potential increase in the risk of terrorist attacks in
the European countries which welcome refugees. While thinking about these issues,
most participants were inclined, however, towards a humanitarian position, deconstruct-
ing common assumptions and prejudiced statements often used to justify a securitarian
approach to these topics.

What I felt was sadness and compassion because I put myself in those people’s shoes when
they come from other countries and try to fit in a country that they don’t know. And anger in
the sense that that is a little revolting because, again, I put myself in their shoes and I think
that I would also find it difficult to fit in in a society that, in many cases, does not think well of
me. […] they are mistaken with terrorists and people forget that many of those who come
here are doctors, attorneys… they had good jobs in their own country, and they come
here and have nothing. It’s basically starting everything from scratch. And I also felt admira-
tion because of that. (Valentina, School#1)

Table 2. Participants’ choices in the dilemma.

School number (socioeconomic status)

Would you report Antonio to
the authorities?

Total (participants)Yes No

School#1 (low) 0 7 7
School#2 (middle/high) 5 (8*) 3 (0*) 8
School#3 (middle/high) 4 (5**) 1 (0**) 5
School#4 (low) 0 5 5
Total 9 (13) 16 (12) 25

*After remembering that Antonio had bought a new car.
**After hearing opposing arguments from colleagues.
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The admiration that most students reported is directly linked to their perception of the
courage that those fleeing from wars in their home countries need to have not only to
risk their own lives, and the lives of their families, in the journey to Europe, but also to
overcome the difficulties that refugees often face in their social integration in the host
countries.

The image mainly made me feel admiration because of the sacrifices that those people have
to make because of the attacks they endure in their own land. Contempt and hate because of
the attacks in their own countries, I don’t think that it is human at all. Disappointment also
because of that. And sadness because of what they have to go through. They have to
abandon their lives. Risk their own lives to get here, and many of them don’t even make it.
(Alberto, School#2)

The negative emotions that the participants reported were mainly related to the difficult
situations that the refugees have to face. Emotions such as sadness and anger arise from
the students’ awareness about the root causes that force refugees to seek better life con-
ditions in European countries.

I selected sadness because I think that it’s very sad that someone has to feel threatened in
their own country and is not able to live their normal lives. […] I think a person has to be
really desperate to risk their own life and the lives of their children. Because most of them
come here to provide a better life for their family. I selected anger because there are still
wars and movements that lead to these displacements. And I have selected admiration for
the struggle that these people carry on daily. And for the courage that they have to
undergo such a radical change in their lives. (Helena, School#2)

Furthermore, the combination of these negative emotions seems to lead to a moral
uprising from several students, accompanied by a general disappointment with the
measures adopted by the EU to solve this problem and with a more widespread
social unwillingness in several European countries to welcome those in need of
refuge from war and terrorism.

I associate this image with the refugees coming to Europe and felt a lot of sadness for the fact
that so many people feel the need to leave their own country because of wars and attacks.
And I believe that, as a major power and privileged for living in Europe, we should welcome
them, it is our duty. (Elsa, School#2)

Statements like this clearly show that the participants were able to recognise their own
privileges as European citizens but are also an indication of their ability and desire to
shoulder the humanitarian responsibilities that those privileges should imply regarding
refugees. This critical analysis of the international circumstances leading to the recent
refugee crisis was taken even further when some students went beyond the obvious con-
sequences of the military conflicts that originated a significant part of the migration flux
to European countries and questioned the underlying reasons for the emergence of those
conflicts and the responsibility of many Western countries in their creation and
persistence.

I feel anger, repugnancy, shame, guilt and sadness because I believe it is our problem, caused
by us. Many countries live off on selling weapons. […] I believe that we are guilty and that we
do not care enough. And I think that we are looking at the problem from the wrong angle. We
are trying to solve this upon their arrival when, maybe, we should try to solve it in a diplo-
matic and humanitarian way, in the countries in which these problems are occurring. And
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that is why they are coming here. I’ve checked another feeling that is not here, which is revolt.
I added it for the same reasons. (Duarte, School#3)

One of the students who chose image 1 was even more specific when it came to the
EU’s responsibilities regarding these international issues. In line with virtually all the other
participants who chose this image, this student associated feeling negative emotions of
disappointment, shame and repugnancy when he thought about the EU’s actions
towards solving these problems. This general disappointment with European policies is
also usually associated with other negative emotions, such as hate and anger, regarding
all those who take advantage of the situation and of the vulnerability of the refugees.

