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Abstract
This article considers the multifaceted concept of ethics and how, despite being a familiar 
notion within education, it is still much contested within literature and professional prac-
tice. Drawing on postmodern, feminist and political literature, the authors explore (re)con-
ceptualisations of ethics and ethicality in relation to ethical identity, professionalism and 
practice. Applying philosophical and metaphorical tools, such as the rhizome and nomad 
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987), the authors suggest there is the potential to accommodate the 
multiple and often divergent facets of ethics, thereby engaging with different ethical pos-
sibilities. It is argued that the propensity for reducing ethics to merely procedural protocols 
and guidelines marginalises the richness of ethics and, all too frequently, leaves practition-
ers ill-equipped to navigate the reality of day-to-day ethics.
The article is positioned within the field of early years (EY) practice and training EY prac-
titioners.  This reflects the authors’ own specialism but also celebrates  the  propensity of 
the EY practitioner to reflect upon, question and challenge their own practice and ethical 
identities. This does not reduce the applicability of the subject matter which is relevant to 
educators of children of any age. The term ‘practitioner’ is used throughout to refer to any 
adult working with children in an educative role, this includes, but is not limited to nursery 
nurses, teachers or teaching assistants.

Keywords  Ethics · Ethicality · Rhizomes · Nomad · Early childhood education

Ethical Beginnings…an Introduction…

“Ethics is a species activity that includes everything we do to maintain, continue and 
repair our world so we can live in it as well as possible”

Fisher and Tronto (1990, 40).
The purpose of this paper is to widen the academic debate surrounding the nebulous 

field of ethics. As tutors within further education with the responsibility of training our 
future educators we have been unsatisfied with the more typical conversations around 
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ethics in early years education and have decided to explore (re)conceptualisations of ethics 
and ethicality in order to engage differently. We have felt the propensity for reducing ethics 
to merely procedural protocols and guidelines marginalises the richness of ethics and, all 
too frequently, leaves practitioners ill-equipped to navigate the reality of lived ethics in eve-
ryday practice with children, families and colleagues. As we will discuss later in the paper, 
we have issue with not only with the tenor of current ethical conversations within the field, 
but additionally with the marginalisation of ethics within teacher training (Malone, 2020): 
an unsound situation which increases the potential for moral distress within the workforce 
(Ribers, 2018). Therefore, we will draw on  Deleuzo-Guattarian (1987) philosophical tools, 
such as the rhizome and nomad, to engage with the potential for accommodating the multi-
ple and often divergent facets of ethics, in attempt to bring fresh insight and, thereby, open-
up to different ethical possibilities. We do not seek to offer a unified vision of ethics, for as 
this discussion will demonstrate, ethics is a complex concept and unification, alongside any 
claims to ‘truth’, would contravene the very positionality of the debate. 

Ethics is a familiar term that is used frequently within education, particularly with 
regard to educational research and yet, as Gallagher (2009, 11) maintains, it remains hard 
to define as a concept and is widely contested. Ethical definitions often weave between 
macro and micro terrains depending on the focus and importance it is ascribed. The intro-
ductory quote from Fisher and Tronto (1990) infers that ethics is an innately human condi-
tion that underpins what it means to be human, living a human life. This is further sup-
ported by postmodern philosophers such as Bauman (1995, 10), who suggest ethics is and 
should be the concern of everyone but purports “ethics is more than a mere description 
of what people do; more even than a description of what they believe they ought to be 
doing to be decent, just and good” it is a fundamental code that “sets apart good and evil” 
(Ibid). Therefore, two questions emerge; how best to ensure the practitioners that we have a 
hand in training fully understand and are prepared for ethical responsibility where the most 
vulnerable in our society are concerned? And how should something so fundamental to 
human development as the understanding of ‘right and wrong’ be tackled in a child’s early 
education?

Feminist and political theorists such as Tronto (2013) and Noddings (2015) promote 
the notion of an ethics of care where ethics is morally situated and contextualised through 
responsibilities and relationships. Whereas, others draw on the work of Levinas (1989 cited 
in Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, 76–81) to discuss the ethics of encounter and a respect and 
authentic acknowledgment of the Other. However, within Early Years Education (EYE) 
and other educational institutions and professions, the very nature of being an educator 
can be considered to be bound by implicit ethical and moral duties, responsibilities and 
principles. This not only encompasses identity (both professional and personal) but also 
behaviour and conduct (both professional and personal), and professional practice (Early 
Education, 2011; National College for Teaching and Leadership (NCTL) 2013; Whitehead  
and  Aviles, 2018). Furthermore, Dahlberg and Moss (2005) and Moss (2019) contend 
that EYE is by its very nature both political and ethical and, whilst this may make many 
early years (EY) practitioners uncomfortable, to imagine otherwise risks reducing EYE to 
merely technical, normative and dominant practices and discourses.

Bazzul (2018, 474) observes that “there is literally an infinite number of ways of living 
and being ethical”. It is within this nebulous context that this article hopes to offer further 
thoughts to add to the academic debate surrounding the field of ethics and the influence 
different visions of ethics may have on practitioners. The discussion is situated within the 
field of EYE due to the authors’ own experience, but it could easily be transposed into 
any phase of education. It does not seek to provide answers or correct universal truths 
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pertaining to ethics. However, employing Deleuzo-Guattarian (1987) theory, through meta-
phors such as the rhizome it offers a way to consider and accommodate the multiple, and 
often divergent, facets of ethics and to engage with different ethical possibilities. In under-
taking this it is hoped that students and newly qualified practitioners can be better prepared 
for the messiness of ethics within EYE. Furthermore, it offers suggestions to tutors work-
ing with EYE and other educational students of ways to better guide them through this 
ethical swamp (Punch, 1994).

