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The Cambridge Handbook of Ethics and Education

This handbook provides an interdisciplinary discussion on the role and com-

plexity of ethics in education. Its central aim is to democratize scholarship by

highlighting diverse voices, ideas, and places. It is organized into three sections,

each examining ethics from a different perspective: ethics and education histor-

ically, ethics within institutional practice, and emerging ethical frameworks in

education. Important questions are raised and discussed, such as the role of past

ethical traditions in contemporary education, how educators should confront

ethical dilemmas, how schools should be organized to serve all children, and

how pluralism, democracy, and technology impact ethics in education. It offers

new insights and opportunities for renewal in the complex and often conten-

tious task of ethics and education.
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To the memory of Walter Roberts III (1959–2021)

τὸ γάρ τοι θάνατον δεδιέναι, ὦ ἄνδρες,

οὐδὲν ἄλλο ἐστὶν ἢ δοκεῖν σοφὸν εἶναι μὴ ὄντα:

δοκεῖν γὰρ εἰδέναι ἐστὶν ἃ οὐκ οἶδεν.

To fear death, gentlemen, is no other than to think oneself

wise when one is not: it is to think one knows what one

does not know.

—Plato, Apology 29a

To educators who dare in dangerous times . . .

Consciousness doesn’t come automatically; it

comes from being alive, awake, curious, and often furious.

—Maxine Greene

To the memory of Ramon Lemos (1926–2006)

Freedom is a constant struggle.

—Angela Davis
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Foreword

At the dinner table of my childhood, debates about how we should live and what

actions we should choose defined the ebb and flow of my family’s time together.

My father was a political philosopher; my mother, a librarian who continuously

pursued further education. At one point, she was pursuing a master’s degree in

the broad area of liberal studies. I remember debates over spaghetti Bolognese

about whether it is possible to do wrong knowingly – that old debate in Plato’s

early dialogue about whether bad action is a product of ignorance or malicious-

ness. I was lucky to be introduced to Socrates before I was even in my teens. That

puzzle about how motivation and knowledge factor into right action has stayed

with me for life.

Ethics education is much broader than what Socrates had to offer, even if

what Socrates had to offer continues to be indispensable. This volume does a

marvelous job of surveying the historical scene across cultures – from China and

Greece to Abrahamic, African, and indigenous Latin American traditions.

It tracks the major streams of thought in the post-Enlightenment period –

utilitarianism, consequentialism, virtue ethics, Bildung, pragmatism, and

Marxism. It tackles the practical realities of formal ethics education – from

questions of measurement to themes of professional preparation for instructors.

It explores the pressure applied to ethics education by contemporary chal-

lenges – from climate change to pluralism to religion, existentialism, and

racial reconciliation.

The education that I received at the dining room table wasn’t formal, but it

was nonetheless both powerfully formative and foundational for my ability to

navigate the world as an adult ready to own my moral commitments, navigate

dilemmas, and make my necessary choices as a fully responsible moral agent.

In a world of ever-increasing scale and complexity, it can be tempting for

people – whether in the workplace or in politics or in the life of civil society –

to think that what they do just doesn’t matter very much. After all, are we all not

so very small in the face of the seemingly totalizing powers of the economy or of

Facebook and AI or of climate change? And yet, even the most seemingly

immutable large-scale phenomena in human life do flow out of the aggregation

of all our individual choices. While our choices are often constrained, and while
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we must understand our choices in relation to those constraints, nothing could

be more important for the collective well-being of humanity than that we

should see where we can choose otherwise, how we can collaborate with others

to choose otherwise, and what might be the appropriate grounds of a good and

worthy choice.

Educating young people to have confidence in their own ability to see occa-

sions for moral choice and to navigate them effectively could not be more

important. The work is hard and subtle. It requires both the resources of past

traditions and fresh experimentation. Taken together, these assist in bringing

ethical reasoning to life for students now facing current challenges. Any given

teacher who seeks to understand how best to equip a classroom of young people

in the twenty-first century for a life of ethical reasoning will profit immensely

from the chance to draw on the wisdom in this book.

