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Students, Teachers, and Conflict’s Moral Fabric: Ethical Inquiry in Practice 

 
 
 

Teacher/student conflict is a daily reality in educational settings, but there is little 

consensus regarding how students and teachers should engage ethically after moral 

wrongdoing. This dissertation sensitizes readers to the problem space of teacher/student conflict, 

and the possibilities of ethical analysis, in a normative context that asks “what ought one do?”. 

Through a series of case studies, this dissertation identifies how interpersonal conflict between 

students and teachers holds significant (and often overlooked) moral dimensions. Three cases 

leverage insights from various scholars (including moral theorists like Hannah Arendt and Alice 

MacLachlan, and queer theorists like Eve Kosovsky Sedgwick and Sarah Schulman) to observe 

facets of each case. The case analyses illuminate the moral texture of student/teacher 

relationships and various postures, commitments, and avenues actors can pursue post-conflict. 

Instead of presenting a unified, linear path toward universal reconciliation, this dissertation 

proposes component elements—including but not limited to acknowledgement of wrongdoing, 

shared moral understandings, durational commitment, and context-responsive ways forward—as 

fruitful ethical pathways for teachers and students to cultivate better learning ecosystems. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Teacher/student relationships often include experiences of conflict. Intentional or not, such 

events can preclude seeing the dignity of the other and rupture bonds of trust and care, 

diminishing opportunities for learning and harming those involved. Dignity, in this instance, 

references two specific yet overlapping concerns: the empowerment and flourishing of the 

individual as well as duty-based obligations to self and others, both of which are helpful 

characteristics for more ethical pedagogical relationships.1 All interpersonal disagreements are 

not conflicts; indeed, teachers and students regularly disagree, and negotiating empirical 

disagreements toward shared understanding is often part of the learning process. Conflict can be 

distinguished from mere disagreement by its moral dimensions. 

 

It is important to identify that this problem space—interpersonal conflict between teachers and 

students—holds significant moral dimensions. Often, as I will articulate in the following 

sections, the moral dimensions of this problem space are minimized, obscured, or ignored in 

favor of procedural, legalistic versions of adjudication. A more thorough recognition of the 

moral dimensions of conflict and its aftermath, I argue, is a critical first step toward 

acknowledging harms and beginning work toward repair. Teachers and students can disagree 

about moral matters as well (for example, the moral acceptability of the Missouri Compromise). 

In such instances, disagreement can be distinguished from conflict by relational rupture – in 

disagreements relationships are generally not ruptured, whereas in conflicts they often are. This 

 
1 This dissertation’s normative framework is instantiated in the question “what ought one do?” To assess various 
factors raised across the dissertation, concepts from moral theory undergird much of the ethical discussion. This 
reference to dignity, for example, draws from Kantian ethics, in the sense that respect for persons is a critically 
important moral consideration. Further, throughout the dissertation moral and ethical are used interchangeably. 
Should I develop a full moral theory of whether right is prior to good, or good is prior to right, this may be amended; 
for now, this dissertation is not taking a stand on this debate.  
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dissertation focuses specifically on morally-inflected conflict where breaks or relational ruptures 

diminish the learning environment. While there are related instances that may also benefit from 

consideration—instances where ethical rupture can happen but does not, for example, or 

instances where conflict does not lead to relational rupture—this dissertation will focus attention 

toward the conflicts that do lead to relational breaks. Further, when there are significant 

differentials between the protagonists (e.g. power, age, development, among others), the 

inequalities of the relationship must be noted as a dimension of the moral space. These 

inequalities have direct implications for what is permissible and what is possible, and must be 

attended to in any response to harm.  

 

This work is grounded in a deep interest in relationship and how students and teachers, post-

conflict, can proceed constructively and build relationships of mutual dignity, affording both 

individual and mutual progress. This problem space is underrecognized. While sometimes 

acknowledged in the most egregious instances (for example, in the aftermath of a teacher 

physically striking a student), more commonly conflict between teachers and students is rarely 

understood as a moral space, or integral to work of teaching and learning. This dissertation 

focuses on the relational trajectory post-conflict, and opportunities to improve the moral 

environments of classrooms and schools.  

 

Through this dissertation, I hope to sensitize readers to situations where repair (up to and 

including forgiveness) is appropriate and identify opportunity spaces in which protagonists can 

act. Using a schematic of case studies, this dissertation aims to help teachers and students 

recognize that when certain ruptures occur, there is an incumbent necessity to address the 
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rupture. I intend to delineate routes towards better learning relationships that, in both form and 

function, reflect an understanding of forgiveness as an ongoing mode of relation, rather than a 

single act to be performed at a definite time, one and for all. I focus on a student/teacher 

framework because it serves as an instance of relationships across lines of difference (and 

therefore not one between equals or peers, as presumed by many forgiveness models) and is a 

relationship based on an ostensibly shared goal: learning.2  

 

This dissertation contravenes contemporary critiques of forgiveness. Recent critiques argue that 

the limits of forgiveness are not appropriately delineated, and that forgiveness’s power is 

overstated. In this dissertation, I will illustrate ways in which a central problem is that current 

understandings of forgiveness hold it in too low regard and discount its possibility. While the 

limits to currently popular understandings of forgiveness do merit critique, postures of 

forgiveness, as articulated in this dissertation, are much larger and longer than often presented. 

Attention to duration, and non-dualistic paths of forgiveness, provides opportunities to see 

processes toward forgiveness as core to what forgiveness is and can be. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1. How can teachers improve the moral ecosystems of schools once they realize harm has 

occurred?  

2. How can practices of forgiveness be articulated so that they account for the particularities 

of the teacher/student relationship, which 1) is not between equals/peers; 2) spans age and 

 
2 In this sentence, “ostensibly” nods towards the broad range of teachers and learners—those assigned such roles by 
others and those self-selected, those officially recognized and those who act beyond or despite their titular roles—
across the educational ecosystem. 
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developmental levels; 3) requires relationship after wrongdoing; 4) is located in a semi-

public setting: the school; and 5) is rarely unidirectional, proceeding from one person to 

another, nor is it reserved only for students? 

3. How does power corrupt teacher/student relationships, how might that corruption be 

blocked or mitigated, and how might forgiveness serve as a resistance practice? 

To address these questions, this dissertation is grounded in applied moral philosophy of 

education. This research starts with observation and proceeds with and through philosophical 

reflection rather than through quantitative analysis of data; my goal is to identify and articulate a 

series of postures that embody steps toward forgiveness in teacher-student relationships. In this 

work, I assume that the actors in each case study are fallible, finite rational agents: people with 

the capacity to choose to act (and, often, actually act) as they think best. Forgiveness postures are 

component parts that, over time, in concert with one another, and in context-responsive ways, 

ultimately constitute entryways toward forgiveness. Overall, the work of this dissertation is to 

show how these postures illuminate the temporal characteristics and textured nature of 

forgiveness (as opposed to offering a step-by-step, linear guide), to improve the moral 

environments of schools and classrooms post-conflict. 
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PRELUDE: ON FORGIVENESS 

 

This dissertation’s investigation of forgiveness is rooted in the work of theorists and practitioners 

connected with two domains: moral philosophy and queer theory.3 These fields are highlighted 

for their alignment with the moral questions this dissertation asks and the attention to 

embodiment, subjectivity, and relational possibility they offer interpersonal analysis. The two 

domains also reflect core elements of the author’s lived experience. I was born and raised in a 

religious and conservative community, then studied, worked, and lived in a dozen towns and 

cities. My development as both a person of faith and a queer person required me to ask rigorous 

questions about how moral theory is understood and operationalized in daily life across diverse 

contexts, as well as the affordances and dissonances queer modes of being, thinking, and acting 

can offer in conflict’s aftermath. In addition to lived experience, this research presents threads 

encountered across a decade of formal graduate studies at three distinct institutions: a practical, 

professionally-oriented masters in education at Arizona State University, a large public research 

university in the desert southwest; a theoretical and deeply personal exploration of theology’s 

relationship with queer people at Claremont School of Theology, an interfaith seminary in 

southern California; and a nuanced, wide-ranging exploration of the relationship between these 

two, with the addition of practical ethics, through doctoral study at Harvard Graduate School of 

Education and Harvard Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. Over the course of these studies, I 

 
3 Further exploration of how this dissertation navigates these two diverse fields will follow, in the subsections 
“Philosophy and Forgiveness” and “Queer Theory and Forgiveness.” For now, suffice it to say that this dissertation 
offers neither a comprehensive reading of both fields, nor does it seek to establish clear boundaries between them; 
rather, this introduction serves to signal two broad arenas of inquiry that inform the discussion and analysis that 
follows. 
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came to value both the nuanced attention queer theory can offer and the principal virtues moral 

theory can supply.  

 

This prelude offers a brief, highlighted selection of research from scholars whose work is often 

categorized as within moral philosophy or queer theory, with specific focus on how the scholars 

relate to forgiveness. Rather than offering a rigidly precise definition for forgiveness, this 

prelude’s construction reflects the dissertation’s overarching format: a narrative approach that, in 

form and function, asks readers to sensitize themselves with questions and contexts.4 This 

structure is fundamentally pedagogical in and of itself: the dissertation is grounded in 

experiences of teaching and learning, and strives to teach and learn with readers through a 

pedagogy of perception. To cultivate a more attuned ethical sensibility, this dissertation provides 

opportunities to observe, analyze, and interpret cases that describe conflicts between teachers and 

students. Before we launch into those cases, however, I will first provide a brief review of how 

selected philosophers and queer theorists have engaged with forgiveness, with particular 

attention to ideas and concerns about how forgiveness can or should function in interpersonal 

conflict. This is not a text of answers; indeed, this dissertation raises further, more nuanced 

questions as it proceeds.  