Rhizomes and Ethical Positionality

Within this section a brief explanation of the metaphorical concept of rhizome is offered in 
an attempt to contemplate ethics differently. This will provide a philosophical framework 
in which diverse ethical concepts can coexist and the richer fuller picture of ethics can be 
more adequately accommodated. This exploration provides the ethical positionality from 
which the debates running through this paper have been considered. 

Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) metaphorical concept of the rhizome offers a versatile 
way of exploring and engaging with ethics. They maintain the rhizome is a multiplici- 
tous structure with connections, or growth that travels in any and all directions. Rhizomes 
never retrace their pathways, more they constantly (re)evolve via multiple entries and exits 
to regenerate and (de/re)territorialise new trajectories. As a philosophical and concep-
tual paradigm the metaphorical rhizome offers opportunities for practitioners, indeed all 
educators, to occupy more flexible conceptual spaces. A rhizomatic philosophy demands 
that practitioners stop, and pay attention to the multiplicity and complexity around them 
in order to see things differently; to uncover layers of meaning and connection that may 
not have been predicted or may not have been seen before. By challenging practitioners to 
ask critically reflective questions such as what else exists here? How does it work? ‘and… 
and…and’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987), instead of only trying to categorise as the same, the  
opportunity to (re)imagine and (re)conceptualise thinking, practice and ethical relational 
encounters is embraced: essentially practitioners are given the freedom to explore within 
the rhizome.

Uzelman (2005) uses the concept of bamboo to effectively expand on the Deleuzo-
Guattarian metaphor. He states “while on the surface each shoot appears to be an indi-
vidual, related but separate from its neighbours, underground all are connected through a 
complex network of root-like stems and filaments called a rhizome” (ibid, 17). Although 
Uzelman applies this metaphor to the notion of activism, it could be argued it offers much 
in relation to ethics. An individual’s (or in this instance practitioner’s or educator’s) world-
view; their values, beliefs and ethical and moral stances, are like the horizontal growth part 
of the bamboo. They lay under the surface gathering the conceptual nourishment and nutri-
ents needed for dynamic vertical growth, much like the “unseen grassroots” (Uzelman, 
2005, 17). ‘Roots’ of an individual’s ethical values could be seen to act and affect any and 
all relational encounters, these could be viewed as the visible, vertical growth. Thereby, 
ethics and ethical values underpin practitioner identity (professional and personal), behav-
iours and conduct, professional practice and other states of being. Ethics becomes the 
horizontal and vertical framework that encourages practitioners to (de/re)territorialize old 
terrains, belief systems, discursive and dominant discourses and chart and honour new 
and unpredictable ways of being and thinking. In this way the Deleuzo-Guattarian (1987) 
metaphor lends itself to accommodate the philosophical perspective of ethics (grass roots 
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horizontal connections), the more contextualised and situated perspectives (horizontal or 
vertical growth), and the more universal ethics applied within codes and regulations (verti-
cal growth). The concept of the rhizome allows us to accommodate a vision where multi-
ple perspectives can be acknowledged and function simultaneously, where unpredictable, 
remarkable or new lines of growth can be accommodated and where new territories, with 
multiple entries and exits, can be (re)conceived.

As previously stated Bazzul (2018, 474) claims that “ethical subjectivity, how one 
comes to understand themselves as an ethical being, is limitless because there are literally 
an infinite number of ways of living and being ethical”. Bazzul (ibid) argues that when 
considering ethics it is a question of considering the coexistence of ethical perspectives, 
stances and facets rather than unification. Thus a fuller and richer picture of ethics can be 
(re)conceptualised by resisting normative and hegemonic amalgamations; by embracing a 
multiplicitous, constantly (re)evolving assemblage of ethics. Within this, space is created 
for practitioner and children’s own values and belief systems, based upon their own experi-
ences and understandings, to be developed.

Problematising Ethical Definitions and the Complexity of the Debate

“Ethics is the conscious practice of freedom…freedom is the ontological condition 
of ethics. But ethics is considered the form that freedom takes when it is informed by 
reflection”.

Foucault (1984, 284).
In order to engage with wider ethical issues and address the importance of ethicality 

within early years practice, there must first be an understanding of the problematic nature 
of ethical definitions. An exploration of just was it meant by, or encompassed within the 
overarching title of ‘ethics’ must be explored in order to fully contextualise the complex 
nature of ethics and ethical debates. 

Ethical definitions include many differing perspectives and it could be argued that each 
one will influence how practitioners approach ethics and the importance that they accord 
it within their practice. The works of Tronto (2013) and Noddings (2015) suggest that eth-
ics is like a mantle of responsibility, in order for practitioners to be prepared to assume 
this mantle they need to know why ethics is so fundamental and important to every day 
provision and professionalism; yet ethics is marginalised within teacher training (Aubrey, 
2000; Malone, 2020). Although it is beyond the scope of this article to provide exhaustive 
investigation of fundamental ethics perspectives, some considerations which are relevant to 
those teaching in early years are discussed below.

Bauman (1995, 10), Banks and Gallagher (2008, 16) and Gallagher’s (2009, 11) sug-
gestions initially offer the rather simplistic version of the dualism between binary argu-
ments rooted in right and wrong and, in Bauman’s case, good and evil. Ostensibly, Banks 
and Gallagher (2008, 16) claim “ethics can be the values that people hold and follow” or 
“a singular term referring to the study of norms and values”. Furthermore, Dahlberg and 
Moss (2005, 66) describe ethics as the “categorical distinction between right and wrong” 
which is then universally applied to promote normative, technicist approaches that govern 
“how we should think and act” (ibid). This binary and rather constrained view reflects the 
approach that we most commonly see in the EY classroom or setting; a rather Cartesian 
approach to ethics founded on common and good-sense that seeks to ascribe a universal 
consensus relating to values, beliefs, symbolic meaning and binary codification (Shockey, 
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2010). This dichotomous and binary argument initially appears to offer a universal starting 
point which seeks agreement on the basic tenet of good/bad, right/wrong; one being prefer-
able to the other. However, even supposing that when viewed at either end of the spectrum 
there could be commonality between what is considered good/bad and/or right/wrong by 
diverse individuals, the numerous shades of grey in between are problematic. Freire (1994) 
suggests that those who get to decide on what is considered good/bad, right/wrong and 
within what context or situational encounter, can perpetuate issues of silence and privilege. 
This, in itself is an innately unethical prospect that has implications for social justice and 
equitable discourses. Additionally, Tronto (2013, 34) argues that the political community 
within each culture will determine what values, beliefs, moral standpoints and ethical prin-
ciples find value and voice within the various professional and social communities. Not all 
voices are heard, not all individual’s views within the community of the EY setting will be 
respected. Binary good/bad, right/wrong decisions, then, may not be as innocent, value-
free or universal as they first appear.

