Contrasting epistemic paradigms: Cognitive Rigidity, Empathic

Understanding, and the Divergent Paths of Human Decision-Making
Abstract

This essay examines two contrasting pathways of human decision-making: the
cognitive rigidity shaped by nature, nurture, and authoritative social conditioning, and
the flexible, relational mode grounded in empathy, emotional understanding, and
experiential wisdom. Drawing on psychological, sociological, and philosophical
scholarship, it argues that rigid decisions arise not from stupidity but from
constrained cognitive frames inherited through upbringing, cultural norms, and
institutional expectations. These forms of tunnel vision produce predictable but
limited outcomes that often reinforce existing structures. In contrast, empathic
decision-making—supported by emotional intelligence and perspective-taking—
broadens moral awareness and facilitates more nuanced, humane responses to
complex situations. While each mode serves adaptive functions, their differing
orientations lead to divergent ethical and social outcomes. By analysing their
foundations and illustrating their effects through brief real-world examples, the essay
demonstrates that effective judgement depends on balancing principled structure

with compassionate understanding.

Introduction

Human decision-making unfolds along multiple pathways shaped by biology,
socialisation, authority, and the emotional knowledge gained through experience.
While the human brain is evolutionarily equipped to make rapid assessments, these
assessments are also profoundly shaped by cultural environments, educational
systems, and the interpretive frameworks people inherit. Many decisions reveal a
form of cognitive rigidity, not stupidity, but a narrowing of perception created by
nature, nurture, and internalised authority. Opposed to this, though not necessarily
contradictory, is a second mode of decision-making grounded in empathy, emotional
understanding, and the patient accumulation of experiential wisdom. Rather than
positing two kinds of people, this essay analyses two epistemic orientations that
emerge from different social, institutional, and experiential contexts. These two

orientations, though often blending in practice, produce markedly different outcomes



in how individuals interpret problems, respond to others, and engage with moral
complexity. This essay argues that decisions formed through inherited rigidity tend to
reinforce established structures and reproduce existing norms, whereas decisions
informed by empathic understanding allow for greater flexibility, perspective-taking,
and relational responsiveness. By examining the psychological, sociological, and
philosophical foundations of each mode—and illustrating them briefly through real-
world examples—this essay demonstrates how the coexistence of these pathways

generates divergent, and at times incompatible, outcomes.
Nature, Nurture, and the Formation of Cognitive Rigidity

Human cognition is not a blank slate. From infancy, decisions are shaped by what
Daniel Kahneman terms “fast thinking”, automatic, intuitive, efficiency-oriented
processes that allow individuals to navigate their environment without constant
reflection. ' These systems are products of both evolutionary inheritance and early
developmental imprinting. Nature equips people with predispositions toward pattern-
recognition, threat-avoidance, and group loyalty, nurture channels those
predispositions into culturally specific habits, expectations, and assumptions. Pierre
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is central here. For Bourdieu, individuals internalise
the structures of the world around them so deeply that their ways of perceiving and
acting feel natural and inevitable. 2 This internalisation explains why many decisions
appear “blind” to alternatives: individuals are not refusing to think but rather

thinking within the limits of their social conditioning. Habitus creates a cognitive
comfort zone, directing people toward familiar solutions even when unfamiliar ones
may be more effective or humane. Developmental psychology provides additional
insight. Jean Piaget demonstrated that cognitive frameworks are constructed
gradually, often becoming ossified if not challenged by diverse experiences.® Carol
Dweck’s later work distinguishes a “fixed mindset” from a “growth mindset,” showing
how individuals raised with strict evaluative cultures often develop rigid responses to

uncertainty.* These forms of rigidity align with what this essay refers to as “tunnel
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vision,” where decisions stem from narrow schemas shaped by upbringing,
schooling, and the behavioural expectations of one’s social group. Importantly, this
rigidity should not be confused with intellectual deficiency. Ignorance, in this context,
refers to lack of exposure rather than lack of capacity. Many people grow within
environments that limit their awareness of alternative perspectives or moral
frameworks. The result is not stupidity but constrained possibility: a worldview where
certain assumptions go unquestioned because they have never been meaningfully
challenged. A small illustration helps clarify this dynamic. Consider a workplace
manager trained exclusively in rule-based administrative thinking. When confronted
with an employee experiencing distress, the manager may default to policy
enforcement rather than relational response, not because of cruelty, but because
their cognitive toolkit emphasises structure over empathy. Their decision reflects the
limits of their training, not a defect of character. Such examples reveal how cognitive
rigidity is shaped by the interplay of nature’s predispositions and nurture’s cultural