 

Philosophy and Forgiveness 

Historically, late-modern, philosophers in the anglophone academy have constructed models of 

forgiveness along relatively dyadic lines: wrongdoing is committed by a wrongdoer, another 

 
4 Few, if any, of the major concepts of this dissertation admit of strict definitions. Necessary and sufficient 
conditions are simply not to be had. Quine, W.V. “Two Dogmas of Empiricism.” From a Logical Point of View. 
Harvard University Press, 1980, pp. 20-46. 
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person is wronged, and the wronged person then can grant forgiveness. Such conceptions of 

forgiveness commonly foreground three questions: “(1) What is the nature of forgiveness—what 

must one do in order to forgive; (2) Who has standing to forgive—when is one in a position to 

forgive a wrongdoer; and (3) What are the norms governing forgiveness—when is forgiveness 

morally good, right, or praiseworthy?”5 Within this discourse, however, different moral 

philosophers locate forgiveness in different places, and most are fundamentally concerned with 

staking claims that can approach universal applicability.  

 

In the 20th century, multiple philosophers examined how understanding interpersonal conflict 

requires recognition of intersubjectivity, noting that understanding conflict requires not only self-

knowledge, but also knowledge of the self in relation to others. For example, Hannah Arendt 

argues in The Human Condition that the self can only exist in the context of others.6 While 

concerned primarily with the polis, rather than the communitas, Arendt’s work still offers a 

useful frame for considering forgiveness in the teacher/student context. Since identities are 

legible in public, an understanding of forgiveness can be derived from Arendt: one that requires a 

promise between violated and violator, a formation of conflict resolution that requires a sustained 

relationship between the two parties. This unfolding of Christian notions of personal love-

forgiveness can offer paradoxes in the context of political philosophy, but simultaneously offers 

a remarkably practical path for both the victim and the perpetrator to move forward, once 

forgiveness is initiated.  

 

 
5 Hughes, Paul M.; Warmke, Brandon, "Forgiveness", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2017 
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2017/entries/forgiveness/>. 
6 Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition. University of Chicago Press, 1958. 
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In his discussion of political liberalism, John Rawls emphasized that for justice to be possible, 

citizens needed to have their own reasons for viewing abiding the law as a choice they are 

willing to make.7 In order for this to happen, Rawls emphasizes overlapping consensus as the 

mechanism by which social stability can be cleaved. Rawls’s version of overlapping consensus 

allows for heterogeneity of beliefs and principles, but emphasizes that even with these 

differences citizens can find enough overlap between their positions that a core set of laws can be 

agreed upon and followed. This is particularly useful for discussions of forgiveness as it provides 

a possible theoretical underpinning for methods of forgiveness that are predicated upon shared 

moral understandings. T. M. Scanlon similarly focuses on developing ethical social life in 

community, and roots his discussion in a version of moral “contractualism.”8 The baseline 

acknowledgement of heterogenous values in social relations that these more contemporary 

renderings posit are particularly useful. Further, all the models discussed so far are transactional, 

to varying degrees; none, though, address whether or not a contractual relationship is a necessary 

basis for forgiveness to be possible. Is some form of a contractual relationship, explicit or 

implicit, a necessary prerequisite for forgiveness?   

 

In her writing on forgiveness, feminist philosopher Kathryn Norlock argues that viewing moral 

agency as overly “individualistic and rationally self-interested” measures the status of 

forgiveness only against justice or self-respect, neglecting concern for relationships or conflict 

minimization as potential motivating values.9 Critically, Norlock emphasizes self-forgiveness 

alongside acknowledging harm in ways legible to all participants after conflict. Nussbaum 

 
7 Rawls, John. Political Liberalism. Columbia University Press, 1996. 
8 Scanlon, T. M. What We Owe to Each Other. 3rd print., Harvard University Press, 2000. 
9 Norlock, Kathryn. Relating after Wrongdoing: A Review of Forgiveness from a Feminist Perspective. Lanham: 
Lexington Books, 2009. 
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positions forgiveness in relation to anger and describes two types of forgiveness: transactional 

and unconditional.10 After interrogating both, Martha Nussbaum’s chosen example of 

forgiveness (the Biblical tale of a father welcoming his prodigal son back into his home) is 

distinct both for the lack of the word forgiveness and the clear demonstration of love, which 

Nussbaum identifies as the least problematic model for forgiveness. Urging more discursive and 

context-aware understandings of forgiveness, contemporary philosopher Alice MacLachlan 

posits that metaphors offer a more direct understanding of forgiveness.11 Her metaphors describe 

why forgiveness matters intrinsically, in addition to instrumentally, and argue that diverse and 

even contradictory impulses should be included in a robust theorization of forgiveness practices. 

 

Intriguingly, there is a dichotomy between the earlier, reason-based justifications and the later 

explorations that take the role of emotion more seriously (and, in a nod toward gendered 

understandings of relationships, only female-identified authors in this literature review 

considered emotions explicitly as they evaluated relational characteristics). This differential 

understanding—one set of positions rooted in the rationality of cognition, the other explicitly 

acknowledging the role emotions play in human thinking—raises questions about the 

entertwined roles of reason and emotion in interpersonal strife, both when ruptures occur and 

when forgiveness might be engaged.  

 

Queer Theory and Forgiveness 

 
10 Nussbaum, Martha. Anger and Forgiveness : Resentment, Generosity, Justice. Oxford University Press, 2016. 
11 MacLachlan, Alice. “Practicing Imperfect Forgiveness.” Feminist Ethics and Social and Political Philosophy: 
Theorizing the Non-Ideal, Springer Netherlands, 2009, pp. 185–204, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-6841-6_11. 
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Queer theory provides the opportunity to imagine beyond current systems. As a field, queer 

theory is relatively unbounded and acknowledges (and, often, validates) being in flux. While 

standard moral philosophers prefer to seek universalizing claims, for queer theorists, the 

conception of what a theory is and how it operates is fundamentally different. Indeed, even if one 

of the previously discussed philosophical frameworks was accepted as the one and only right 

moral law, the question of how to enact such a law would still remain.  

 

As Judith Butler’s work demonstrates, the fixed parameters often used to build moral theory (e.g. 

identities, relational positions, etc.) may not be as fixed as initially supposed.12 Conceptualizing 

identities as hybrid and fluid, Butler highlights how rigid stages of development are often too 

regimented for moral situations, which are particular and fraught with idiosyncrasies. Even when 

people change, though, harm can linger, and it is critically important to acknowledge both what 

changes and what remains with regard to conflict and its impact.  

 

Warning of problems traced back to overstated harm, Sarah Schulman calls for community 

responsibility and argues that there is a duty, particularly for queer people and in particularly 

queer ways, to repair relationships after harm has occurred (e.g. communal forgiveness practices, 

like those drawn from Radical Faerie communities).13 In a corollary vein, Eve Sedgwick draws 

attention to the fact that failure of language is not necessarily a failure of communication; rather, 

it serves as a reminder that language is but one norm-laden mode of communication.14 For 

Holman Jones and Adams, forgiveness is integrally related to memory, and the act of naming 

 
12 Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble. 10th Anniversary ed., Routledge, 2006, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203824979. 
13 Schulman, Sarah. Conflict Is Not Abuse. Arsenal Pulp Press, 2016. 
14 Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky, et al. Touching Feeling. Duke University Press, 2003. 



 11 

and holding memory of what is lost becomes critical for forgiveness to exist.15 Other forms of 

articulating experience when language fails (e.g. embodied, affective, and socially performed 

moral responses) afford queer alternatives for both acknowledging harm and practicing 

forgiveness.  

 

Shame is commonly used as a tactic in schools for social control, and Sedgwick’s exploration of 

shame’s role in breaking contact with and recognition of others offers fertile ground for 

exploring how participants interpret conflict-based ruptures in relation. In particular, Sedgwick’s 

contrast between paranoid and reparative readings may serve as a model for the shift in 

forgiveness practices that this dissertation will propose: namely, forgiveness must employ 

strategies of reparative readings to bring about mutual understanding. For many queer theorists, 

self-forgiveness is also a necessary practice, particularly for queer people whose sexual identity 

development occurs in contexts of shame and loneliness, with minimal or no social support.16 

Taken together, these various understandings of shame shed light on the impact of what could 

otherwise be perceived as time-bound, relatively constrained instances of harm; shame’s 

cyclical, durational iterations demonstrate how an emotion can impact the possibilities of 

grappling both with harm and its various impacts.   