I feel disappointed with the EU. An institution that is so well regarded, that talks about fra-
ternity and human equality so much, but that is not doing its best – I don’t think that
they’re doing their best – but the bare minimum to solve this problem. I don’t see a real inter-
est. Repugnancy because this – I’m sorry about this word – but it is something that sickens
me. And hate and anger. I feel hate, once again, for people who take advantage of these vul-
nerable human beings that deserve so much more than what they have now. (Lucas,
School#3)

The tendency to associate positive emotions, such as compassion and admiration, with
refugees, while feeling negative emotions, such as sadness, hate, disgust and disappoint-
ment when thinking about social prejudice against the refugees, those responsible for
their situation and the political actions taken so far in order to help them, is common
to both regular and vocational students. As shown by the following statement made
by a student enrolled in a vocational course, in both tracks the students were emphatic
in their criticism of what they perceive as a selfish attitude of many European countries
and in their emotional support for those in need of refuge and humanitarian help.

From all the emotions that I felt, anger was the main one. Because it angers me to see people
like that! When they can’t do anything for themselves and all they can do is run away. […] It
makes me feel hate. It makes me feel contempt. Not contempt in the sense that I despise that,
but for the fact that those people who could help feel contempt and simply do not care. “Go
your own way and live your lives somewhere else”. I feel pride for that person there holding
his children […] I feel love for that image. Because it really moves me. And admiration. And I
fear that one day it might happen here. Or that it may happen to someone close to me or to
my family. You never know. We are never really safe from that, right? (Ivete, School#4)

Most of the participants showed the ability to imagine themselves and their families
in the same scenarios as the refugees. This, combined with the positive emotions of
admiration and compassion that they reported feeling for the refugees, led to an
almost consensual empathy, even when they acknowledged the potential risks that
welcoming more refugees might imply. In fact, the relative low levels of fear might
be due to the fact that they generally dismissed a causal link between the entrance
of refugees into European space and the occurrence of terrorist attacks, as shown in
the following statement.

The admiration and compassion are also at the highest level because I also think that it takes
a lot of courage from those people to abandon their homes like that and to cross the Med-
iterranean in a rubber boat, with very little hope for their lives. The compassion is also con-
nected with guilt, I believe that, since we are also guilty, we have the obligation to feel
compassion for the suffering of those people. […] But those people need our humanitarian
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aid because they are facing a serious problem in their countries. And fear, I have marked it at
the lowest […] although they are from another culture, I don’t think that it is them who come
here to carry out terrorist attacks. (Duarte, School#3)

This does not mean, however, a complete absence of fear amongst the participating
students when they think about these issues. Although some students who chose
image 8 (Muslims and terrorism) displayed a similar empathetic discourse towards the
refugees, as visible in the following account:

I felt compassion because I feel pity for those people and I would like to help them, so I filled
the largest circle. I also chose admiration because they are in places in which there is war and
they still have the willpower to leave and to fight for a life with better conditions, in spite of all
the prejudice. I chose anger because it angers me. And I’ve chosen guilt because I believe that
the reason why they cannot have a better life is also our fault. But I’ve marked guilt in the
smaller circle because it’s not my fault. It is everyone’s fault [laughter]! (Ana, School#1)

Other students who chose this image displayed a more prejudicial stance regarding the
Muslim religion and its alleged connection with terrorism. Although they were a minority,
and often contested by their peers, some students used religious differences to explain a
less empathetic attitude towards Muslim refugees and their selection of negative
emotions such as fear, hate, repugnancy and contempt when they looked at image 8.

They convey that idea that ISIS is not a part of the Islamic religion. They claim that one thing
has nothing to do with the other. And hence my contempt, not only for that religion as a
whole, the Islamic religion, but also for what they are doing. (Moisés, School#4)

Although this difference in the opinions of students should be expected and used to
open a critical discussion about a specific topic, what was even more interesting and sur-
prising were the ways in which many of the students who chose image 8 tried to identify
and deconstruct their own prejudiced views about cultural and religious differences.
Some of these students reported feeling emotions of shame and guilt stemming from
their own prejudices.