Early Education (2011, 5) extends this binary argument further, claiming that when 
we consider ethics in relation to young children it “involves critical reflection on morality 
and the ability to make choices between values and the examination of the moral dimen-
sions of relationships”. Therefore, ethical decisions are individualised matters of choice. In 
contrast, Whitehead and Aviles’ (2018, 5) view that “ethics is a specific set of principles, 
values, and beliefs that govern the behaviour of individuals or groups”; proposing that a 
code of ethics is something that exist outside of the individual, universal rules to be abided 
by. Gallagher (2009, 11) observes that there are fundamental distinctions between ethical 
philosophy and ethical mechanisms, yet they are often conflated and broadly considered 
‘ethics’. Furthermore, Erickson et al. (2008, 15) argue there is a tendency to reduce ethics 
to “a quasi-legal endeavour” which potentially supports policies and protocols but could be 
argued to sidestep wider issues of morality and social justice. Foucalt (1983,1984), Niesche 
and Haase (2012) and Bazzul (2018) imply ethics should encompass more than the govern-
ance of behaviour, it should consider how the impacts of particular ethical positions affect 
relationships. For a practitioner this could be reflecting on their own professionalism and 
their own interactions or, encouraging children to consider their relationship with self, with 
others or the wider world and environment. Similarly, Moss (2019) draws on the under-
standings of postmodern ethics, ethics of care and ethics of encounter, to suggest that prac-
titioners should embrace ethics as an active practice that encompasses and acknowledges 
their individual responsibilities and relationships, over unification and legislative codes and 
regulatory guidelines. Examples of this in practice have been when approaches such as 
‘transformative justice’ (Kose, 2011) have been introduced into schools, enabling children 
to consider how their actions impact upon others, rather than adults imposing rules and 
regulation in a more behaviouristic manner.

Dahlberg and Moss (2005, 67) argue that a unified vision of ethics underpins policy 
and practice within EYE, however, to continue to attempt to pigeonhole ethics assumes the 
ontological position that there is a right definition and application of ethics, a stance that 
may not be coherent in every context. In seeking a one-size-fits all approach to ethics it 
could be that we are seeking ways to make Other function as the Same, passing it through 
the “knowers prefabricated system of understanding, concepts and categories” (Dahlberg 
and Moss, 2005, 77). Often this is done subconsciously; we take Other and assimilate it 
through our own internal systems, turning it into the something we are more comfortable 
with or something that makes greater sense to us. Dahlberg and Moss (2005, 77) suggest 
that this not only supports the reduction of feelings of uncomfortableness, but can be a way 
of “affirming self and what it means to be an independent autonomous being”. It is easy 
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to see why this is done, it is important to consider the impact that this has on the eclectic 
thinking and ‘one hundred languages’ (Edwards et al., 2011) of children.

Within conformity, unity and Sameness there is more than a measure of comfort, stabil-
ity and security. It could be that this provides a powerful and understandable inducement 
to seek unification of ethics and conformity within ethical codes and guidelines. Not only 
does this make ethics more predictable, it also absolves us from the responsibility of mak-
ing decisions when dealing with day-to-day ethical dilemmas, and uncertainties (Malone, 
2020). Essentially, as Dahlberg and Moss (2005, 68) contend “what is called for from the 
individual, for example the preschool practitioner, is conformity to the prescriptions for 
the code and the terms of the contract through the application of the correct technology. 
Responsibility is exchanged for legislation, the need to choose for rule-following, ambiva-
lence for certainty”. Yet Bauman (1995) reminds us that the human condition tends to be 
far more chaotic, muddled and ambiguous, with no clear-cut black/white positions. This is 
particularly relevant in EYE, where there are many inherent moral and ethical dilemmas 
to navigate due to the complex and collaborative nature of the field (Malone, 2020). Daily 
interactions not only with children and immediate colleagues, but with families and a wide 
range of professionals exponentially increases the likelihood of discord and decisions about 
the course of action that is right.

Tronto (2013) and Noddings (2015) claim that ethics requires an individual, or in this 
instance a practitioner, EY or otherwise, to assume the mantle of responsibility for accept-
ing and caring for the Other within their interactions. This assumes that inherent within 
ethics is a strong relational facet that reflects the inter-dependence of encounters and inter-
actions. By accepting Other there is the potential to ‘repersonalise’ ethics, thereby opening 
the possibility of new and different on every level (Dahlberg and Moss, 2005, 70) and from 
every perspective. This, in itself, is an ethical act, a conscious choice to acknowledge and 
respect Other in a way that not only aligns with care ethics but also that of ethical encoun-
ters (Levinas 1989 cited in Dahlberg and Moss, 2005, 76–81). Approaching ethics in this 
way promotes a more active and agentic ethical practice, a way of living ethics, as opposed 
to merely accepting and perpetuating legislation. As Bauman (1995, 7) states “with the 
smokescreen of centralised legislation dispersed and the power-of-attorney returned to the 
signatory, the choice is blatantly left to the moral person’s own devices. With choice comes 
responsibility. And if choice is inevitable, responsibility is unavoidable”. Moss (2019, 59) 
claims that EY practitioners, indeed all educators, when engaging with ethical living must 
“grapple with context, complexity, ambiguity and uncertainty to decide what it means to 
relate to the Other in a caring way”. Only when practitioners do this can they acknowledge 
what ethics could be rather than what it is reduced to be. Only then can they truly reper-
sonalise and (de/re)conceptualise ethics to challenge and problematise technical, norma-
tive and dominant practices and discourses that may function in inequitable and innately 
unethical ways.