 

Some queer theologians seek to reclaim sacred narratives as queer exemplars. Critiquing 

liberation theologies as lacking in their address of gender and sexuality, Marcella Althaus-Reid 

 
15 Holman Jones, Stacy, and Tony E. Adams. “Undoing the Alphabet.” Cultural Studies, Critical Methodologies, 
vol. 14, no. 2, SAGE Publications, 2014, pp. 102–10, https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708613512260. 
16 Currin, Joseph M., and Randolph D. Hubach. “Importance of Self-Forgiveness and Social Support in Potentially 
Reducing Loneliness in Men Who Have Sex with Men.” Journal of LGBT Issues in Counseling, vol. 12, no. 4, 
Routledge, 2018, pp. 279–92, https://doi.org/10.1080/15538605.2018.1526153. 
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proposes that more capacious Christologies, (for example, ones that recognize Christ, in his fully 

human capacity, as a person with sexual capabilities and orientation), offer more inclusive 

realizations of the incarnation.17 Retelling the account of Joseph from the Torah, Denise Eger 

discusses Joseph hiding his identity from his family, then revealing his true identity (after his 

family passes a “spy test”).18 Eger frames this as both an act of forgiveness and a model for how 

queer people “might grow into adulthoods, accepting themselves and demanding their place in 

their families.”19 Scholar practitioners like Cody J. Sanders argue that marginalizing experiences 

afford queer people particular expertise in forgiveness, and that the context of shared religious 

belief affords opportunities for straight-identified people to learn from experiences beyond their 

own.20 Further, the value of these theological explorations extend beyond merely a straight/queer 

divide. These are points of general concern, and can help anyone who has felt the disconcerting 

rub of dogma that contradicts lived experience. More broadly, engaging with queer theory offers 

liberatory possibilities for people of all genders and sexualities. Placing these theories in 

conversation with moral philosophers affords new potential for extending the scope of queer 

theory’s impact. 

 

In Michel Foucault’s historical work and analysis, he not only analyses what exists but also 

envisions social constructions rooted not in punishment, power over, and domination, instead 

imagining queer futures and liberation.21 Further, he regularly reminds that power is not always 

 
17 Althaus-Reid, Marcella, and Taylor & Francis. Indecent Theology : Theological Perversions in Sex, Gender and 
Politics. Routledge, 2000. 
18 Eger, Denise L. “Eleven. Forgiveness as a Queer Response.” Torah Queeries, New York University Press, 2020, 
pp. 64–67, https://doi.org/10.18574/9780814785249-013. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Sanders, Cody J. Queer Lessons for Churches on the Straight & Narrow. Faithlab, 2013. 
21 Foucault, Michel. The History of Sexuality : An Introduction. Random House, 1978. 
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hegemonic and can flow laterally through performances and relations; his positing of queer 

friendship as a mode of living, for example, explicitly reorders fundamental assumptions of 

social relations.22 bell hooks, in a corollary vein, proposes that radical liberation is not only a 

potential future, but entirely possible through critical pedagogy.23 In his writings on prison 

abolition, civil rights activist Bayard Rustin details how the desire for revenge and punishment is 

fundamentally anti-democratic and denies collective liberation, and argues that the better 

response to most criminal acts would in fact be forgiveness, which would reorder the world.24  

 

This reordering leads directly to the central concerns of this dissertation: an investigation of 

forgiveness in which the normative considerations of moral philosophers and queer theorists are 

paired with the contextual realities of lived experience. For the purposes of this dissertation, 

normative serves both to distinguish the work from empirical analysis (using quantitative and 

qualitative methodologies) and nod toward normative ethics: the branch of moral philosophy 

concerned with the criteria of what is morally right and wrong. This dissertation is not intended 

to prescribe an absolutist set of rules, but rather to uplift (in all its convergences, divergences, 

and contextual nuance) the necessity of attending to ethical considerations, even when actors in 

individual cases may hold different ethical norms. Further, since most of the theorists referenced 

so far are primarily concerned with forgiveness among adults, this dissertation extends their 

work into implications for children and adolescents, to better understand how these theorists’s 

views translate to teacher-student relationships. 

 
 

22 Foucault, M.; Ed. Rabinow, P. “Friendship as a way of life.” The Essential Works of Foucault 1954-1984, 
Volume One - Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth. Trans. Robert Hurley. New York: The New Press. 135-140. 1997. 
23 hooks, bell. Teaching to Transgress : Education as the Practice of Freedom. Routledge, 1994. 
24 Rustin, Bayard. “Imprisonment From the Inside.” The Prison Journal, vol. 27, no. 1, Jan. 1947, pp. 241–248, 
doi:10.1177/003288554702700101. 
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CASE STUDIES 

Teachers and students can experience many types of relational ruptures. To provide a broad 

survey of the terrain, this dissertation will investigate three hypothetical case studies, each a 

composite drawn from lived experiences of teacher/student conflicts. While drawn from life, 

they do not precisely mirror it; this partial fictionalization is intended to focus attention on 

factors that can sharpen analysis.25 These cases are designed to articulate, in a grounded fashion, 

realistic portrayals of conflict, as well as the limits and opportunities of particular educational 

contexts. The case studies are a winnowing practice, seeking to give as much complexity as 

necessary to make the situations robust and real, but sidelining elements that are irrelevant for 

this dissertation’s purposes. Moral theorists (including Hannah Arendt and Alice MacLachlan) 

and queer theorists (including Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Sarah Schulman) will interweave the 

analysis following each case and provide tools to describe the spaces, predicaments, and 

available moves for protagonists. These two discourses provide a vocabulary for both moral 

problems and moral theories, helping to articulate critical variables and explore moves that may 

facilitate addressing each case’s conflicts. 

 

The cases presented are intended as an orientation to this vast problem space, which has been 

alternately mischaracterized and ignored. Though the cases offer carefully chosen examples near 

the field’s center, they are not comprehensive; there are, of course, many other possible cases 

and directions. These particular cases are each of such import and difference from one another 

 
25 The cognitive role of fiction extends into thought experiments as well; in fiction, a writer generally includes the 
factors that need to be included and omits the rest. What goes into a case study, then, is the information necessary to 
highlight the factors desired to make a relevant case. For more on the cognitive role of fiction, see: Elgin, Catherine 
Z. “Fiction as Thought Experiment.” Perspectives on Science, vol. 22, no. 2, MIT Press, 2014, pp. 221–41, 
https://doi.org/10.1162/POSC_a_00128. 
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that they offer a useful beginning, sensitizing the reader to different capacities of the problem. 

Working with these cases affords a significant opportunity to analyze a variety of problems, 

contexts, and positionalities, and sets the stage for further inquiry and interventions. Finally, 

these cases are not intended to be sequential or composite parts of a singular, grand theory. 

Instead, they function as facets, illuminating different possibilities of action for teachers and 

students that are overlapping, particular and, at times, mutually exclusive. Rather than aspiring 

toward an all-encompassing definition of forgiveness, instead this dissertation seeks to 

enumerate a menu of postures, with opportunities that ripple from these cases offering possible 

modes of interaction that students and teachers can utilize. Conceiving pathways toward repair as 

a set of postures and identifying them by their moral functions, in the aftermath of wrongdoing, 

has the potential to provide theoretical and practical assistance for teachers and students, thereby 

grounding practice for developing stronger moral environments for learning relationships. 
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CASE 1: ALEX AND BRENDA 

In this case, there are two protagonists: a teacher and a student at a private, evangelical Christian 

high school in Alabama. Both the teacher and student are White, and due in part to the 

community’s close-knit nature, the two have known of one another for several years. Alex, the 

student, is in teacher Brenda’s 11th grade writing and rhetoric class. Alex’s older sister was in 

Brenda’s class previously, and while Alex is regarded by peers and teachers as a generally honest 

person, teachers regularly disciplined Alex’s older sister for lying. 

 

During the second week of class, each student is asked to write a two-page autobiography. Alex 

turns hers in on time, but Brenda notices that some of the language seems oddly constructed, 

with grammar and syntax that is different both from Alex’s spoken language and other writing 

Alex has turned in to date. As part of her school-mandated grading process, Brenda submits each 

student’s essay to an automated, online application that checks the essay against published 

writing online; if identical portions are found in text available online, the essay is flagged and 

returned to the instructor to review for plagiarism. The application flags Alex’s essay and 

identifies the sentences that Brenda had initially noticed as identical to excerpts from a blog.  

 

Brenda asks Alex to stay after class so she can speak with her. Brenda then asks Alex if she has 

anything she would like to share about her autobiography. Alex says she is very proud of it, and 

that she hopes Brenda likes it, as the writing took her a significant amount of time. Brenda says 

that while she appreciated learning more about Alex, she was unsure whether Alex wrote the 

entire paper herself. Alex looks crestfallen and begins to swear that it is indeed her work, and 
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further that “this always happens;” namely, that she is regularly assumed to be untrustworthy 

because of her sister’s prior behavior, and that this singling-out is unfair. 

 

When Brenda brings up that she found some of the sentences online, Alex grows even more 

upset, stating that the assumption that she was lying was now plainly evident in Brenda’s online 

search of the passages. Alex asks Brenda to replicate the search, and Brenda agrees to do so. 

When Brenda pulls up the blog, Alex points out that it is written by someone with identical 

characteristics as her: in fact, this is Alex’s pseudonymous blog, which she has not shared with 

anyone at school so that she can write about her experiences more freely. When Brenda pauses to 

collect her thoughts and formulate a response, Alex quickly turns and leaves the classroom, 

slamming the door behind her.  

 

In this case, a series of wrongs appear that might merit forgiveness. These wrongs include, but 

are not limited to, the following:  

• Brenda did not make clear to the students in advance that all their papers would be 

uploaded to the software application to check for plagiarism.  

• Brenda assumed that Alex’s writing was not her own because it also existed on the 

internet. 

• Alex assumed Brenda’s suspicion of plagiarism was based on an unfounded equivalence 

with Alex’s sister’s reputation for dishonesty.  

• Alex responded to Brenda’s words with immediate physical and sonic separation, 

foreclosing Brenda’s ability to respond to Alex’s statements.  
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Conflict and Forgiveness: The Terrain’s Contours 

This case serves to establish a problem space for considering forgiveness, and to delineate initial 

thoughts about forgiveness-oriented practices that may be helpful in this particular context. 