Because I don’t like prejudice. I also have my own prejudices too, obviously. Like we all do. But
lately I’ve been trying to change that, so that I’m not prejudiced against other people. For this
image I’ve chosen sadness, shame, disappointment, and also a little of guilt because, like I’ve
said, I’m also prejudiced. We all are. And I feel guilty for that. (Eduardo, School#2)

Other students also denounced the existence of a more widespread prejudice against
Muslims. These students were able to reflect on the causes of this attitude, identifying
overgeneralisation as a collective mistake that contributes to misshapen perceptions
about Muslims in general and to the consolidation of fear and prejudice against them,
which often precludes many European societies from taking effective humanitarian
actions towards Muslim refugees. In other words, according to these students, these sim-
plistic readings of the challenges posed by the recent migratory flows towards European
countries contribute to establish a false connection between Muslims and terrorism,
feeding social fear and preventing compassionate political action to solve these issues.

A little bit of guilt because the current discrimination against Muslims, in fact, is because Eur-
opeans put everyone in the same bag and think that every Muslim is a terrorist. So, it’s also
our fault. Also shame because there is a lot of people who believe that. And also a little bit of
compassion for Muslims in general. (Valdemar, School#2)
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Finally, this image has also led one of the students to confess his admiration for Muslim
cultural characteristics, while also raging against prejudice towards Muslims and other
minorities in European countries. Interestingly, this student, although he did not
include fear in the emotions he felt while looking at image 8, mentioned feeling fear
when thinking about far-right movements that spread xenophobic rhetoric against
Muslims in several European countries.

I’m very interested in the Muslim culture. I think it’s a beautiful culture and that it is hugely
underrated in our society. And I think that they suffer with prejudice. Like many other min-
ority groups in Europe, like black people, etc., they have to deal with a lot of prejudice. I
think that should change. […] And I fear extremist movements from the far-right. Because
I’ve read some things on Twitter about the return of the Crusades. Which I find completely
absurd. […] And I believe that a person who says that has absolutely no idea about what
is going on in the world. (Filipe, School#2)

The situations of refugees led to the expression of stronger emotions that, in case of
negative emotions (anger, sadness, disappointment), seem to be connected with a
clash between sociopolitical actions and moral values. To understand how these
emotional connections influenced their moral decision-making processes, the students
were confronted with the dilemma. This activity revealed that students in vocational
tracks and lower socioeconomic contexts differ from their colleagues in regular tracks
and middle/high socioeconomic environments (the former choosing mostly to report
Antonio to the authorities, while the latter chose not to do so), even if the majority of stu-
dents in both groups displayed some level of empathy regarding the refugees’ situation.
However, students in both groups used different cognitive and emotional strategies to
deal with the moral conflict.

Some students in the first group based their decision to report Antonio on deontolo-
gical-humanitarian and highly emotional arguments that confirm a significant level of
empathy towards the refugees.

But when [refugees] are already here what are we going to do? Send them away again? That
would be inhuman. […] Because [Antonio] is doing a good thing, although he is doing it for
his own good. But it’s still a good thing. (Cristina, School#1)

Nevertheless, for most of these students, the decision on whether or not to report Antonio
to the authorities was made taking into consideration how that decision would affect the
refugees, rather than how it would affect Antonio himself. This was valid for both students
who had selected image 1 (refugees) in the GEW activity and the ones that chose other
topics alike. This is clearly visible in the following statements, in which Ana admits
needing more information about how reporting Antonio would impact the lives and
the future of the people he had previously transported. This is indicative of how Ana cog-
nitively tries to resolve her emotional conflict, in order to achieve a more reasonable
judgment.

I feel bad about reporting Antonio because then those people wouldn’t come here. But
Antonio is being stupid. […] I would need to have a longer conversation with him.

Moderator: What would you need to know in order to decide?