Danielle Allen

James Bryant Conant University Professor

Director, Edmond and Lily Safra Center for Ethics (2015–2023) at

Harvard University
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Preface
Ethics and/of/for Education: The Task before Us

We, the editors, are humbled to have ushered this comprehensive collection to

completion in what represents roughly two years of thinking together with each

other and the many authors. What follows is an expansive exploration of ethics

at a disciplinary crossroads – philosophy and education. But, like all who dare to

think and commit those thoughts to words on a page, we are aware that in any

such collection important ideas are missed, contradictions are not settled, and

all possible vantage points have not been accounted for. We defined our central

aim in this project as democratizing the scholarship concerning ethics and

education. We took seriously the tasks of diverse representation and inclusivity,

not just of thought but of place. We tried mightily to include international

voices and non-Western schools of thought. We worked diligently to allow for

ideas that pushed our own orthodoxies and assumptions about ethics and

education. We trust these commitments have made a difference.

The authors included in this handbook invite readers to consider the relation-

ship between ethics and education from various disciplinary standpoints. Some

authors within this volume are positioned within philosophy and some within

education – all transgress these imagined divisions to provide readers with an

account of how ethics and/of/for education has been conceived of historically,

thought of within cultural and intellectual traditions, and deployed within

schooling institutions to enable ethical futures not yet known. The backdrop

of this handbook is a lived experience awash in political unrest, and controversy

animates what follows. Although the three of us are positioned within the

United States, we acknowledge that the material circumstances we face are

likely replicated across the globe in the many places pushed to conceptual

breaking points when conceiving of an ethics and/of/for education.

Part I of this handbook explores how various traditions have conceived of

ethics and education. Tracing lines of inquiry from the ancient to the post-

modern, these authors provide an important historical analysis of ethical

thought in education and raise questions about the role of the past in informing

our orientation to the present and future, questions such as: How should one

live? What is the good life? What is the role of education in promoting the good
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life? And finally, to what extent do past ethical traditions still impact educa-

tional thought and practice today?

Part II explores the ethical dimension of schooling and practice, or how ethics

unfolds within institutions. The chapter authors engage the perennial problems

of a mostly modernist notion of schooling and how the site of schooling policies

and practices reflects our moral and ethical commitments in known and

unknown ways. Questions such as how should educators confront contemporary

ethical dilemmas in concert with others (students, colleagues, parents, commu-

nity members), how should schools and curricula be organized to serve all

children, and who gets to influence an institution organized for public good

are central to this section.

Part III explores emerging ethical pathways and frameworks in education

broadly defined. The chapter authors describe new ways of thinking through

ethical and moral commitments in education reflective of our contemporary

lived experience. Questions related to power, the crises of democracy, technol-

ogy, the environment, and pluralism are some of the topics taken up in this

section. In addition, this section offers new insights and opportunities for

renewal within a complex, often contentious set of variables that play out in

both theory and practice. How might we think through the inconsistencies of

existence rather than following ready-made standards of belief and action from

another time? This question, and many more, provides the starting point for the

task of ethics and/of/for education.

Finally, we acknowledge the work of R. S. Peters, who first published Ethics and

Education in 1966, in what was an equally complicated historical moment filled

with social strife for educators to wade through. Peters’ work stands as a classic

philosophy of education text and introduces a new generation to the study of

ethics and/of/for education to foster democratic aims in schools and society. His

text in three parts – “The Concept of ‘Education,’” “Ethical Foundations of

Education,” and “Education and Social Control” – is essential reading for both

scholars and practitioners. Over the span of 300 pages, he provides philosophical

justification and explanation of how the study of ethics is central to education.

His last chapter is titled “Democracy and Education” and here he reminds

readers that “if a democratic way of life is to be a reality, there must in fact be

a large number of people who are committed in fact to such a way of conducting

their affairs.” When we recently reread this passage, we were struck at the

poignancy of such a simple statement. Or maybe we heard it differently this

time – that is, abstracted rules, laws, codes, standards, and discipleship will not

save us from ourselves. In fact, any set of principles that does not take seriously

the human cost of our “principles” will fail to meet the ethical demands of the

future. The shattering of belief in associated living and the common good that is

afoot can only be resisted by fostering the desire for and commitment to such ends.

For example, academic freedom can only exist if we, and a great many “we,”

desire such a commitment and are willing to act in ways that allow such a

maxim to exist and be extended to others. Might we reach for new forms of

thought, new educational arrangements, and new ethical commitments that

can bring about a just and sustainable future? That is the task of ethics and/of/

for education.
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