As suggested within the quote that opened this section, Foucault (1984) proposes that 
ethics requires individuals to consciously engage with and reflect on freedom. To be pre-
cise, ethics becomes an act of freedom when individuals are given opportunities to form 
their own ethical judgements drawn from reflections on their own ethicality. It is in how 
each individual presides over their own morality and ethical conduct which becomes an 
act of freedom, rather than just conformity to ethical regulations and procedural guidelines 
without reflexive thought. It was from this stance that authentic ethical meaning and ethical 
living could be contended, furthermore, enacting freedom is an act inherently political and 
imbued with power. Building on this Bazzul (2018, 472) argues that in order to understand 
and acknowledge authentic ethical living there first has to be an acceptance of “the limits 
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and extents of freedom”. It could be argued that freedom for an EY practitioner is about 
understanding and enacting choice within the confines of the power relations and differing 
social contexts inherent in EYE, particularly in relation to child-practitioner and parent-
practitioner dyad and the dynamic between colleagues. Therefore, ethical issues for each 
and every EY practitioner not only incorporates universal definitions of ethics and con-
formity with technical practices, but also the limits and extents of freedoms, the acceptance 
of Other and the willingness to shoulder responsibilities and relationships within uncer-
tainty and ambiguity. Ribers (2018, 902) suggests that this may result in “moral distress” 
for practitioners, particularly as ethics is not considered in real depth within teacher train-
ing (Malone, 2020). Practitioners are simply not prepared for these complexities.

The points raised above suggest that practitioners may need to maintain an awareness of 
the infinite number of ways of living and being ethical (Bazzul, 2018, 474) and it is here 
that Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) metaphor of the rhizome can offer a conceptual way 
forward. To return to Uzelman’s (2005) rhizomatic description of the bamboo; practition-
ers can find their own limits and extensions of freedoms encompassed within their horizon-
tal terrain, their “grassroots”. If practitioners consciously reflect on their own professional 
and personal ethical positions, opportunities for understanding more fully what nourishes 
their ethical interactions will emerge, allowing them, upon reflection, to chart new ways of 
being and thinking (horizontal growth). The Rhizome offers practitioners the opportunity 
to resist binary definitions and becoming mired in fixed positions, and instead allow for 
multiplicity; recognising that there are infinite ethical ways to exist and flourish simulta-
neously (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987). In doing so they open opportunities that acknowl-
edge and respect the individual ways of knowing and being ethical that can flourish in their 
classrooms and settings.

Ethical Identity and the Ethical Practitioner, Exploring Ethical 
Expectations Within EYE

“Fish don’t know they are swimming in the water, until they are a fish out of water. It 
is when culture shifts that we recognise the ocean in which we have been drenched”

Gilligan (2011, 15–16).
Despite education as a whole being considered an innately ethical profession, the poten-

tial ethical expectations of working in EYE and the preparation given to newly qualifying 
practitioners is often minimal. Furthermore, the expectations for ethical compliance within 
the profession do not necessarily match the complex reality of working within the sector, 
nor does the reality always match practitioner idealism regarding individual professional 
and ethical identity. Therefore, it is reasonable to explore how professional tensions can 
impact on not only how ethics is viewed as a concept, but the importance it is accorded 
within practice. 

If, as we suggest, the rhizome offers a reasonable way forward from which to envi-
sion ethics, then the rationale for an exploration of ethical identity and professional 
ethics becomes clear (Deleuze and Guattri, 1987; Uzelman, 2005). Whatever ontologi-
cal positionality practitioners have regarding ethics, the way they reconcile their own 
ethical identity, personally and professionally, will inform, or provide points of rhi-
zomatic intensity that will impact on the way that they view and engage with ethics. 
However, there are tensions within this process as identified by Taggart (2011), Bar-
ron (2016), Ribers (2018) and Malone (2020), when a practitioner’s ethical positionality 
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and compliance with hegemonic legislative codes and regulations do not align. The 
dilemma, as Ribers (2018 p.897) observes, is how EY practitioners reconcile and 
develop an ethical consciousness within EYE in relation to the subjective relational con-
text within which they work.

Despite there being an implicit understanding that educators are seen as innately moral 
and ethical ( and certainly this would be the espoused belief of many educators), Aubrey 
et al. (2000), Ribers (2018) and Malone (2020) highlight that ethics and ethical conduct 
are not prioritised within teacher training and practice preparation. Although these articles 
consider the dilemma from the cultural perspective of Denmark and the US, the situation is 
no different within the UK, as Taggart (2011) and Barron (2016) discuss. In fact the early 
years teaching standards produced by the NCTL (2013) do not mention ethics, ethicality 
or moral capabilities at all. There is only a single entry within the document which states 
that teachers should “demonstrate and model the positive values, attitudes and behaviours 
expected of children” (ibid, 2), and the more ambiguous commitment to “make a posi-
tive contribution to the wider life and ethos of the setting” (ibid, 5). With singular uses of 
terminology such as sensitivity, safety and care it would seem the standards support the 
notion of innate moral ethicality with implicitly ethical commitments, however, these con-
nections are vague and tenuous rather than sharply defined. Within the Quality Assurance 
Agency (QAA) (2019) benchmarks; (these govern the knowledge and skills required for 
bachelor and master degrees in childhood studies in the UK), to “reflect upon the ethics 
of studying babies and young children and their families and communities” (ibid, 10) is 
included. However there is no guidance on whose vision of ethics should be promoted, 
therefore there is no ethical depth; detail and expansiveness is by no means guaranteed. 
This raises the question of how HE educators might support students in developing the 
necessary knowledge, skills and capacities to navigate the ethical messiness that can be 
experienced within day-to-day practice. Without defined parameters it is easy to see how 
students and newly qualified educators could ‘arrive’ in their settings ethically ill-equipped 
and ill-prepared for the realty of EYE.