Ana: What happens to those people afterwards. If they end up homeless […] I would need to
hear a refugee’s perspective. (Ana, School#1)

12 F. PIEDADE ET AL.



But, unlike Ana, this first group also included students like Ivete who had reported a sig-
nificant emotional ambivalence regarding the refugees’ situation. She had reported
feeling love and admiration for the refugees, but also fear that she or her family would
go through the same difficulties that the refugees have to face. Ivete’s case indicates
that emotional ambivalence can further increase moral conflict. Like most of her fellow
students in this first group, she also adopted a deontological-humanitarian discourse,
clearly stemming from her positive emotions regarding the refugees.

I’m not even saying that he [Antonio] should do it for free. But the children, for instance… it’s
really bad for a mother to have to leave her children behind. […] [Antonio] is doing it to make
money, that’s for sure. But, at the same time, he is also helping them [refugees]. Let’s say that
it is a 50/50 situation. (Ivete, School#4)

However, she quickly moved to a more utilitarian-securitarian approach, apparently con-
tradictory with her previous statements.

We’re already being invaded by tourists. Now we would also be invaded by refugees. […] I
think it’s stupid for them [refugees] to be stealing jobs from people who are already here!
From our own country. And giving those jobs to people who come from abroad. […] If we
let hundreds and hundreds of refugees come here, like you are saying, and if they are
really good and we are only good, then the Portuguese would be swept aside and we
would be the refugees. (Ivete, School#4)

Ivete’s statements seem to indicate that she evolved from an initial humanitarian perspec-
tive, close to what Kohlberg (1975) describes as the “good boy-nice girl” complex, while
her later shift to a utilitarian perspective demonstrates her deeper concern with “social
order”.

Other students in Ivete’s group, that had not reported such strong and contradictory
emotions regarding the refugees, did not seem to face the same difficulties. In fact, the
only three students that reported finding no moral conflict in the situation presented
in the dilemma were in this discussion group. In their views, Antonio was doing
nothing wrong, and his actions were simply helping him, his family, his country and
the refugees as well.

He [Antonio] is bringing money into the country. Even if he can’t pay taxes, because he would
be caught doing illegal trading. I think that it would be good for him, at least. He is dealing
with the situation and I believe that those people [the refugees] have every right to come
here. […] I think [Antonio] can think more about the money than about the refugees’
issue. Just as long as he helps them. […] I believe that is much more important than hiring
people simply because of their nationality, and not because of their skills, since [an employer]
could have a better worker, only with the small detail of being a refugee. Which is simply
prejudice. (Ivan, School#4)

We can consider that Ivan took a utilitarian-liberal approach about welcoming refugees,
since he believes that, as long as the refugees are skilful workers, they should be allowed
into the country. This perspective suggests than Ivan views social arrangements as ruled
by individualistic interests and market concerns. While Ivan was able to quickly reach a
mainly rational conclusion, Ivete struggled to resolve her emotional ambivalence while
rationally pondering the implications of her decision. These differences seem to indicate
that stronger emotional engagement with a moral issue can lead to stronger cognitive
conflict in the process of trying reach a decision (Myyry & Helkama, 2007).
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Students in the second group (regular tracks and middle/high socioeconomic back-
grounds) followed a similar pattern. Like in the first group, although the final decision
to the dilemma was consensual, there was a significant heterogeneity in the moral
grounds that supported the decision to report Antonio. Students who had chosen the
refugees’ topic in the GEW activity split between those who based their decision on deon-
tological-humanitarian arguments (like Helena), and those who, in spite of their emotional
connection to the topic, supported a utilitarian approach to the dilemma with more
rational arguments (like Duarte).

He’s [Antonio] thinking “the more money I make, the better”. But I think that I would report
him too. In part because of that. Because he wasn’t looking for the well-being of the people
he was transporting. (Helena, School#2)

The problem is that we should be doing this legally. Through the proper channels. For
instance, a cooperation system for asylum seekers was just approved by the EU. A system
in which we check if anyone has a criminal record. Why? Because if you are bringing them
[refugees] illegally, you don’t know if they are coming to work or to do something else.
[…] I’m not saying that all immigrants are terrorists. They [terrorists] would find other ways
to come here, I’m sure. […] Our problem is not with them coming. It’s with them coming illeg-
ally. (Duarte, School#3)

Interestingly, some of the students who did not choose image 1 (refugees) in the GEW
activity displayed a more ambiguous position, trying to balance their decisions
between deontological-humanitarian and utilitarian points of view. This is clearly visible
in André’s position. He departed from a humanitarian perspective, empathising with
the refugees, but quickly turned to a utilitarian perspective that supported his decision
to report Antonio to the authorities.

