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Abstract 

This entry introduces ethics of care as it relates to postdigital education. It starts with a concise 

overview of care within feminist thought introducing the argument that to be in human relation is 

key to ethical action. Although core ideas of ethics of care endure, they can be further contextualised 

through the evolution of the language of care in educational settings and the evolving nature of those 

settings themselves as the world becomes increasingly entangled in technology and as care becomes 

part of everyday discourse. Postdigital ethics of care has much hope that it can retain or reclaim its 

essence, but such hope is born from a recognition of the inequalities and problems which give rise to 

the notion of care as a phenomenon of both study and praxis that works in the service of creating 

happier worlds for all living beings. 
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Introduction 

Ethics is a strand of philosophy concerned with how human beings should act. Within this tradition, 

care ethics developed as a reaction to philosophies of ethics that centred on the idea that a rational 

human being (historically assumed to be a man) could scrutinize their thoughts and inner workings 

so as to derive ethical codes according to abstract logic. This idea of a rational (hu)man, existing 

alone in their own uncomplicated agency, was countered in particular by female feminist scholars 

and researchers who pointed to our interconnectedness (Held 2006; Noddings 2003; Tronto 1998; 

Diller 2018). They countered that to be human is fundamentally relational and it is only in 

relationships that we can truly derive any worthwhile ideas of how to act ethically. This is counter to 

an overly rational, abstract, and individualist and neoliberalist framing (Webb 2023). 

This aligns with a postdigital ethics which, according to Ralston (2023), has as its kernel ‘a 

commitment to posthumanism, the notion that humans must move beyond anthropocentric 

Enlightenment ideals if they are to adapt to their new digitally imbricated reality’. Postdigital ethics 

is committed to posthumanism; the notion that humans must move beyond anthropo-centric 
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Enlightenment ideals. Postdigital ethics will sit uneasily within any ethical framework which must 

be fair and rational. Rather as Ralston (2023) puts it postdigital ethics is ‘unsettled, and subject to 

revision in light of shifting societal norms and dynamic moral beliefs’. 

Ethics of care challenged the ideas by those including Freud, who had claimed that men were more 

likely to express an ethics centred around ‘justice’ and made certain normative gendered 

assumptions about this; namely, that justice ethics was a superior and less biased form of human 

reasoning (Gilligan 1982). The philosopher Virginia Held (2006) thus makes an argument for an 

ethics of care that questions the self-evident nature of ‘justice’. She counters this idea by calling 

attention to affective and embodied acts: ‘an ethic of justice focuses on questions of fairness, 

equality, individual rights, abstract principles and the consistent application of them. An ethic of care 

focuses on attentiveness, trust, responsiveness to need, narrative nuance and cultivating caring 

relations.’ (Held 2006: 15) 

The emphasis on the relational nature of human life in care ethics can be examined through 

attentiveness to emotional and affective states which tend to be abstracted out of other philosophies. 

In an ethics of care, generating and sustaining good feelings in ourselves and others is seen to be 

centrally important. This is according to the maxim that ‘happy individuals are rarely violent or 

intentionally cruel, either to other human beings or to nonhuman animals’ (Noddings 2003: 2). Care 

ethics then has concerns that are both interpersonal and affective. 
 
 

Postdigital Ethics of Care  

A postdigital ethics has been seen as one that tries to stay in some sense indeterminate or flexible 

(see Ralston 2023). 
Ethics, along with both science and religion, need to exercise a degree of modesty. Claims to 

establish truth in some exclusive manner, and therefore at the cost of an open engagement 

with other contributions, need to be tempered by the recognition that no one approach has the 

monopoly of truth. (Reader and Savin-Baden 2020: 300) 

This quote speaks to epistemic humility and inclusivity, and warns against falling into an ethics 

which is too dogmatic. This indeterminacy and unwillingness of a postdigital sensibility (Jopling 

2023) to get dragged into a clear definition can also pose dangers as it could allow ethics to become 

too abstract and divorced from everyday concerns. The response to this has been to call attention 

always to the people at the heart of the matter which is where ethics meets care. Added to this human 

relational dimension of care ethics, postdigital ethics entangles us in ideas from posthumanism and 

sociomateriality in which ‘care work is distributed amongst human and non-human entities’ (Jarke 

and Büchner 2024). 

A postdigital ethics of care continues to build on core concerns of feminism but there is a particular 

emphasis on how this looks like within our increasing postdigital socio-technical entanglements. In 

this way, for instance, Macgilchrist et al. (2024) sought out and advocated for ‘care-ful innovation’ 

which would involve weaving narratives that envisage worlds where educational technology is 

innovated around notions of care and nurturing. Moreover, such work - according to what we could 

see as a postdigital care ethics sensibility - is ‘done by humans, non-humans, and more-than-humans 

— [and resists] competition, scaling-up, and optimisation. This means radically transforming the 

ways in which we plan, design, and create our postdigital futures.’ (Macgilchrist et al. 2024: 18) 



Mörtsell and Gunnarsson (2023) draw on ideas of care and feminist posthumanism, in combination 

with actor-network theory, to propose ‘caring cuts, modest interruptions and uneventful events’ 

(Mörtsell and Gunnarsson 2023: 174). Caring cuts are described as a methodological sensibility that 

is not so quick to put things ‘right’ as it is to acknowledge that other worlds are possible. This 

refusal to put things right recalls Donna Haraway’s (2016) invitation for us to stay with the trouble. 

We should stay a while rather than jump into doing too quickly. In a sense, ‘the trouble’ itself needs 

our care and attention. In many cases, that trouble is increasingly digital and this digital is 

increasingly hard to define, as the postdigital contends. 