However, the issue is not that practitioners do not strive to be ethical or endeavour to 
maintain their ethicality within practice. For example within the UK EY practitioners adhere 
to their own code of ethics (Early Education 2011), Denmark has recently established  
an early years ethical code (Lauth and Sorensen 2013 cited in Ribers, 2018, 894), as have  
America (Ambery et al., 2011) and Australia (Barblett et al., 2006), and there is an inter-
national code of ethics created by Whitehead and Aviles (2018). Although the increased 
attention to ethics within these codes of practice it largely welcomed, as Niesche and Haase 
(2012, 278) argue, ethics is more than just complying with a list of capabilities, capacities 
and commitments, an ethical approach should not serve to narrow and reduce practice, but 
to develop transformative reflective and reflexive skills.

If ethics underpins and permeates life and professional practice, much like the horizon-
tal growth of the rhizomatic bamboo grass (Uzelman, 2005), then as Ribers (2018) sug-
gests it should be a cornerstone of teacher training and practice preparation. Malone (2020) 
infers that relying on inherent and implicit commitments and espoused ethical principles 
presupposes that every practitioner is willing and capable of being reflective and reflexive 
about their practice, their relationships and their impact on a day-to-day basis. This is not 
always the case, and Dewey (1910, 12) describes a need for some to “overcome inertia that 
inclines one to accept things at face value”. As the quote which opens this section suggests, 
how can we, as practitioners and educators, fully appreciate the ocean of ethical expecta-
tions that we have been swimming in, without being occasionally pulled from the comfort 
of the water to view the ever-stirring vastness?
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This level of deep reflection and reflexivity is encompassed within the honest accounts 
of two ethical educator journeys detailed within Niesche and Haase (2012). These every-
day micro-ethical accounts demonstrate that embodied ethicality is far more complex and 
demanding than compliance with legislation (Moss, 2019, 57), which merely leads to the 
“ethical becoming the technical” (Dahlberg and Moss, 2005, 70). In order to construct our-
selves as ethical beings and ethical professionals, Niesche and Haase (2012, 276) argue 
that self and professional reflection is vital; it is a deeply emotional and cultural ongoing 
lifelong dynamic, requiring meaningful commitment. Through a Foucauldian lens (1983, 
1984) transformative ethical practice subjects practitioners to constant self-reflection in 
relation to actions and relational encounters, almost akin to an ethical self-actualization. 
In this sense a practitioner’s personal and professional ethical identity is constantly evolv-
ing and renegotiated. Butler (2005, 37) explains how this aligns with “self-reflection and 
sociocultural recognition”, the way ethical identity impacts on and is impacted by social 
discourses and cultural conventions.

To this end, teacher training and practice preparation programmes should support EY 
practitioners in developing their own ethical and professional integrity. This would fos-
ter ethical resilience and inform practitioner’s reflective and reflexive practices. Students 
should be encouraged to explore ethics in a deeper way, honouring its multifaceted nature 
and becoming inspired to challenge traditional ethical epistemologies and fixed ethical and 
moral positions emerging from political positions of power. In this way students would 
have the opportunity to fully realise their ethical identities and evolve into EY practitioners 
that were fully prepared and equipped to shoulder the mantle of Other, enabling the chil-
dren that they nurture to do the same.

It is not surprising that EYE, within the current neoliberal socioeconomic climate and 
increasingly standardised practices and discourses, is beset with multiple, unpredictable 
and complex realities, where ethical dilemmas often emerge. It is within this daily reality 
that ethical ideals and complex and/or shades-of-grey dilemmas converge, which places 
increased ethical pressures on practitioners. This is to say nothing of the potential impacts 
of others’ views and expectations; parents and colleagues for example, on practitioner’s 
ethicality, practice and professional conduct. Within this reality, ethical ideals or espoused 
theory is often thwarted by rigid policy or parent and colleague expectations, resulting in 
a more uncomfortable compromise or theory-in-action (Schon, 2016). There are issues of 
asymmetrical power relationships, silence and privilege, which many practitioners may be 
underprepared to grapple with (Malone, 2020). It has been well documented within early 
years practice that ethical dilemmas often fall outside of the narrow parameters supported 
by universal ethical perspective and principles (Malone, 2020; Ribers, 2018). Despite ethi-
cal codes of practice and regulatory guidelines, Grahams (2015), Riber (2018) and Malone 
(2020) all contest that many practitioners feel ill-equipped and isolated when navigating 
more complex ethical challenges and dilemmas.

The unpredictable and undulating ethical terrain can leave practitioners relying on “their 
own ethical principles, previous experiences and institutional ethics requirements” (Grahams, 
2015, 2), which may or may not be sufficiently helpful. Within this trying professional con-
text Ribers (2018, 902) discusses the emergence of ‘moral distress’. This is a value-laden 
tension which emerges within practice when a practitioners personal and professional ethi- 
cal ideals, the complex realities and socioeconomic pressures inherent in EYE and ethi- 
cal codes and regulatory practices cannot be reconciled (Malone, 2020; Niesche and Haase, 
2012; Ribers, 2018). The ensuing feelings of stress, inadequacy and subsequent potential 
for burnout, is reminiscent of the negative impacts to practitioner well-being identified 
within Taggart (2011) and Elfer’s (2012, 2015) notions of emotional labour. Therefore, 
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better preparing practitioners for the ethical demands of their practice is more a neces- 
sity than an ideal. Whilst Niesche and Haase (2012) encapsulate how powerful ethically 
reflective and reflexive practice can be with regard to professionalism, ethical identity and 
ethical being; moral distress can have an equally potent reverse impact. Potentially it places 
“professional integrity and self-esteem” and practitioner well-being at risk (Ribers, 2018, 
p.896). Practitioners need a way of re-imagining ethics in its entirety and its complexity, to 
accommodate all pathways and embrace their own ethical understanding of values. Only 
then can they effectively challenge discursive practice with confidence, to readdress any 
issues relating to social justice and equitable practice as identified by Ribers (2018) and 
Malone (2020).