If I was where they are, maybe I would also want to come to Portugal. […] it’s easy because I
have my bed and wake up in the morning with my breakfast on the table. Right? They don’t
have that. And they are going to have to wait a long time and maybe even be poorly treated.
(André, School#2)

So, I think I would report [Antonio]. Although it’s a shame and it would hurt me to do it.
Because he is helping but bringing lots of problems that could be avoided if it was done
legally and well organized. It’s like I have said before, it has to be organized. (André, School#2)

These statements indicate that André was in a transitional process that could be
influenced by the dialogue with some of his fellow students. The same can be said for
Andreia. She initially stated that the important aspect in the situation was that Antonio
was helping people who were in danger, but quickly changed into a more utilitarian
approach to the problem.

The issue here is that [Antonio] is bad. He brought them illegally. He doesn’t know who they
are and took advantage of their situation to make more money […] But, on the other hand, he
brought them. He saved them from the conflict. […] He had a good and a bad gesture.
(Andreia, School#3)

Unless you find a faster way to act… then, its ok. […] If so, that’s ok. Because currently to
leave Syria, or anywhere else, and come here… it is not acceptable the time they have to
wait. (Andreia, School#3)
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In general, students who were torn between deontological-humanitarian and utilitar-
ian arguments seemed to be more willing to resort to specific cognitive skills, such as con-
trasting and analysing different opinions in order to resolve their moral conflict.

Discussion

The findings presented in this paper show that sociopolitical topics related to the situ-
ation of refugees, terrorism, animal rights and the environment trigger strong emotional
responses that motivate the students to critically reflect about their implications.
However, issues concerning the migratory flows towards the EU were the most appealing
and emotionally engaging. Albeit the specific context in which the data was collected,
before and shortly after the 2019 European Parliament elections, might have influenced
the relevance given by the participants to each topic, the issue of refugees is, as the recent
war in Ukraine has unfortunately revealed, once again at the core of European life.

Like in the case of Greek-Cypriot youth (Zembylas, 2012), our study also suggests the
existence of emotional ambivalence, with participants reporting mixed emotions of
sadness, compassion, admiration, fear, hate and disappointment. Students usually associ-
ated positive emotions of compassion and admiration with refugees and the difficulties
they face, while negative emotions, like sadness and disappointment, are usually associ-
ated with their appraisal of the unsatisfactory social and political action taken towards
solving these issues. The combination of positive emotions, like compassion and admira-
tion, seems to be a significant precursor to empathy. In this case, such emotions appear to
be the building blocks of a seemingly empathetic attitude regarding migrants and refu-
gees. However, the introduction of a dilemma about this topic allowed us to probe deeper
into the participants’ emotional and moral conflicts and to unveil some of the cognitive
strategies used to overcome them.

Since democratic decision-making is itself a communal process, the use of moral dilem-
mas in schools can be seen as an effective pedagogical activity for critical citizenship edu-
cation, as proposed decades ago by Blatt and Kohlberg (1975). It allows the participants to
be exposed to opposing arguments and emotions with which they can contrast their own
personal moral standards, which can foster moral-cognitive conflict and CT. In this study,
we used the tradition of moral dilemmas as a tool for addressing controversial political
issues – “wicked problems” in contemporary EU policy – that were particularly engaging
in emotional terms, generating strong emotional ambivalence. While the discussion of
controversial issues is also a classical strategy in citizenship education (Hess, 2009; Veuge-
lers, 2007), our study shows that the emotionality of the controversies, far from being
something to be feared or avoided, is an advantage for the quality of the debate and
for the promotion of students’ CT and democratic engagement. However, “within edu-
cation, as in the wider culture, emotions are a site of social control” (Boler, 1999, p. xiv)
and many teachers avoid discussing emotional topics for fear of losing control over
class dynamics (Piedade et al., 2021). In this sense, embracing a “pedagogy of discomfort”
(Boler, 1999; Zembylas & Boler, 2002) and “risk-taking” (Pinto & Portelli, 2009) still emerge
as unmet factors that limit the adoption of a model of critical democratic education in the
Portuguese upper secondary school system.