Rather than presenting an absolute definition of forgiveness, this dissertation seeks to delineate 

postures, drawn from three cases, that can be employed in processes towards forgiveness. This 

work also intends to establish many conflicts between teachers and students as a fundamentally 

moral space: the interactions in each case offer moments that are morally problematic, at 

minimum, and more often clearly indicate moral wrongs for case actors.   

 

For forgiveness to be appropriate, one must first determine that the situation does not fall more 

aptly under forgiveness’s cognate phenomena: justification, excuse, condonation, pardon, mercy, 

and reconciliation.26 While each of these phenomena can be component parts of a forgiveness 

process, neither in isolation nor in conjunction do these related phenomena fully compose 

forgiveness. For example, “pardon” focuses primarily on the person who has done harm and the 

removal of official/legal consequence, but it doesn’t directly address the person harmed, or speak 

directly to resentment or other negative emotions that may still remain germane. Also, the person 

harmed could forgive and still pursue legal consequences for the person who caused harm, 

additionally distinguishing between forgiveness and pardon.27 Further, this dissertation is 

 
26 This framing, one of many accounts of forgiveness’s cognate phenomena, is drawn from Hughes, Paul M.; 
Warmke, Brandon, "Forgiveness", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2017 Edition), Edward N. 
Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2017/entries/forgiveness/>. Using this account does not 
indicate a particular affinity for the number and meaning of the phenomena on this list. Instead, use here serves 
primarily to distinguish this dissertations’ exploration of forgiveness from the variety of related but distinct cognate 
phenomena.  
27 For example, see Jeffrie Murphy’s discussion of a response to rape that includes forgiveness but not pardon: “It 
would be consistent, for example, for a rape victim to forgive the person who has assaulted her – to harbor no 
resentment at all – but still demand that he be legally punished. She might make this demand not because of any 
residual anger or hatred that she personally feels, but rather because she believes that punishment (for reasons of 
crime control, perhaps) is a socially necessary response to such serious rights violations.” Murphy, Jeffrie G.. 
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concerned with forgiveness in cases of moral wrongs. Colloquially, an individual may request 

forgiveness for making an aesthetically displeasing choice (e.g. “please forgive my poor 

handwriting”) or other non-moral decisions, but those are outside the scope of this project’s 

consideration. This dissertation distinguishes such instances as disagreements, which are distinct 

from conflict in that they do not have a strong moral concern at play. Additionally, in this work, 

the focus is primarily on forgiveness for specific actions and behaviors that cause harm to others, 

rather than forgiveness for one’s character or the kind of person one is.28 In this first case study, 

for example, it is particularly important to note the distinction between forgiveness and excusing. 

If a wrongdoing can be completely excused, then nothing remains for which a wrongdoer can be 

blamed or held culpable.  

 

The condition of justice, of what individuals owe one another, is necessarily in the background 

of this case. Both Alex and Brenda have committed wrongs (explored more fully, below); on that 

basis, both also have reasonable grounds for resentment. That said, if each person chooses 

resentment as their primary response, this will probably not lead toward forgiveness. This case is 

not primarily an issue of justice; progress toward forgiveness will require both rigorous analysis 

of the wrongs and ways forward, extending beyond resentment and more than only what is owed.    

 

Acknowledge the Harm 

 
Forgiveness and mercy analysed. Forgiveness and mercy, 1998, doi:10.4324/9780415249126-K024-1. Routledge 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Taylor and Francis, https://www.rep.routledge.com/articles/thematic/forgiveness-and-
mercy/v-1/sections/forgiveness-and-mercy-analysed. 
28 For more on forgiving someone for who they are, see: Bell, Macalester. “Forgiving Someone for Who They Are 
(and Not Just What They've Done).” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, vol. 77, no. 3, Blackwell 
Publishing Ltd, 2008, pp. 625–58, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2008.00213.x. 
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A first step in responding to interpersonal conflict is to acknowledge that a wrong (or, usually, 

multiple wrongs) exist in the situation, and determine how and with whom (oneself, others, etc.) 

the acknowledgement should occur. In this case, a primary wrong is one of misplaced 

assumptions: Brenda assuming that Alex’s writing was not her own because it also existed on the 

internet, and Alex assuming Brenda prejudged and singled her out as a duplicitous actor. At the 

point where the case ends, Alex has shared only that she does not appreciate Brenda assuming 

that she is lying and alludes to there being relationship between this assumption and her sister’s 

previous actions, a series of statements to which Brenda has not yet formulated a response. To 

embark upon a path towards forgiveness, both would need to articulate more fully the harms they 

each perceive in the situation. 

 

Throughout this dissertation, I will draw on insights from queer theory. Definitionally, queer 

theory is difficult to establish in part because queerness can refer to so many facets: an author’s 

biography, the intended audience of an address, the context in which work is developed, or the 

intended application. I do this not to indicate or insinuate that the teacher and/or student in each 

case identifies as queer; rather, I draw on queer theory for insights that extend beyond the lived 

experiences of (biographically) queer people, but which often are especially prominent, and can 

be seen more clearly, in queer lives than in other cases. This dissertation’s loose rubric is to 

choose authors who either self-identify as queer theorists, or who have already been cited by 

others as queer theorists in academic texts (usually with a minimum of at least one of the 

previous descriptors, but often more than one, as components of their work). While this, too, can 

be contested, it establishes a general floor from which to collate and construct queer-inflected 

analysis of interpersonal conflict. 
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Too often, understandings from queer theory have been particularized as domains with exclusive 

or primary benefit for people who identify as queer, or as anything other than cisgender and 

heterosexual. Many of queer theory’s insights, however particularly evident they may be within 

the context of queer individuals and communities, are also applicable across human relationships 

broadly. For this reason, this analysis will incorporate queer theory as a hermeneutic that, though 

rarely integrated into pedagogical analysis, can in fact offer helpful tools for theorization and 

paths forward. 

 

Warning of problems traced back to overstated harm, writer and activist Sarah Schulman calls 

for community responsibility and argues that there is a duty, particularly for queer people and in 

particularly queer ways, to repair relationships after harm has occurred (e.g. communal 

forgiveness practices, like those drawn from Radical Faerie communities).29 In a section titled, 

“‘Violence,’ Violence, and the Harm of Overstating Harm,” Schulman traces the expansion of 

the word “violence” such that its definition, particularly in queer communities, “has expanded far 

beyond the field of physical assault to also mean emotional abuse and, unfortunately, emotional 

conflict where there is no abuse.”30 Similarly, Schulman traces how the word “abuse” now 

incorporates what would otherwise be considered disagreements or misunderstandings. She 

makes a striking call for clarity in naming harm, stating: “rhetorical devices that hide details keep 

 
29 Schulman, Sarah. Conflict Is Not Abuse. Arsenal Pulp Press, 2016. 
30 Schulman, 92. It is worth noting, too, that Shulman’s views have proved controversial in some queer circles, in 
part due to questions about the degree to which her framing may serve her, personally, as self-protection. This 
dissertation does not dwell on these critiques, but acknowledges their presence (and the reality that, perhaps, 
contexts that afford desire for self-preservation may uplift possibilities that hold utility beyond the specific 
circumstances of an author). 
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truth from being known and faced.”31 Schulman takes this issue to be important, in part, because 

overstatement of harm hinders understanding—“accusations…demanding ‘safety’ from 

uncomfortable ideas represent people and actions as laden with blame, refusing interactivity 

around the content of ideas and perceptions”—a particularly slippery slope, as walling off entire 

realms of ideas is deleterious to cultivating environments that facilitate learning.32 Schulman 

describes a contrasting “healthy educational forum” as one in which students “engage materials 

regardless of agreement or comfort level and then analyze, debate, critique, and learn from them, 

addressing the discomfort as well as the text.”33 While Schulman’s application is restricted to the 

content explored in a particular course, I argue that this positioning should be extended to the 

character of interpersonal relationships in learning environments as well. In this particular case, 

Alex’s statement that Brenda (and other authority figures) are “always” blaming her based on her 

sister’s actions, rather than her own, migrates toward overstatement of harm. What would have 

otherwise been a misunderstanding instead morphs into Alex accusing Brenda of malintent, a 

mis-naming that blocks the movement toward forgiveness. That said, if Alex is indeed frequently 

viewed with suspicion on account of her sister’s previous actions, it may matter that other 

teachers have treated Alex with suspicion even if Brenda did not; such context would do more to 

justify Alex’s response. Indeed, perhaps the harm Alex sees is not simply a single unjust 

accusation, but rather a pattern of suspicion that has followed her throughout her schooling. To 

move forward from this case, discerning the degree to which Alex is regularly held under 

suspicion may impact how reasonable her claims of mistreatment are, and how sensitive Brenda 

should be (particularly if Brenda is or should be aware of how Alex is treated vis-à-vis her 

 
31 Schulman, 93 
32 Schulman, 92 
33 Schulman, 93 
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sister’s actions, if such transferred association is commonplace). That said, even if this is simply 

a one-off event, Alex still has basis for claiming mistreatment, but it is a different harm if it is a 

singular occurrence, as opposed to a pattern. 