imprinting.
Authority, Obedience, and the Social Production of Tunnel Vision

Rigid decision-making is reinforced not only by personal history but also by social
structures of authority. Humans have evolved as social creatures who rely on
leaders, norms, and institutions to maintain order. This tendency becomes
problematic when authority discourages independent thought and rewards
conformity. Stanley Milgram’s obedience experiments famously demonstrated how
ordinary individuals, when instructed by an authoritative figure, could perform actions
they believed harmful.®> Milgram concluded that obedience is not aberrational but a
predictable cognitive response when authority is clear and responsibility is diffused.
Tunnel vision, in this sense, is institutionally cultivated: individuals focus on
complying with expectations rather than evaluating moral consequences. Philip
Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment further reveals how rigid behaviour can
emerge from social roles.® When individuals adopt a role backed by institutional

legitimacy, they often conform to its expectations even when those expectations

5 Stanley Milgram, Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View, New York, Harper & Row, 1974, p. 5.
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encourage harm. The mechanism is not malevolence but situational immersion:
people follow scripts provided by external structures, narrowing their moral
awareness to the boundaries of the role. Social psychology demonstrates that
authority structures reduce cognitive load by outsourcing judgment. As Mercier and
Sperber argue, human reasoning functions primarily as a justificatory mechanism,
producing post-hoc rationalisations for intuitions and socially cued commitments
rather than independent moral evaluation.” In groups where authority dictates norms,
individuals often feel that moral reflection is unnecessary; decisions are simply “what
one does.” This mentality explains why many people follow guidelines or conventions
“blindfolded”: authority offers certainty, simplicity, and social belonging. A brief real-
world illustration can be seen in bureaucratic decision-making. Consider the case of
a welfare officer who must apply rigid eligibility rules. Even when the officer
recognises the human suffering created by inflexible policy, they may feel compelled
to follow procedure because institutional authority privileges uniformity over
empathy. Their decision is shaped by systemic constraints rather than personal
intention. This “banality of harm” echoes Hannah Arendt’s reflections on how
ordinary individuals sustain destructive systems simply by acting within them.2 Thus,
authority does not merely constrain decision-making; it shapes the cognitive
frameworks through which individuals interpret problems, making certain decisions

feel obligatory and others inconceivable.
Empathy, Emotional Knowledge, and Experiential Wisdom

If cognitive rigidity narrows perception, empathy expands it. Empathy involves
recognising and responding to the emotions of others and is cultivated through
personal relationships, complex experiences, and reflective engagement with
difference. Unlike rigid decision-making, which depends on inherited frameworks,
empathetic decision-making relies on perspective-taking and emotional literacy.
Martha Nussbaum argues that emotions constitute a form of knowledge, expanding

one’s capacity to understand human vulnerability, suffering, and aspiration.® For

7 Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber, The Enigma of Reason, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017,
esp. pp. 2-5, 299-305.

8 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, New York, Viking Press, 1963, p.
287.

9 Martha C. Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 2001, pp. 19-88.



Nussbaum, empathy is not sentimental but cognitive, enabling individuals to imagine
the experiences of others and evaluate decisions considering their emotional
consequences. Empathy therefore broadens the moral landscape, encouraging
decisions that take relational contexts seriously. Daniel Goleman’s work on
emotional intelligence further supports this view. He argues that the ability to
recognise, interpret, and regulate emotions, both one’s own and others’, is central to
effective leadership and humane decision-making.'® Empathy fosters creativity and
adaptability, allowing individuals to respond flexibly to situations rather than relying
on fixed rules. Carol Gilligan’s ethics of care provides a philosophical foundation for
such reasoning. Gilligan contends that moral decisions grounded in care emphasise
relationships, interdependence, and context, contrasting with rule-based ethical
systems.’" While some critics viewed care ethics as gendered, Gilligan’s larger point
remains influential: empathy introduces moral nuance that rigid frameworks often
overlook. A light illustration may clarify this distinction. In medical practice,
physicians trained in biopsychosocial approaches often reach different decisions
than those adhering strictly to protocol. Though both value evidence, an empathic
orientation leads clinicians to consider family circumstances, psychological distress,
or cultural factors when recommending treatment. These decisions are no less
rational but are shaped by a wider field of concern than purely procedural thinking
permits. Empathy thus functions as a cognitive expansion, allowing individuals to see