Indeed, our findings suggest that the teachers’ role is essential in this process, to con-
front and deal with the risks inherent to class discussion. The in-group unanimity in the
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participants’ responses to the dilemma indicates that some students may have adjusted
their responses “to present themselves favorably” (Roma & Conway, 2018, p. 34) to their
colleagues, which can be seen as a limitation both of our study and of the use of moral
dilemmas in groups. Therefore, it is important that teachers assume a critical moderation
(Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011) that can help the participants to question how their own
opinions are being influenced by the opinions of the majority and to realise that “respect-
ing another view is very different from accepting any view whatsoever” (Pinto & Portelli,
2009, p. 303).

Another significant aspect had to do with the role of the socioeconomic context in the
participants’ decision-making, with participants from lower socioeconomic backgrounds
more inclined to empathise with economic reasons, while students in middle/high socio-
economic backgrounds tended to adopt a more legal and moral approach. The students
in the first group who had displayed an empathetic connection with the refugees were
more prone to experience strong emotional ambivalence when confronted with Anto-
nio’s character, arguably because their own personal socioeconomic circumstances had
also led them to empathise with Antoniós financial difficulties. The fact that students in
the second group were less receptive to Antonio’s situation and were more focused on
abstract moral and legal issues, seems to indicate that empathy through personal experi-
ence (Lim & DeSteno, 2016) collides with and can eventually overcome abstract empathy
(Stueber, 2016). As such, these results also show that using moral dilemmas as a pedago-
gical tool to develop the participants’ CT skills and moral and political development
should preferably include students from different social backgrounds. This can stimulate
the students to reflect about how their own personal stories influence their decisions –
and again, the role of teachers in stimulating these reflections is extremely important.

Naturally, given the limited sample of this study, these findings should be followed by
research combining emotions and other political topics viewed as “wicked problems”.
Nevertheless, there was a significant heterogeneity in the arguments used to reach a
decision and the combined analysis of the GEW and moral dilemma indicates that stron-
ger emotional engagement with a moral issue can lead to high levels of conflict in
decision-making. In the case of this dilemma, deontological-humanitarian arguments
were usually associated with positive emotions, such as compassion and admiration for
the refugees, while utilitarian arguments appear to be linked to negative emotions,
such as fear. This confirms that both perspectives include an affective dimension (Manfri-
nati et al., 2013), and that students who had reported positive emotions regarding the
refugees in the GEW, but had, nonetheless, taken a utilitarian approach to the
dilemma, may have used emotional suppression (Lee & Gino, 2015) of negative emotions.
Conversely, emotional ambivalence seems to increase moral conflict. Given that students
who were morally torn between deontological-humanitarian and utilitarian arguments
seemed to be more willing to resort to specific cognitive skills, such as contrasting and
analysing different opinions, in order to resolve their moral conflict, emotional ambiva-
lence can have positive effects on CT. This is in line with previous research that has
already indicated that moral conflict can have positive effects on cognitive development
(Bucciarelli & Daniele, 2015) and, consequently, on the ability to deconstruct the basis of
prejudicial attitudes (Dhont & Hodson, 2014).

In a nutshell, our study suggests that educating critical citizens may involve relatively
uncomfortable moments of emotional, moral and cognitive conflict, in which contentious
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discussions about controversial sociopolitical topics may arise. However, it is precisely this
conflict that can lead students to develop their (meta)cognitive CT skills and to find solid
and reflected moral basis for their political opinions and engagement (Hedtke, 2016;
Ribeiro et al., 2017). Additionally, participating in these activities in school can train stu-
dents to manage sociopolitical conflict agonistically (Mouffe, 2014), which will be
crucial for the democratic negotiation of their social needs, moral standards and political
opinions within their communities.

Note

1. For more information about the original version of the GEW, see https://www.unige.ch/cisa/
gew/.
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