 

In a corollary vein, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick draws attention to the fact that failure of language is 

not necessarily a failure of communication; rather, it serves as a reminder that language is but 

one norm-laden mode of communication.34 Other forms of articulating experience when 

language fails (e.g. embodied, affective, and socially performed moral responses) afford queer 

alternatives for both acknowledging harm and practicing forgiveness. In Sedgwick’s Touching 

Feeling, which extends Jacques Derrida and Judith Butler’s respective explorations of 

performative utterances, she explicitly deprioritizes spoken and written language as the primary, 

primal expression of meaning. Instead she uplifts instances in which performance is not 

demonstrated through linguistic extroversion, but is more effectively constituted sensorially and 

leveraged as a communicative tool.35 In the case above, Alex’s quick pivot and departure from 

the room, quite literally turning her back on Brenda and stopping verbal communication, 

articulates her hurt and sense of unfair accusation. More to the point, slamming the door 

punctuates Alex’s claim sonically: it provides sensorial evidence of the strength of her sentiment, 

highlighting her lack of concern for anyone else who the loud noise may disturb in the otherwise 

relatively quiet setting. In this instance, Alex’s embrace of the sensorial demarks its 

communicative ability, but leaves Brenda quite literally at a loss for words, as it engages an 

entirely different form of communicative meaning-making than the verbal, linguistic route 

Brenda prioritized in framing the interaction.  

 
34 Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky, et al. Touching Feeling. Duke University Press, 2003. 
35 Sedgewick, 7 
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In 2021, there is increasing public awareness in the United States that accurately recognizing 

harm is a helpful precursor to remedial action. Particularly in the light of the current pandemic 

and uprisings against racism, queer scholars and artists have called for particular attention to be 

paid to the role acknowledging harm can play. In a New York Times Op-Ed Adam Pendleton, a 

multimedia artist and queer thinker, listed the ways in which violence has been enacted against 

Black people and interpolated the list with the word “indifference.” The sketch that visually 

accompanies the Op-Ed, also by Pendleton, consists of three words superimposed over text: 

“SEE THE SIN.”36 In a previous article in ARTnews, Pendleton provided context for how he 

created this work as he processed the public confluence of racism, violence, action and inaction 

in late spring and early summer of 2020:  

I realized, lying here, that I believe in a politics of love but also ask: what is love without 
violence, and what is capital if not violence? I realized I had been punched in the gut. I 
took a breath and then realized that I needed to have a conversation with you—that I 
needed to reach out but that there is no “moving on” or “next page” until we SEE THE 
SIN. I realized the impossibility—and thus the poetics—of my plea.37 

Pendleton’s work makes explicit, through aesthetic representation, what otherwise can be 

overlooked as an emotional valence or a lack of “progress” when someone, post-conflict, 

chooses not to brush off the harm in order to move forward. His work reflects a profound utility 

of acknowledging harm’s entanglements—that violence can entrap intellectually and politically, 

and this can cause both psychic and visceral responses—and when this acknowledgement is not 

metered as explicitly, progress beyond the harm is more difficult. While this idea is not new, it 

has emerged with increasing urgency in contemporary United States society, particularly as 

 
36 Pendleton, Adam. “Op-Art: See the Sin.” New York Times 21 June 2020, Section A, Page 21 of the New York 
edition, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/21/opinion/op-art-see-the-sin.html. 
37 Pendleton, Adam. “Artist Adam Pendleton on Protests Across America: ‘I am Not Safe, and This Country Is Not 
Kind’.” ARTnews, 4 June 2020, Web, 6 March 2022. https://www.artnews.com/art-news/artists/adam-pendleton-
protests-1202689725/ 
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prominent figures in the public sphere increasingly view their responsibilities as primarily 

dedicated to personal advancement, a view upheld through positions like “attack, attack, attack. 

Never defend. Admit nothing, deny everything, counterattack” as primary orientations for 

responding to conflict.38 Such behavior is designed to refocus attention, but perhaps more 

insidiously it also minimizes harm, reducing the possibility that both those who are harmed and 

those who perpetrate harm ever acknowledge the realities (much less the impact) of their actions. 

While ‘attack’ and ‘defend’ are not the only options, they represent a significant hurdle that must 

be incorporated when acknowledging harm: refraining from defensiveness as a primary, default 

posture. 

 

One of the harms in this case is that Brenda fails to acknowledge that Alex’s work is of high 

quality. In writing her blog, Alex demonstrates courage and competence, and denying this is also 

a cause of Alex’s sense of ill-treatment. One avenue toward forgiveness, with regard to this 

particular damage, might simply be acknowledgement. If Brenda explicitly and forthrightly 

acknowledges the excellence of Alex’s writing, this recognition of Alex’s good work may go a 

long way toward recovering from the allegation of plagiarism. 

 

Rather than explicitly acknowledging harm, another option is to silently move beyond the 

dilemma, perhaps even pretending it did not happen, in order to preserve a relationship. While 

this may have limited utility (particularly in instances where people involved may not have the 

cognitive ability to understand the conflict or their role in it, which will be explored further in 

 
38 Shear, Michael D. “Has History Finally Caught Up With Roger Stone? It May Be Up to Trump.” New York 
Times. Published 20 February 2020, updated 8 March 2021, Web, 6 March 2022. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/20/us/politics/donald-trump-roger-stone.html. 



 26 

case study three), it also opens the possibility for a more full impact of the harm to go 

unexplored, and thereby unaddressed. An absolutely complete account of harm is not possible; 

humans will never fully understand the impact of their actions, or all the ways harm may extend 

from said actions. Not every harm can be spoken, and those that are may appear only in part or 

through a glass darkly. Though it is unrealistic to expect anyone to explore or address the “full 

impact” of a harm, this recognizable gap opens an opportunity for people committed to 

relationships after harm occurs. Recognition that imperfect knowledge is true for everyone (and 

not merely those with cognitive or representational limits) offers motivation to seek and pursue 

ever-more nuanced modes of communication, from Sedgwick’s bodily views of communication 

to Pendleton’s abstracted visual representations. 

 

In this particular case, Alex and Brenda could each decide that the harm is too insignificant to 

merit further attention and decide it is more expedient to leave the conflict unaddressed. This 

could, however, lead them each to operate with diminished trust. Alex may continue to question 

whether Brenda actually respects her as a moral agent independent of her sister’s example, and 

Brenda may consistently wonder whether Alex is trusting her as a pedagogical instructor. Either 

of these developments could easily decrease open inquiry and exchange in the learning 

relationship, limiting each person’s ability to grow and develop. A more generative response, 

however, could occur if Alex learned from this experience that there are things she could do to 

protect herself from charges of plagiarism, specifically, in the future. While this case’s particular 

route includes more friction than is probably necessary to learn this, Alex’s diminished trust 

could offer her a heightened sensitivity to recognize that when she is shares things 

“anonymously” that doesn’t mean they are unable to be found, which could help her better 
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position her future work (or offer explainers to teachers or others who may see plagiarism in 

similarities), thereby avoiding similar conflict in the future.   

 

On Credibility  

In this case, there is a credibility deficit between teacher and student. Brenda, the teacher, 

assumed plagiarism, and may also have assumed subsequent lying to cover the plagiarism (on 

the part of the student). Alex, the student, assumed malicious intent, or at least inexcusable 

carelessness, on the part of Brenda. Each assumed the other was not credible, and both 

demonstrated affront at the other’s perceived betrayal of trust.  

 

This credibility deficit between the teacher and student could be an epistemic injustice that leads 

to the moral injustice.39 I raise this not to conflate epistemic and moral injustices, but to identify 

that moral injustices can stem from and interpolate with other forms of injustice as well. Without 

trust between teacher and student, mutual confidence that either will act fairly, or in the interest 

of the other, will diminish. For the student, openness toward learning includes trusting that the 

teacher will share knowledge and skill in ways that benefit the student. Trust, however, is not 

blind. While trust cannot be absolute or unconditional between teachers and students, a degree of 

trust is imperative for the learning process. If trust is broken, such fracture can diminish the 

learning relationship students and teachers share. While a student may be able to still learn in a 

pedagogical relationship that includes broken trust, the diminished character of such a 

relationship—one in which guard against imminent possible harms would always be present—

would require cognitive effort on the part of student, teacher, or both devoted to self-protection, 

 
39 For more on epistemic injustices that include credibility deficits, see chapter 2 of Fricker, Miranda. Epistemic 
Injustice : Power and the Ethics of Knowing. Oxford University Press, 2007. 
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effort that could otherwise be dedicated to the learning process. Indeed, broken trust would rule 

out certain efforts altogether; trust underwrites the willingness to take risks. In education, 

responsible epistemic risk-taking is crucial for developing deeper and broader understanding; 

Alex’s willingness to consider a new idea would almost certainly be diminished in Brenda’s 

class if Alex is particularly concerned that Brenda may disrespect her. For stronger learning 

relationships, both teacher and student should attend to trust, its cultivation, and its maintenance, 

as trust is required for more full expressions of learning.  

 

Alex, the student, feels that she is subject to scrutiny not for her own actions, but rather for 

transferred assumptions based on her sibling’s previous actions. Alex’s misgivings are rooted in 

concern about self-respect: she believes she is not being treated as an independent agent worthy 

of respect, and perceives the conflation of her sister’s dishonesty with her own actions as 

diminishment of her own agency. As Rawls notes in Theory of Justice, the good of self-respect is 

critical for justice to be realized.40 That said, concerns of justice, while interesting, are not 

paramount in this case. Questions of justice/injustice have been analyzed well by several others 

(for a recent example in education research, see Levinson and Fay’s exploration of teaching with 

ethical case studies); while such analyses provide helpful identification of a context’s nuances, 

these analyses rarely tell us what to do next.41 Little follows directly from saying yes, this is an 

injustice, or no, it is not. It may be critical to know what kind of wrong has been done in order to 

address and repair it, but stopping at identification of injustice does not fully afford possibilities 

 
40 For a more thorough discussion of the good of self-respect, see: Rawls, John. A Theory of Justice. Rev. ed., 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999. 
41 Levinson, Meira, and Jacob Fay. “Dilemmas of Educational Ethics: Cases and Commentaries.” Harvard 
Education Press, Harvard Education Press, 2016. 
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for addressing conflict’s moral dimensions. The relative veracity of an account directly impacts 

both what is understood to have happened—reinscribing the recent past as a legible event for 

those who participate, or are otherwise aware of the circumstance—and actions taken afterwards 

are understood in light of the account’s perception.   

