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This study reexamines “maternal thinking” as an ethical and existential basis for
pedagogical action. Maternal thinking is rooted in the theory of ethics of care, particularly
in Sara Ruddick’s framework, which views the experiences of a mother and her
relationship with the child as having an existential nature. It can be studied as a form of
epistemic discipline. Based on this, the present article explores the application of this
theory in the field of education, especially in teacher education. Employing a reflective
autoethnographic appraoch, three lived narratives of teachers in critical situations were
analyzed. These narratives were analyzed using episodic methods. Findings revealed that
maternal thinking extending beyond professional care and rationalistic theory of ethics, is
rooted in caring ethics and involves an °melosictal commitment and affective bond that
transforms the teacher into an ethically active agent. These actions are embedded in
concepts such as ethical sensitivity, ethical esthetic, and moral courage. In conclusion, the
concept of “moral courage in teaching” is introduced as a moment where education
transcends technical duty and becomes an existential responsibility.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

In response to the ethical crisis resulting from the dominance of neoliberal discourse in education, this
study aims to propose a new pedagogical interpretation of care, drawing on the theory of the ethics of
care. This conception of care is not viewed as a tool for economic productivity, but as a moral-
relational act that can foster the ethical growth of both teachers and students. In a context where
educational systems are increasingly shaped by market logic and competition, moral and human values
have gradually been diminished or even erased from the pedagogical space of schools. This erosion
has led to a disconnection in teacher-student and school-family relationships, as well as within
teachers' own existential experience. Teachers can no longer align their professional identity with
inner values such as empathy, care, and ethical cultivation of students, while learners grow up in
environments that prioritize individual success and instrumental achievement over solidarity, social
responsibility, and attentiveness to the other. This condition intensifies what may be called a crisis of
the ethics of care in education. Thus, there is an urgent need to draw upon alternative moral resources,
particularly the ethics of care and Sara Ruddick’s philosophy of maternal thinking.

According to existing literature, the ethics of care is not only a moral or relational stance but also a
political one, aimed at enhancing our collective capacity to live together and strengthen human
solidarity. Care, from this perspective, is not merely an emotional act but a way of being in the world-
deeply interpersonal and ethical mode of relating to others. Sara Ruddick, through her concept of
maternal thinking, describes care as a cognitive, moral, and philosophical discipline grounded in the
mother-child relationship. Mothers, in their caring practices, engage in a form of ethical reflection
rooted in three essential dimensions: the preservation of life, emotional and intellectual growth, and
social acceptability of the child. This article seeks to revisit maternal thinking as an emotional-ethical
capacity and examine its implications within teacher education and pedagogy.

Methodology

This study employs a reflective autoethnographic approach, allowing the researcher to immerse
themselves in the field while engaging in ongoing reflection and analysis of personal experiences and
meanings. Drawing on years of lived experience within educational settings and observations of
“caring teachers,” the researcher investigates the potential for a pedagogical framework rooted in
maternal thinking. To illustrate this, three teachers' narratives were selected: two exemplifying key
indicators of caring pedagogy aligned with Ruddick’s framework—such as sustained presence,
empathy, moral affection, attentive love, motivational displacement, and immersion in the learner’s
condition—and one intentionally chosen to exemplify a care deficiency, serving as a contrast to
highlight variations in care practices.

Data collection involved reflective engagement with past dialogues, direct classroom observations,
and third-party accounts. The analysis was interpretive, applying key theoretical concepts from the
ethics of care to each narrative. This process followed a dialectical logic, balancing lived experience
and conceptual theory, allowing theory to emerge organically through the researcher’s reflective
engagement rather than relying solely on inductive or deductive methods. This approach emphasizes
persuasive inference, integrating personal insights with theoretical frameworks to deepen
understanding of caring pedagogies grounded in maternal thinking.
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Results and Conclusion

The analysis of the three narratives suggests that maternal thinking in education transcends a mere
professional duty or ethical obligation; it constitutes an ontological mode of being rooted in authentic
relationships, emotional sensitivity, and a deep commitment to the well-being of students. The
narratives delineate four developmental episodes within caring pedagogy: (1) silent suffering and
ethical sensitivity, (2) emergence of moral affection, (3) attentive love and ethical motivation, and (4)
moral courage as emancipatory education.

In the first narrative, a teacher reestablishes a relational and emotional connection with a student
through deep listening and nonjudgmental presence. The second illustrates how a teacher redesigns her
approach to support a hearing-impaired student, demonstrating the cognitive and ethical power of care.
The third depicts a pedagogical failure resulting from the absence of emotional attentiveness and
premature judgment, which silences a student’s creative potential.

A key conclusion is the conceptualization of moral courage in teaching—a moment when teachers
move beyond rational, duty-based logic to act out of genuine care, emotional investment, and ethical
responsibility. Teaching, in this view, is not solely about knowledge transmission but is a profound
ethical response to suffering, silence, and disconnection. Moral courage, emerging at the intersection
of maternal epistemology and pedagogies of care, transforms teachers into liberatory agents within the
educational landscape, fostering emancipatory and relational pedagogies rooted in maternal thinking.
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