more, feel more, and imagine more possibilities than rigid thinking allows.
Divergent Outcomes of Rigid and Empathic Decision-Making

The two pathways, rigid and empathic, produce distinct patterns of consequence.
Rigid decision-making tends toward predictability, uniformity, and stability. These
qualities can be valuable; rule-bound systems create order, protect against
arbitrariness, and sustain collective norms. But when applied inflexibly, such rigidity
can perpetuate injustice, suppress dissent, or ignore the lived realities of those

affected by decisions.
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Empathy-driven decisions, by contrast, tend toward flexibility, relational
understanding, and moral imagination. These qualities enable social progress,
conflict resolution, and compassionate leadership. However, they can also create
challenges: empathy requires emotional labour, can overwhelm decision-makers

with complexity, and may lack the clarity provided by rules.

Three areas illustrate the divergence:

1. Social Justice and Institutional Behaviour

Rigid systems often reinforce structural inequalities because they rely on inherited
rules that reflect historical biases. Empathic approaches, such as restorative justice
programs, can produce more equitable outcomes by considering harm, context, and

relationships rather than solely rule-breaking.

2. Leadership and Organisational Culture

Leaders who rely on authority and hierarchical norms may achieve compliance but
often at the cost of creativity and morale. Empathic leadership, as Goleman argues,

fosters collaboration, adaptability, and trust.

3. Everyday Ethical Decisions

Rigid moral frameworks offer clarity but may fail when situations demand nuance.
Empathy allows for situational judgement, acknowledging context without

abandoning ethical principles.

These contrasts do not imply that empathy is inherently superior. Rather, each mode
is adaptive under certain conditions. Rigidity protects institutions from chaos;
empathy protects individuals from dehumanisation. The challenge lies in balancing

both modes so that decisions are principled yet humane.

Synthesis: The Interplay of Structure and Sensibility

Though rigid and empathic pathways appear oppositional, they frequently overlap in
practice. Most individuals do not operate exclusively from one or the other but

combine them depending on context. A functioning society requires both: rules to



prevent arbitrariness and empathy to prevent cruelty. Rigidity without empathy leads
to authoritarianism; empathy without structure can lead to indecision. The most
effective decision-making integrates reflective awareness of inherited frameworks
with imaginative engagement with others’ experiences. Philosophers such as
Nussbaum and psychologists such as Goleman converge on the idea that good
decision-making involves emotional and cognitive intelligence working in harmony.
Recognising the roots of one’s own tunnel vision, how nature, nurture, and authority
shape perspective, is itself a form of empathetic expansion. It allows individuals to
step back from inherited assumptions and consider alternative possibilities. Equally,
understanding the emotional realities of others can challenge rigid frameworks,

prompting more humane and contextually responsive decisions.

Conclusion

Human decision-making reflects two intertwined cognitive orientations: the rigidity of
inherited frameworks and the expansiveness of empathic understanding. Cognitive
rigidity arises from the interplay of nature, nurture, and authority, shaping decisions
through predisposition, social conditioning, and institutional expectations. Empathic
decision-making emerges through experience, emotional knowledge, and
perspective-taking, fostering flexible and relational responses to complex situations.
These pathways produce different outcomes: rigidity preserves order but risks
perpetuating harm, while empathy enables moral imagination but requires emotional
labour. Together, they form the dual foundation of human judgement. The challenge
for individuals and societies is not to reject one pathway in favour of the other but to
cultivate an awareness of how each shapes perception. By recognising the sources
of tunnel vision and valuing the emotional knowledge of others, decision-makers can
craft responses that are both principled and humane. In doing so, they widen the
horizon of what is possible and create conditions for more just, compassionate, and

reflective human action.
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