Foucault (1983, 1984) proposes that ethics is an expansive process where moral and 
ethical states of being can be enacted as a way of transforming self and practice, an enact-
ment of freedom and emancipation. This is not necessarily a process that can be contained 
within normative and technicist EY discourses and statutory legislation, and often requires 
a circumventing of disciplinary power (Foucault, 1983, 1984; Malone, 2020; Niesche and 
Haase, 2012; Ribers, 2018). It challenges practitioners, when faced with ethical dilemmas 
and challenging situations, to “have the courage to say no…and dissent when actions vio-
late professional ethical guidelines” or individual ethical positionality (Ribers, 2018, 897). 
This “plight to dissent” for the EY practitioner is not just a “voluntary right but a pro-
fessional obligation” (ibid). A notion that echoes the principles of both an ethics of care 
(Noddings, 2015; Tronto, 2013) and ethics of encounter (Levinas 1989 cited in Dahlberg 
& Moss, 2005, 76–81), through shouldering the burden of Other, acting as both advocate 
and protector. However, as Malone (2020) highlights, the issues of professional vulnerabil-
ity and power endemic within this endeavour can become an added complication and the 
potential for moral distress increased. Challenging the status quo requires a willingness to 
embrace uncertainty, to put at risk the sense of safety that can result from conformity and 
Sameness. It takes courage to resist and problematize existing power dynamics and discur-
sive discourses.

Rhizomatic approaches could offer a conceptual way for EY practitioners to accommo-
date multiple ethical principles and paradigms, within the complicity of daily reality within 
EYE (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987). As a metaphorical structure rhizomatic approaches could  
allow practitioners to adopt more ethically nomadic positions, their thoughts and reflec-
tions flowing freely through ethical dilemmas and challenges, encompassing multiplicity 
and many ethical and moral pathways, rather than becoming mired in fixed and binary 
positions. This flexibly has the potential to mitigate instances of Ribers’ (2018) moral dis-
tress and the impacts of a plight of dissent, and foster professional integrity, self-esteem 
and ethical resilience. Borrowing from Krejsler (2016, 1482), practitioners need to become 
“competence nomads…conceptual personas…that scan innate forces and conceptual land-
scapes in constructively rebellious ways”. The competent nomad accomplishes this while 
remaining true to their own personal and professional ethical stance, in a professional 
field that is constantly changing and unpredictable, as is the nature of working with very 
young children. Employing a Deleuzo-Guattarian (1987) rhizomatic approach practition-
ers are challenged to ask of every ethical encounter: what else exists here? How does it 
work? ‘and…and…and’, to fully engage with what is produced through the movements 
and entanglements of the often disparate elements within relational encounters. A rhizo-
matic approach to ethics incorporates ethical multiplicity and the potential for opening-up 
to evermore expanding ethical possibilities, leading to potentially uncharted ethical terri-
tories, whilst simultaneously offering practitioners opportunities to ‘ethically be’ within 
practice: to recognise and cultivate their own ethical ocean in which to become drenched. 



The Messiness of Ethics in Education﻿	

1 3

In that way practitioners can develop and reconcile an ethical consciousness within EYE 
in relation to the subjective relational context within which they work (Ribers, 2018, 897).

Ethical Mechanisms and Asymmetrical Power Relations Within EYE 
Provision

“In every respect, the war machine is of another species, another nature, another ori-
gin than the state apparatus”

Deleuze and Guattari (1987, 411).
Ethical values can be subjective to the individual and appropriated by those in positions 

of power. In practice it can be hard to define where the ethical boundaries between macro 
and micro terrains begin and end. This can leave practitioners’ in a place where they are 
either unaware of the affects of governmentality on their ethical practices, or in a positon of 
needing to reconcile personal ethical values alongside a hegemonically sanctioned ethical 
practitioner identity. A further exploration of the political aspects surrounding ethics and 
EYE provision, allows practice tensions to emerge and the potential discursive professional 
impacts to be analysed in greater depth and detail. 

Barad (2007, 396) argues that our ethical values course not just through all our rela-
tional encounters but through the very “marrow of being”. However, as previously dis-
cussed, it is not always clear whose version of ethicality and what dimension of ethics 
should be engaged with. Ethics weaves between macro and micro terrains depending on the 
focus that is ascribed (Gallagher, 2009). But whilst EY practitioners may not be entirely 
comfortable with the notion, EYE is, as Dahlberg and Moss (2005) and Moss (2019) sug-
gest, a site of both political and ethical practice. A practitioner’s ethicality functions like 
the grassroots of the rhizomatic bamboo (Uzelman, 2005, 17): simultaneously grounding, 
and acting upon and acting within and affecting and causing effect upon a practitioner’s 
ethical identity (professional and personal) as well as their behaviour and conduct (profes-
sional and personal). Essentially, practitioners’ ‘ethically being’ within EYE consciously 
and unconsciously effects and affects EYE. Barad (2007, 384) describes it aptly when stat-
ing “ethics is about mattering, about taking account of the entangled materializations of 
which we are a part".