 

Religious Inflection 

One important detail in this case may, at first glance, appear incidental. In the case’s exposition, 

the school is described as a “private, evangelical Christian high school.” While not referenced 

again explicitly, the religious dimension in this case may have fostered an environment that 

prioritized understanding failing to tell the truth as deeply morally culpable. For many 

evangelical schools in Alabama there is a specific understanding of “bearing false witness” that 

highlights the harms of lying, which can motivate a teacher’s suspicion and guard against 

possible deception. In this context, “false witness” is understood as stating or implying a 

falsehood with an intent to deceive. (As a graduate of a private, evangelical university in 

Alabama, the author remembers distinctly that only two actions considered worse than 

intentional lying: physical assault and sexual violence. In that particular environment, the 

normative typology of harm held bearing false witness against another as a grievous moral 

injury, one that committed harm to the individual to whom it was directed and the ostensibly-

shared spiritual values that supported the institution’s social fabric.)  

 

If a similar instance occurred in a secular public or preparatory school, a different notion of the 

degree of lying’s wrongness, or what kind of wrong is done to someone when they are falsely 

accused of lying, would open different avenues for moving forward. At the level of initial 
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description, events are narrated differently depending upon the local language. A secular 

contextual lens might deflate this chapter’s case into a series of unfortunate misunderstandings: a 

problem, but not a particularly important one. (Indeed, in later graduate studies in a secular 

context, the author encountered much more transactional approaches. If an unattributed 

statement was not so egregious as to amount to plagiarism, then it was seen in academic contexts 

not as a moral offense, but merely an academic gaffe.) In evangelical Christian contexts, there 

are also different resources to draw upon: individual and communal prayer or intercession, 

shared moral ideals, and moral accountability partners (people who serve as ethical allies with 

whom one mutually explores moral struggles and offers moral support).  

 

Parallel resources may be available in schools that operate with strong honor codes that are not 

religiously inflected. Such settings offer a particularly explicit version of shared moral language, 

as well as a juridical lens of conflict response, that would also reshape how lying is held in a 

school context. Such schools often have honor review boards, or bodies of elected or appointed 

individuals tasked with determining the degree of infractions and their appropriate consequences: 

a proto-moral jury for responding to instances of community norm infractions that provides a 

resource post-conflict that the other school contexts lack. This case detail—the religious and geo-

cultural context of the institution—underscores how context matters for both understanding 

wrong and charting ways forward.  

 

Shaming is commonly used as a tactic in schools for social control, and Sedgwick’s exploration 

of shaming’s role in breaking contact, and recognition of others, offers fertile ground for 

exploring how participants interpret conflict-based ruptures in relation. In particular, Sedgwick’s 
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contrast between paranoid and reparative readings may serve as a model for a shift in forgiveness 

practices: namely, forgiveness must employ the strategies of reparative readings in that the 

mutual process must shift interpretation to mutual understanding.42 Paraphrasing philosopher 

Paul Ricœur, Sedgwick writes that her conception of “paranoid reading” is rooted in Ricœur’s 

“hermeneutics of suspicion,” which untethers critical habits from pursuit of what knowledge 

does, and instead focuses on what knowledge may or may not be.43 When Sedgwick describes an 

AIDS activist’s cataloguing of conspiracy theories related to the virus, Sedgwick notes the 

activist is able both to hold conspiracy theories as potentially interesting, and note that they do 

not deserve priority, as their contours—politicians acting with limited concern for highly 

marginalized people, military analysts researching ways to kill noncombatants categorized as 

enemies, powerful individuals looking with calm on the likelihood of environmental 

catastrophe—are already widely understood to be common. Here, the best way to represent a 

situation is not settled through fine-grained litigation of what is most true, but rather through a 

strategic analysis of whether a question or topic affords a viable way forward.44 Sedgwick notes 

that the activist functionally acknowledges the difference between the possibilities that the 

questions of conspiracy theories may be within the realm of possibility, and the separate question 

of whether pursuing these threads is the most useful path forward for a given AIDS activist or 

intellectual group.  

 

 
42 Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky, et al. Touching Feeling. Duke University Press, 2003. 
43 Sedgwick, 124 
44 To be clear: the way forward is often fraught, and in interpersonal conflict, rarely is a single way forward 
immediately evident to all involved as the clear route. However, weighing relative concerns (as the deliberations of 
the protagonist activist, here, demonstrate).  
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While ethically thorny, the introduction of space between these positions—dogged pursuit of the 

most true versus hewing more closely to pragmatic paths forward—clarifies that a pursuit of a 

conspiracy theory’s justification may be evaluated along the lines of what it offers, diminishing 

the value of “is this true, and how can we know?” and uplifting “what does knowledge do?”45  In 

Sedgwick’s view, when the first position is held too closely, it: “may have had an unintentionally 

stultifying side effect: they may have made it less rather than more possible to unpack the local, 

contingent relations between any given piece of knowledge and its narrative/epistemological 

entailments for the seeker, knower, or teller.”46 In the classroom case, both Alex and Brenda are 

focused, to varying degrees, on being right: on proving their respective assumptions to be true. 

Prioritizing this truth, however, leaves them both vulnerable to shame, particularly in their 

conservative Christian context. When Brenda recognizes that she has unfairly suspected Alex of 

wrong-doing, shame at her miscalculation (and the corollary misidentification of Alex’s moral 

character) may hinder Brenda’s ability to admit wrong and reflect with greater generosity on 

Alex’s decision to leave the situation. Brenda will need to acknowledge her failure, one that 

incorrectly identified a moral wrong in the moment and also betrayed the stated morals of the 

learning community, in order to begin addressing the harm. Indeed, the religious context might 

introduce, for Brenda, suspicion of other moral wrongs in Alex’s actions, namely disrespect or 

disobedience. A more forgiving posture–one that prioritizes sustaining relationship over 

rightness–could provide a more restorative way forward.  

 

 
45 Sedgwick, 124 
46 Ibid. 
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Some queer theorists also state that self-forgiveness is a necessary practice, particularly for queer 

people whose sexual identity development occurs in contexts of shame and loneliness, with 

minimal or no social support.47 Self-forgiveness in these contexts often requires reassessment of 

false beliefs held to be true, and forgiving oneself for having believed them once the falsity is 

understood. This consideration of shame sheds light on the impact of what could otherwise be 

perceived as a time-bound, relatively constrained instance of harm between Alex and Brenda. 

Shame’s cyclical, durational iterations demonstrate how an emotion can impact the possibilities 

of grappling both with harm and its various impacts. Shame is a product of cognition—

comparing a circumstance to a perceived ideal—and its ability to return in waves is intimately 

tied to a person’s capacity to remember. This durational characteristic is endemic to shame and 

part of why it is relied on for social control in school settings: it is a durable motivating factor 

beyond individual circumstances. I argue, however, that it is precisely this durability that shame 

makes widespread use of shame insidious, and inappropriate for use as a primary tool in schools. 

Even when an accusation is accurate, sustaining an environment in which shame is the response 

to an accusation orients those involved toward relational rupture rather than relational repair, 

foreclosing many possibilities of forgiveness practices before they can be engaged.48 In 

educational settings, shaming another should be reserved as a response for the unrepentant, those 

who continue to perpetuate harm even after they have been made aware of the impact of their 

 
47 Currin, Joseph M., and Randolph D. Hubach. “Importance of Self-Forgiveness and Social Support in Potentially 
Reducing Loneliness in Men Who Have Sex with Men.” Journal of LGBT Issues in Counseling, vol. 12 no. 4, 
Routledge, 2018, pp. 279–92, https://doi.org/10.1080/15538605.2018.1526153. 
48 For more on this topic, see Eve Sedgwick’s account of shame in Epistemology of the Closet. Updated ed. / preface 
by the author., University of California Press, 2008. 
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actions. Shame within a person should be cultivated only as it aligns with values and 

encouraging honorable action, and in relation to spiritual growth.49   

 

Understanding a possible menu of postures for responding to the same action, further, changes 

the basis of the context. Having a menu of forgiveness practices already demarcated offers a 

reasonably fine-grained way to offer highly context-dependent remedies, multiple options rather 

than a blanket judgement of all lies and misleading statements—across all contexts—as moral 

wrongs deserving a response within a narrow, shaming-oriented posture.  

 

Student/Teacher Power Dynamics 

In this instance, while both teacher and student were harmed, the power dynamics of the 

situation make it difficult for the student to initiate forgiveness. The student is already operating 

with a deficit of power vis-à-vis the teacher, and placing the responsibility of forgiveness on 

Alex, especially when the context involves forgiving a teacher who has power over Alex, a 

student, is particularly difficult. Further, the action of slamming the door emphasizes the 

possibility that this perceived lack of ability to respond has already become part of Alex’s 

mindset. Rather than a discrete altercation only known to the teacher and student, Alex’s 

slamming the door transitions the conflict to one perceptible to anyone within sensory range of 

this action. Will this impact Alex’s relationships with other teachers, who may witness this door 

slamming from the hallway? Will this reframe Alex’s relationship with the school, and/or with 

her family and sister? Will Alex’s behavior elevate her status in the eyes of classmates who think 

 
49 Ryan, Thomas. “The Positive Function of Shame: Moral and Spiritual Perspectives.” The Value of Shame, 
Springer International Publishing, 2017, pp. 87–105, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-53100-7_4. 
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they are treated unfairly, but who do not have Alex’s confidence to act as she did? While the 

case doesn’t provide enough information to make informed judgements about these questions, 

these possible ramifications must be taken into account as potential further harms stemming from 

this situation.  