If the postdigital is bound up with care, care and indeed the longing for care or the feeling of its 

absence may also become hard to define or circumscribe. Hence as de La Bellacasa (2017: 1) has it 

of care: ‘Like a longing emanating from the troubles of neglect, it passes within, across, throughout 

things. Its lack undoes, allows unraveling. To care can feel good; it can also feel awful. It can do 

good; it can oppress.’ A danger of a postdigital care ethics, and anything that becomes definitionally 

resistant, is that the postdigital just becomes that which is reified in the same way the digital was. In 

this sense, we need to be careful that a postdigital ethics of care is always entangled in and attentive 

to material realities of human beings who show up with each other in real life - which means in the 

political realities of powers and powerlessness (Czerniewicz et al. 2020). 

Some practical applications, implications, and indeed limitations of what postdigital care ethics 

might be were brought to the fore by the Covid-19 pandemic and its remote learning and working 

modes (Jandrić et al. 2020). Digital inequalities could be exacerbated (Kuhn et al. 2023) including 

for black, brown, and indigenous students (Payne et al. 2021). The FemEdTech collective (Bell et al. 

2023) sought to call this out in an open letter to journal editors during the pandemic on how women 

were disproportionately impacted in their scholarly work due to caring responsibilities - a theme 

explored by Gray (2021). 

Brown and Tolbert (2024: 9) highlight a complex web of issues that care ethics can be comprised of, 

defined by or can exist in tension with in modern networked learning environments which include 

‘privacy, surveillance, inclusion, criticality, equity and social justice, relational pedagogies, 

ecopedagogies’. Care theorists highlight the complicated relationships students and their teachers 

have with each other via institutions that are not necessarily designed to be truly caring entities. ‘We 

have observed how students have turned to the university expecting support: it is been surprising to 

me to see the dependency students have on institutions and also the expectations they have of 

institutions.’ (Czerniewicz et al. 2020: 950) 

Postdigital care is one that is much larger in the consciousness post-pandemic. It exists in a world 

where care has become a part of the discourse, including terms such as ‘self-care’ and the ‘wellness 

industry’ (Gray 2021). The injection of the language of care into institutional narratives, press 

releases, and staff newsletters can serve to anthropomorphise institutions as caring, which a 

postdigital ethics of care often warns against. As Gray (2021) puts it in her feminist critique of 

gendered labour, burnout, and the Covid-19 pivot to digital, ‘the university cannot love you’. In this 

sense, care may also be ‘weaponized’ to brand and sell all manner of things that purport to help 

students but can involve coercive, calculative, and uncaring technologies of surveillance and control 

(Benjamin 2019; Richards and Cains 2021; Bali and Zamora 2022; Costello et al. 2023). 
 
 

Care(ful) Hope 



Despite issues and controversies around care, including the co-option of the concept by uncaring, 

extractive, and controlling systems, postdigital ethics of care contains hope that is nuanced and 

indeed writ large for futures that realise the ‘individual and common ability to provide the political, 

social, material, and emotional conditions that allow the vast majority of people and living creatures 

on this planet to thrive—along with the planet itself’ (Chatzidakis et al. 2020: 6). Chan et al. (2023: 

111) dare to ‘imagine’ the university ‘otherwise’ as full of ‘reciprocity, reparation, gifting, 

sovereignty, hospitality, and epistemic pluralism’. 

The FemEdTech collective is an example of a hopeful collective practice (Bell et al. 2023) whose 

members worked to collectively weave a quilt as a form of postdigital assemblage that contained as 

much thought and emotion as physical material. The quilters argue that within relational, affirmative 

ethics, resistance is still possible and they call for ‘radical rest’ in an ethics of care so that every 

pause is not filled with ‘compliance activity’ (Bell et al. 2023: 288). Their work centres ‘sustaining 

joyful practice of what happens in the spaces of coming-together (care, joy, hope, awe) in the face of 

crisis and the pressure of advanced capitalism’ (Bell et al. 2023: 288). 

This theme is clear in postdigital care ethics. It contends that even in the face of a dying planet we 

have the power to enact ‘care as repair’ (Czerniewicz et al. 2020: 946). In the final thesis, we can sit 

with the troubles of the Anthropocene so as to ‘hospice dying worlds’ (Macgilchrist 2021). There are 

more directions we could turn here to trace futures of postdigital care or explore further links with 

planetary and care and ecopedagogies. Wherever we would end up, such a research agenda would be 

postdigital in the sense that it is practical but principled (Knox 2024). Like the FemEdTech quilt 

(Beetham et al. 2022) it will be woven of openness, inclusivity, transdisciplinarity (Mikulan 2024; 

Knox 2024) and playful speculation (Ross 2023) that aims to ‘cut-through technologies-of-self and 

individualistic positionalities’ to challenge and expand ‘limited critical imaginations concerning 

empowerment’ (Hurley 2023). 
 
 

Summary 

Postdigital ethics of care continues to be a theory of importance for educators that centres around 

how individuals manifest in and are the product of relationships. It argues that systems of work, 

education, and social organisation must honour and cherish the affective, non-scalable, non-

commercial, attentive, trusting, feel-good nature of such happenings be they online, offline, or 

anywhere in between. Postdigital care is more than a concept. It is hopeful even in the face of wide 

digital, political, social, and increasingly dire environmental fissures. Postdigital care can be a final 

hopeful act that we express to each other and to our material realities even as we and they remain 

bound in the churning uncertainly of the postdigital condition. 
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