Yet, as previously discussed, through a Foucauldian (1983) lens ethicality, just like any 
other dominant discourse, can become a regime, a way to simultaneously function as a 
powerful, sovereign and disciplinary mechanism. In this vision of ethics it is always a form 
of governmentality, the affects and effects of the ‘system’, society and culture which oper-
ate on and through educators, legislation and, increasingly, standardised and regulated 
provision, normative and technicist discourses and standardised practices (Butler, 2005, 
2015; Dahlberg and Moss, 2005; Davies, 2018; Foucault, 1983, 1984; Moss, 2019). There-
fore, it can be beneficial to explore what ethical mechanisms are employed by the system 
(the state) as disciplinary mechanisms, and how metaphorical concepts such competence 
nomad and rhizome can be employed to resist and challenge face-value, taken-for-granted 
and one-size-fits-all dominant discourse. As Barad (2007, 3) observes, even the “small-
est parts of matter are found to be capable of exploding deeply entrenched ideas and large 
cities”.

From a macro-ethical perspective it could be argued that there is some contention about 
whether disciplinary mechanisms begin within the ethico-political arena or within the realms 
of ontology and epistemology; the “ethico-onto-epistemological” space where ontology, 
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epistemology and ethics coexist (Bazzul,  2018, 477). An ethico-onto-epistemological 
stance would seek to (re)conceive ethics, considering notions that challenge multiplici- 
tous ways of being ethical, multiple ethical responses and multiple ethical beings and 
becomings (Bazzul 2018, 477). Furthermore, this would resist Cartesian-based arguments 
(Shockey, 2010), where ethical codes are grounded in good/common sense and simplistic, 
binary and dualistic ethics rooted in right/wrong and good/bad or even good/evil (Bauman, 
1995). Although, it could be argued that it is within these more dichotomous and binary 
arguments that the drive for unification emerges and the ethico-politcal influence inter- 
weaves with EYE. It seems rather ironic that governmentality ascribes the ‘correct’ and 
universal sociocultural meaning to binary stances reflecting Cartesian logic. Yet, according 
to Cowell, Downe and Morgan (2013) the abuses of asymmetrical power relationships and  
disciplinary power to silence and privilege conduct are enacted within the political sphere  
as they are on society and professional practice. Crowell et al. (2013 p.30) argue that “gov-
ernments regularly struggle to define good conduct”, yet they employ ethical mechanisms; 
in the form of legislation and regulations, to establish and enforce ethically “good con- 
duct” and regulate behaviours. Consequently, by the nature of this practice, relationships of 
power which further produce technologies of governance and the self, emerge.

Interestingly, although Cowell, Downe and Morgan’s (2013) discussions centred on the 
impacts of politicians’ resistance to ethicality, their findings are just as applicable to EYE 
as public office. Governmentality expressed within EY policy and legislation governs “the 
ocean” we as practitioners, parents/carers and the children in our care, “are drenched in” 
(Gilligan, 2011, 15–16). Whilst practitioners’ may or may not be aware of this ocean, it 
functions as a conscious and unconscious hegemonic sanctioning of a practitioner’s ethical 
identity (both professional and personal), which further impacts upon their behaviour, con-
duct and practice. Essentially, is serves to provide an officially sanctioned image of ethics, 
with an effectively written view on what ethicality should entail for compliant practition-
ers. Ethics matters and practitioners matter in resisting discursive ethical discourses and 
problematising the resulting asymmetrical power relations that can emerge. As identified 
in Cowell, Downe and Morgan (2013) the impacts of these power relations and discipli-
nary and sanctioning mechanisms that allow these to flourish, cannot be underestimated, 
nor the impacts they may have on the conduct of self and others, in both empowering and 
disempowering ways. As previously stated, practitioners’ approach to ethical dilemmas and 
the choices they make either serve to challenge silenced voices and privileged dominant 
discursive discourses, or they intentionally or unintentionally reinforce them as regimes-
of-truth (Foucault, 1983, 1984). Bazzul (2018, 468) refers to this challenging as the need 
for “ethico-political action” as a way to grapple with discursive practice, “destructive hier-
archies” and issues of social and interspecies justice. It is often the resulting quagmire of 
ethical regimes; sovereign and disciplinary mechanisms and asymmetrical power relations 
that are least anticipated by practitioners within EYE and, for which, they are least pre-
pared. It is with this in mind that Dahlberg and Moss (2005) and Moss (2019) argue it is 
vital practitioners acknowledge the political and ethical nature of EYE, it is, after all, the 
practitioners own ethicality that can potentially (de/re)territorialize ethical practice.

Crowell et  al. (2013, 30) argue that ethical regulations often codify and simplify 
ethical principles to ensure universal applicability. Although many argue that a uni-
fied ethical practice code within EYE does not really exist (Barblett et al. 2006; Early  
Education 2011; Ambery, et al. 2011; Lauth and Sorensen 2013 cited in Ribers, 2018, 894), 
despite an international code emerging from Whitehead and Aviles (2018), cultural 
ethical codes are in force governing practice in EYE. For example, Malone (2020, 81), 
suggests that ethical codes such as those produced by the British Educational Research 
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Association (2018) presuppose a priori acknowledgement and acceptance for ethical 
responsibility. This reduces ethics to mere tick box codes of ‘doing ethics’, impover-
ishes understanding and renounces a practitioner’s individual responsibility for sound 
moral and ethical ways of being. From the perspective of Other and ethics of care, 
(Noddings, 2015; Tronto, 2013), an acceptance and repersonalisation of ethics would 
embrace Otherness and provide a foundational ethicality enacted by practitioners 
before engaging with ethical codes. However, as previously discussed, without proper 
training and preparation for ethical endeavours that are inherent in EYE (Barron, 2016; 
Dahlberg and Moss, 2005; Malone, 2020; Ribers, 2018; Taggart, 2011) practitioners 
are often without this a priori ethical underpinning and therefore struggle to assume 
responsibility for Other, potentially allowing moral distress and ethical disillusionment 
to ensue.

