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 Obituary of Ronald L. Cohen 
Our esteemed and beloved justice colleague Professor Emeritus 
Ronald L. Cohen passed away on March 31, 2020. He was 75 years 
old.  

Ron Cohen has been an essential part of our network for many 
years. In 1987 a small international group meeting on justice was 
held at Leiden, the Netherlands, subsequent to which Mel Lerner 

bution to the inaugural issue gave a brilliant overview of the previ-
ous two decades of research on distributive justice. For 19 years 
Ron served as an Associate Editor of the journal.  

In 1997, primarily under the leadership of Leo Montada, the network of social scientific justice 
researchers morphed into an institutionalized association: The International Society for Justice 
Research (ISJR). Ron was on  Over the years, Ron partici-
pated in most ISJR conferences. He functioned as the ISJR On-Line Newsletter Editor for one 
year.  

In an era when many academics moved from university to university, Ron was bonded to one 
school: Bennington College in Bennington, Vermont, USA. Bennington is well-known to most 
social scientists due to Theodore Newcomb's classic studies of political attitudes among women 
who attended the elite college in the 1930s and 1940s. Together with Ted Newcomb and Duane 
Alwin, Ron analyzed five decades of data, including some he had collected in the 1980s. The re-
sult was the 1991 book Political attitudes over the life-span: The Bennington women after fifty 
years (University of Wisconsin Press). 

In fact, Ron moved to Bennington the year before he was granted his PhD in social psychology 
from the University of Michigan. He moved to Bennington with his wife Judy whom he had met 
in 1968 in a police paddy-wagon following their arrests at a student demonstration. Judy and 
Ron, who married two months after meeting, were active members of the New University Con-
ference (NUC), a radical political left organization that aimed to transform the university and so-
ciety to align with principles of justice and freedom. Together, at the University of Michigan, 
Ron and Judy led a course on white racism.  

Ron taught some of the most popular classes at Bennington College. Students loved him and, 
more importantly, grew into themselves under his guidance. One of Ron's students, Lydia Bras-
sard, now an anti-racist educator, reflected on her studies with Ron: "Being taken so seriously 
forced me to take myself and my thoughts seriously in a way that was intellectually and person-
ally transformative". Another student of Ron's, Tugce Kurtis, who is now a social psychology 
professor, remembered Ron as a teacher who recognized the potential in every student and 
strived to bring out the best in each one. Ron's innovative teaching earned him a 2007 Award for 
Outstanding Teaching and Mentoring from the Society for the Psychological Study of Social Is-
sues (SPSSI). 
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classes were profoundly interdisciplinary, famed for their eclectic and comprehensive 
reading lists. For instance, in one popular course called "SHHH! The Social Construction of Si-
lence," Ron's reading list ranged from the cultural critic Susan Sontag, to sociologist Erving 
Goffman, to the Israeli psychologist Dan Bar-On. Ron's favorite classes to teach were transdisci-
plinary meditations on fundamental human problems, such as his popular class "Human Natures" 
which he co-taught with evolutionary biologists. One course, which he co-taught with a philoso-
pher, examined bodily waste and the essence of disgust.  

Ron was not just a matinee idol. Working hard behind the scenes, Ron was known for his 
thoughtful, substantial, and lengthy comments on his students' papers. Ron's office door was al-
ways open to students, and he never stopped a conversation. In addition to his day-to-day role as 
a professor of social psychology, Ron served as the Dean of Studies (1973-1976), and the Dean 
of Faculty (1985-1991) at Bennington College.  

As he himself noted, Ron's approach to teaching was in line with his Jewish heritage. Ron had 
been a red-diaper baby, born to a socialist Jewish family in Chicago. His parents were deeply in-
volved in the leftist political resistance during the McCarthy era. In line with his heritage, Ron 
seasoned his teaching with a great deal of humor. He encouraged students to sharpen their think-
ing through questioning their common-sense assumptions and he told many stories that students 
were invited to interpret.  

Ron's commitment to justice stretched outside the research lab and the classroom to the local 
community of Bennington, Vermont. Ron was an active and dedicated member of the Center for 
Restorative Justice in Vermont. For ten years Ron was part of the restorative justice panel, in 
which members of the community met with offenders, discussed the consequences of their of-
fenses, and negotiated just reparation to victims and community.  

Ron died of complications that arose from dementia. He was surrounded by his beloved and lov-
ing family. He is survived by Judy, his wife of 51 years; daughters Rebecca, Jessie (and spouse 
Allen Hutcheson) and Hannah (and spouse Haidi Arias); four granddaughters: Lily & Martha 
Hutcheson, and Mila & Remi Arias; his mother; and four siblings and their families. 

Ron will be greatly missed by his many colleagues and friends. Our ISJR justice community is 
extremely saddened by this untimely and tragic loss of our warm-hearted, considerate, and hum-
ble colleague and friend. We salute Ronald L. Cohen and express gratitude to have known him 
and to have benefitted from the wisdom of his published works and from his hard and sustained 
behind-the-scenes labor, labor that has helped to make us the community that we are. 

 

Ella ben Hagai, Department of Psychology, California State University, Fullerton. 

Kjell Törnblom, Department of Environmental Systems Science, ETH Zurich 

Faye J Crosby, Department of Psychology, University of California, Santa Cruz. 
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Photo of Ron taken by Manfred Schmitt at the 2014 Conference of our Society in New York. 