 

This case raises an important point, too, about the relationship between responsibility and 

agency. The harms in this case include that the teacher both did not notice and did not accurately 

read the context. That the teacher didn’t notice could be culpable, but it may also be a 

circumstance in which there’s not a precise label in extant moral vocabulary for the teacher and 

student to identify the root of the problem. For example, Brenda’s failure to entertain the 

possibility that Alex wrote the blog is, at minimum, irresponsible and clearly a wrong. If there 

was even an element of Brenda’s reasoning that was indeed rooted in suspicion of Alex based on 

her sister’s reputation, then Brenda’s wrong begins to lean toward guilt by association. While 

more information would clearly be necessary in order to render judgement on this latter 

possibility, both examples illuminate the utility of Brenda and Alex having a firm grasp on a 

stronger and more nuanced moral vocabulary, one in which phrases like “guilt by association” 

and “failure to investigate realistic alternatives” would provide shared language to better identify 

core elements of the conflict.   

 

After-Effects and Moving Forward 

An important component of this case is the after-effects of the situation. How will this interaction 

impact the conditions of the learning environment moving forward, both for this teacher and 

student, and for others in the classroom? Though this initially appears to be a dyadic context—
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teacher/student—the case’s context quickly broadens to involve the sibling, and the wider school 

and school culture. It may first appear as though a linear forgiveness model (acknowledgement 

of harm by teacher, forgiveness verbally requested by teacher, forgiveness verbally granted by 

student) may suffice. The case is not quite that neat, however, and plays out in terms of 

ambiguity: there are contextual wrinkles, including the religious inflection of the school; the fact 

that the student thinks it’s not just because of the immediate context, but because of the way her 

sister is thought to have behaved; and the ripple effects of the student’s actions being seen and 

heard by others. 

 

In order for harm to be fully addressed, it’s not enough to isolate this as a single instance of the 

teacher leaping to an ill-supported conclusion; it also requires that the teacher consider potential 

plagiarism cases in the future with a more cautious, facts-based approach as well. Further, when 

a student in the future may not be telling the truth, how will the teacher respond? Will the teacher 

now grant more leeway to hear the student’s explanation? Or are there other ways the teacher 

might mitigate their potential biases while also ensuring that standards of truthfulness are still 

upheld? 

 

A Posture of Forgiveness 

What might a posture of forgiveness look like in this case? Rather than positing forgiveness as a 

cure or answer, considering it instead as a posture—an orientation paired with a set of possible 

actions—offers a way forward that may prove fruitful for all involved. Adopting such a posture 

would generally include the identification of wrongs and would necessarily require knowing 
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what sort of wrong has been done, alongside acknowledging that the wrong is likely to disrupt 

characteristics of the learning relationship that are necessary for the student to thrive.  

 

It is entirely possible that both the teacher and student in this case could simply proceed without 

ever seeking to address the harm. Indeed, the student may continue to harbor resentment as a 

result of the teacher’s actions, and the teacher may harbor her own ill feelings about feeling 

misunderstood by the student. The two may be able to reestablish a relatively peaceful 

relationship, one that is not defined by shouting or slammed doors, but even if this occurs, it 

would at most be a form of reconciliation. Without reestablishment of positive attitudes like 

goodwill toward one another, this would become a case of reconciliation without forgiveness, 

delimiting broader capacities of the learning relationship that would be possible, if the 

individuals were not expending cognitive effort both remembering the perceived wrongs and 

working to be on guard against their repetition or increase. While a forgiveness process doesn’t 

absolve these concerns, it diminishes the cognitive load by allowing such considerations to be 

expressed transparently, both within the individuals and to one another.   

 

A posture of forgiveness, one grounded first in the cultivation of relationship, would necessarily 

prioritize what comes next as one of the more critical aspects of responding to this case, in order 

for participants to survive and thrive. Justice is not entirely distinct from these concerns, it 

simply is not the full picture. Should Alex forgive the teacher, when she clearly feels she has 

been unjustly accused? The statement of injustice is not enough to provide a clear-cut way 

forward. The two most prominent contemporary frameworks for responding pedagogically to 

student misbehavior—physical discipline and restorative justice—each over-emphasize 
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recognizing injustice. Yes, the rights of individuals must be acknowledged, but this dissertation 

argues that there is overlooked moral value in willingness to suspend some rights, particularly 

compensatory ones, in service of renewing relationship. (Interestingly, this is nascently 

becoming more recognized within restorative justice spaces. Activists within and around the 

restorative justice orientation are now seeking to shift from restorative to transformative justice, 

a framework that incorporates liberatory restructuring and healing as core components, which are 

more in line with what this dissertation proposes.50 This transition highlights the value of 

imagining beyond what existed previously–restoring exactly what was lost–and instead focuses 

on reimagining and building anew a relationship that takes into account what has transpired, 

transforming what existed before into something different and, ideally, stronger.) The orientation 

this dissertation proposes extends this proposition and emphasizes something beyond 

recognizing justice or injustice: forgiveness.  

 

To momentarily expand the frame of reference: consider the relatives of the churchgoers killed 

by Dylan Roof in Charleston who said they forgave him, or the late Statesman John Lewis, who 

said he forgave the man who beat him. No one said these actions were not in the realm of justice, 

or that those who perpetrated them were off the hook, or that they were not deserving of 

response. What happens if we take these claims of forgiveness seriously?51 Indeed, forgiveness 

as articulated in these examples, to some degree, involves suspending certain rights to hold a 

wrong against a wrongdoer. For forgiveness to be possible, then, an underlying value distinct 

 
50 Schlauderaff, Sav. “Healing or Forgiveness? A Return.” 2018. 
https://www.queerfutures.com/sundaysentiments/2018/9/1/healing-or-forgiveness-a-return   
51 For more, see Matthew Pott’s excellent exploration of this question through theology: Potts, Matthew Lawrence. 
“Mourning for Forgiveness.” Theology (Norwich), vol. 122, no. 3, SAGE Publications, 2019, pp. 180–87, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0040571X19826177. 
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from justice—grace—is held more centrally. Grace can be distinguished from justice in that 

justice calls for what is deserved or earned, whereas grace is often unearned or undeserved. 

Grace is not a requirement, or an external obligation; rather, it is an invitation, an opportunity to 

give freely: one can still acknowledge the need for justice, at some point, but recognize that first 

there is a different imperative necessary for the more immediate good of the community. A 

person who gives grace, in this way, subverts the logic of primarily rights-based claims. Again, 

this is not to say that those who suffer harms cannot both pursue forgiveness and also call for 

reparation and/or consequence. To some degree, however, offering grace deprioritizes these 

compensatory concerns vis-à-vis desire to reestablish a sense of equanimity, to build and sustain 

a society in which even those who cause harm can be held with appropriate scaffolds and 

consideration (even if full rehabilitation and restoration of all rights and privileges as a member 

of the community is not possible). Offering grace to the wrongdoer may instantiate prioritizing 

community, as the community is the direct recipient of the action’s benefit, to a greater degree 

than the wrongdoer. 

 

Recent philosophical scholarship has emphasized that asking those who are wronged to bear 

greater responsibility for forgiveness, particularly when those individuals are already operating 

with less power and influence as compared to perpetuators of the harm, may in fact be giving up 

too much concern with justice and supplanting it with an artificial or shallow version of 

forgiveness that may more properly be referred to as a sublimation of the harm, rather than 

addressing it.52 For example, when White people kill Black children in acts of racially-motivated 

violence, the Black children’s parents are sometimes asked, on camera by White reporters: “Do 

 
52 See Myisha Cherry’s thorough exploration of racialized forgiveness: Cherry, Myisha. “Racialized Forgiveness.” 
Hypatia, vol. 36, no. 4, Cambridge University Press, 2021, pp. 583–97, https://doi.org/10.1017/hyp.2021.49. 
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you forgive the killer?”53 This interrogation, which holds forgiveness as an implicit, morally 

superior response, forces the parents (usually Black themselves) to negotiate an incredible 

violence and loss immediately, and fully consider and render forgiveness in order to respond to 

the reporter’s question. I argue that the reporter’s remarkably insensitive question, in this 

context, offers a particularly shallow understanding of forgiveness, considering it a binary 

decision (to forgive, or not) that is possible, even desirable, immediately after harm has occurred. 

When this limited conception of forgiveness is paired with systemic power differentials, like the 

long history of White-enacted, racially-motivated violence against Black people in the United 

States, what appears to be the reporter’s concern for justice or moral resolution in fact betrays a 

stark misunderstanding of both the wider context of the harm and the durational processes 

necessary for the parents to meaningfully engage forgiveness practices. Indeed, for parents in 

such a circumstance who feel compelled, perhaps by the social pressure of responding in the 

moment to cameras, the reporter’s position of relative racial and class-based privilege, and the 

implication that forgiveness is the morally correct response, the parents may feel obliged to state 

that they forgive, in part or in whole, even when that isn’t what they believe, in part or in whole. 