Whilst it is not reasonable to suggest that life of any sort should function with-
out the ability to make ethical judgements, ostensibly, Powell,  (2012, 45) claim that 
“ethical codes are only ever starting points”, they represent regulatory and statutory 
rules and rights that embody the sanctioning and disciplinary power machines. How-
ever, within EYE there will, as previously stated always be ambiguities and complexi-
ties of reality inherent within practice that often fall outside of the narrow parameters 
represented in codes and legal conventions. Dahlberg and Moss (2005, 68) argue that 
educators are not supported in repersonalising ethics, and, this can have damaging 
impacts to practitioner’s well-being and professional confidence (Barron, 2016; Ribers, 
2018; Malone, 2020). Practitioners are expected to conform to ethical codes and guide-
lines without question. Dahlberg and Moss (2005, 68) argue that “Responsibility is 
exchanged for legislation, the need to choose for rule-following, ambivalence for cer-
tainty”. Yet they often feel ill-equipped, isolated and unsupported in navigating ethical 
realities, therefore the question remains, whether ethicality should be about integrity, 
compliance or both.

Moss (2019, 59) suggests that ethicality and active ethical practices, first and fore-
most, should support responsibilities and relationships, rather than just contending 
with rights, rules and principles to be followed. Bolt (2018 p.67) advocates that there 
is active relational quality to ethics that cannot and should not be ignored; that ethics 
is always about hearing a “call that demands a response”. When an ethical invitation is 
accepted, it then requires a relational response as an answer and this will entail mak-
ing informed ethical choices rather than adhering to blind compliance. It will require 
practitioners to be capable of thinking of themselves in relationship with Other, whether 
that is a parent/carer, child, colleague or something more (Moss, 2019, 56). As St Pierre 
(2000, 25) once observed “the call for ethical practice shifts from grand, sweeping state-
ments about truth and justice to engagements with specific, complex problems that do 
not have generalizable solutions”.

Bauman (2000, 1) suggests “we share the world, and so we willy-nilly affect each 
other’s lives; what we do or abstain from doing is not indifferent to the life of oth-
ers”. By assuming the mantle of responsibility for relationships we are already ethical 
beings, “existence is not an individual affair” (Barad, 2007, ix). In order to problematize 
hegemonic ethical perspectives, systems need to be made visible (Davies, 2018) and this 
is not achieved via checklists and protocols. As Bauman (2000, 2) suggests ethics and 
morality need to be akin to midwives rebirthing practitioners relational encounters, the 
way they express their ethical identity (both professional and personal) their behaviour, 
conduct and practice. Ethics is a call and practitioners are invited to respond; but how, 
and in what way, remain personal choice.
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Conclusion or is This a Beginning?

“There is always more to think” (May, 2005, 21).

The purpose of this article was to offer some further thoughts to the academic debate 
surrounding the nebulous field of ethics with a particular focus upon the EYE prac-
titioner as a conduit of ethical principles. It has not sought to subject ethics to a neat 
unification or made any claims to ‘truth’ as this would contravene the very positionality 
of the debate. However, hopefully it has shown, as Bazzul (2018, 474) observed, that 
“there is literally an infinite number of ways of living and being ethical”. By employing 
Deleuzo-Guattarian (1987) concepts such as the rhizome and the competence nomad 
(Krejsler, 2016), the multiple and often divergent facets of ethics can be embodied. Thus 
a fuller and richer picture of ethics can be (re)conceptualised by resisting normative 
and hegemonic amalgamations and (re)imagining ethics, engaging with different ethical 
possibilities. Engaging with this process provides the EY practitioner with opportuni-
ties to reconcile and develop their own ethical consciousness within EYE (Ribers, 2018, 
897).

A rhizomatic and Deleuzo-Guattarian (1987) philosophical approach to ethics demands 
that practitioners stop, and pay attention to, the multiplicity and complexity around them; 
to see things differently and to uncover layers of meaning and connection that may not have 
been seen before. Essentially, it is practitioners own ethicality that can potentially (de/re)
territorialize ethical practice within their classrooms and settings, their approach to ethical 
responsibilities and their ethical choices that determine socially just and equitable EY pro-
vision for all. If practitioners were to stop and ask what else exists here? How does it work? 
What is the ethically right thing to do here? ‘and…and…and’, if practitioners worked the 
ethical rhizome, then they open the door to the potential for the children that they work 
with to develop ethical freedom to deliberate their own ethical possibilities.

As tutors within further education with the responsibility of training our future educa-
tors, it is essential that we too (re)conceptualise our understanding of ethics. Ensuring that 
ethics occupies a more prominent position within training and graduate and post-graduate 
programmes of study, will provide a stronger ethical foundation for EY practitioners and 
ensure they are better equipped for the complexities of daily reality within EYE. Solvason 
(2016, 45–46) articulates this well when stating “ethics is not something to be taught but 
embraced…”, further claiming that in creating space for ethics to be freely explored in 
training programmes affords it the same importance as any other professional skill. It is 
not about moving away from merely considering procedural protocols and guidelines; it is 
about discussing these alongside the wider facets of ethics, to travel the multiple pathways 
that emerge within deeper ethical debates and experiences.

We live in a world where we are constantly encouraged to think about one right path-
way, one right view about something and yet this is merely an illusion; there are many 
pathways to sense and meaning, many pathways to knowledge and understanding. Unless, 
as educators, we “aspire to extend the discourse on ethicality…rather than accepting these 
matters implicitly, as we often do, assuming a shared understanding between student and 
tutor” (Solvason, 2016, 45), ethics may remain impoverished with EYE. We need to sup-
port our future educators in embracing ethical multiplicity; to scaffold ways in which they 
can develop their criticality and diversity of thinking, so that they develop the ability to 
enact their ethical freedom by forming their own ethical judgements within the moment. 
We have a responsibility to ensure that we encourage our future educators to open the door 
to their own ethicality, so that they may in turn open-up possibilities and potentials with 
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the children they work with, to engage differently so that the divergent facets of ethics can 
be embodied in new and diverse ways.
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