Such a process sublimates and amplifies the moral injury, obscuring the potential for forgiveness 

practices to address more fully the harm that has taken place and identify routes toward a more 

robust version of forgiveness for the parents and others involved in this particular context. As 

Govier and Verwoerd have emphasized, pressing a victim to forgive is widely regarded as 

unadvisable.54 This further highlights the need for forgiveness practices not to be something 

 
53 While there is some debate about the capitalization of “White” in this context (and I find many sides of this 
discussion justifiable), for the sake of simplicity and parallelism, each racialized group is capitalized to indicate their 
status as such a group throughout this dissertation. 
54  Govier, Trudy, and Wilhelm Verwoerd. “Forgiveness: The Victim's Prerogative.” South African Journal of 
Philosophy, vol. 21, no. 2, Routledge, 2002, pp. 97–111, https://doi.org/10.4314/sajpem.v21i2.31338. 



 41 

foisted or presented as options after harm, but already set within the norms that are commonly 

understood to be options within social relations. Even if a community has norms around conflict 

resolution, if they are only revealed to individuals after the harm has occurred, postures of 

forgiveness are less likely to be baked into the social fabric of a community and, though such 

norms may still may help, their utility would increase substantially by foregrounding forgiveness 

postures as part of community formation and sustenance whether or not conflict is evident, rather 

than only after conflict has taken place. 

 

While conflict between students and teachers rarely includes the levels of violence and trauma 

associated with the Charleston church murders and John Lewis examples, comparison is still 

useful. The teacher/student relationship is, in part, intended to help prepare students to live in the 

world beyond schooling as well. If the response to harm that is taught in schools is also 

applicable and appropriate for harms outside of school, such an orientation to what can and 

should happen after harms occur could help not only respond to specific instances, but also 

encourage a stronger society at large.  

 

One caveat: it is important to note that this dissertation concerns forgiveness when all parties are 

still living. If one person dies (in direct relation to harm, entirely unrelated to the harm, or 

somewhere in between) considerations of standing for forgiveness may shift, and the possibility 

of relationship obviously changes. The Charleston survivors might be able to forgive Dylan Roof 

for the wrongs he has done to them, and for the losses they suffered, even if they could not 

forgive on behalf of the people who were killed. After murder, for example, Jankélévitch has 

argued that bodily injury leading to death may indeed be unforgiveable; on the other hand, other 
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scholars have argued that an example from an Amish community represents unilateral 

forgiveness even in the face of murder.55, 56 Considering how queer people should respond to 

state apologies, queer scholar John Paul Ricco argues that the aesthetics of erasure intertwine 

with the embodied realities of forgiveness after death, both of which queer people have been 

forcibly engaged with across time.57 Ricco’s “aesthetics of erasure” refers both literally to the 

erasure of physical sites and images—e.g. expunging records of queer life and scholarship in 

Nazi Germany, or the designation of queer themes in visual art as “degenerate” under the same 

regime—as well as the more quiet removals, such as erasure of queer topics from state 

curriculums and the removal or obfuscation of queerness in memorials. Since death raises a host 

of considerations beyond the predominant scope of this dissertation, however, this work will 

focus instead on cases where all involved are still alive.  

 

A posture of forgiveness, as articulated here, does not encourage simply picking something from 

a forgiveness menu that feels most palatable to the person picking, or that such an action would 

completely implement forgiveness, absolving and resolving the entire circumstance. Instead, a 

primary element of this posture is a constant effort to encourage and sustain contextual 

awareness: what has happened, what is happening, and what is anticipated to happen? How do 

each of the primary stakeholders conceive of these three temporalities, and are there groups or 

collectives who have stakes or opinions that influence awareness of these spaces as well? 

(Pointedly, Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s book on the topic recognizes the temporal nature of 

 
55 Jankélévitch, Vladimir. Forgiveness. University of Chicago Press, 2005. 
56 Kraybill, Donald B., et al. Amish Grace : How Forgiveness Transcended Tragedy. 1st ed., Jossey-Bass, 2007. 
57 Ricco, John Paul. “On Queer Forgiveness.” Paper presentation, Apologies Workshop: University of Toronto 
Center for Ethics, 2017, https://unbecomingcommunity.wordpress.com/2017/04/29/on-queer-forgiveness/. 
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forgiveness’s hope in its title: “No Future Without Forgiveness.”58) Forgiveness also requires a 

minimum: to qualify as forgiveness, it is necessary for person/s harmed to suspend pursuit of 

revenge, and for offender/s to acknowledge their own responsibility (to the degree that they are 

cognitively able). A posture of forgiveness, at its core, must constantly seek to test one’s 

assumptions against the words and actions of oneself and others, and monitor and adjust 

accordingly, hewing toward what is learned in order to more effectively build and sustain 

relationships of mutual respect, truth-telling, responsibility, renewal, and growth. In this case, for 

example, the challenge for Brenda’s being worthy of forgiveness is not only that she reorient 

herself to Alex, but that she reorient herself to her students more generally; perhaps this could 

first manifest through more clear explanation to all students about the software checks, but a 

more rigorous interpretation would be for Brenda to consider how to further incorporate student 

awareness of the pedagogical process throughout, such that students individually and collectively 

are more aware of the structure they inhabit and its underlying logics. Importantly, forgiveness is 

more than simply resolving conflict: it is an expression and embodiment of moral ideals for case 

actors engaged.  

 

Conclusion 

The dance between nuance and principle—between keen attention to fundamental values and 

constant consideration of gaps and fissures—is core to good teaching. It also parallels a 

theoretical framework for this dissertation: the posture of forgiveness as a fulcrum between the 

nuanced attention queer theory can offer and the principal virtues moral theory can supply. 

Leaning too heavily toward one or the other can cause particular harms. If one were to value only 

 
58 Tutu, Desmond. No Future Without Forgiveness. 1st ed., Doubleday, 1999. 
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principle, analysis of harm can quickly devolve into merely the categorical imperative. 

Alternatively, queer theory can get lost in the eddies of particularity, seeking to find an exception 

to underscore the slimmest possible rationale for an action. At some point, something must 

demark a line after which more details are not always helpful for the case’s actors. It is critically 

important to notice the see-saw relationship: not just that one should identify a principle and 

immediately move forward, or that one should always nuance with further details and 

orientation, but that both are required to advance. We need a middle position between the 

categorical imperative, which can be too general, and queer theory, which can be so sensitive to 

nuance that it becomes overly particular. It is from this opportunity space, then, that the 

forthcoming cases will stem. Intentionally, this chapter has offered little with regard to concrete 

steps Brenda and Alex should take to practice forgiveness, and instead focuses on delineating the 

turf. In the chapters that follow, greater attention will be paid toward explicating specific 

forgiveness practices that may be useful within the presented case studies.   
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CASE 2: ADAM, BRYAN, CASSANDRA, AND DOMINIC 

In this case, located in a K-8 public school in Arizona, there are four protagonists: two students, 

one teacher, and a school resource officer. The first student, Adam, is a White fifth-grade student 

on the autism spectrum. Adam has low levels of social awareness and interpersonal skills when 

compared with his classmates. The second student, Bryan, is a Black fifth grade student and has 

no diagnosed learning difficulties. Bryan has average levels of social awareness and 

interpersonal skills for his grade level. Prior to their interaction, the two students had not met one 

another, and there is no clearly observable signifier to others that Adam is on the spectrum. 

Cassandra is a White teacher. Dominic is a Latine school resource officer.59 

 

During a transition between classes, Adam bumps into Bryan in a rush to reach the playground. 

Bryan responds assertively and says, “Hey, watch where you’re going.” Adam, who did not 

notice he had bumped Bryan, replies, “No, you watch where you’re going.” Bryan, feeling 

disrespected, then shoves Adam; Adam, feeling disrespected as well, responds with a punch. 

After a few seconds of fighting physically, with each student landing multiple punches, Bryan 

immobilizes Adam, pinning Adam to the ground and not allowing him to get up.  

 

Teacher Cassandra, a White teacher with six years of teaching experience, notices the altercation, 

intervenes, and separates the boys. Following school protocol, Cassandra alerts the school 

resource officer Dominic (a Latine former police officer who the school district assigned to this 

school) to the physical altercation. In Dominic’s written report, he notes that Bryan “won the 

 
59 “Latine” is one of many terms used to refer to people of Latin American cultural or ethnic identity in the United 
States. While Latinx is more common in academia, Latine is more commonly used to self-identify by friends and 
colleagues of the author. For this reason, Latine is used throughout this dissertation. 
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fight.” Dominic recommends that, since Bryan had “beaten up an Autistic student,” Bryan should 

be given a desk ticket to appear before a judge in the local juvenile court system. 

 

Cassandra feels conflicted: while she had been the one to call the resource officer in the first 

place, following school protocol, she now worries that her actions may have placed Bryan in 

additional and unnecessary risk, pushing him towards involvement in a court system she believes 

is highly prejudiced against Black men in particular. Further, Cassandra notices that while each 

student landed approximately the same number of blows, Adam looks much worse afterwards in 

part because the bruises show up in high contrast to his fair skin, while Bryan’s bruises are 

significantly less visible because of his darker skin.  

 

Bryan expresses clear resentment toward both the teacher and the resource officer, maintaining 

that he was merely preserving his dignity, though he later admitted he might have been more 

gentle if he had known Adam was on the spectrum. Adam is now afraid of Bryan and refuses to 

speak with him or be in the same room as him. Dominic believes that Bryan should attend court 

to “pay for his actions,” but that Adam should not attend court because, as someone on the 

spectrum, he “didn’t know what he was doing.” Cassandra wonders if she should have instead 

tried to resolve the conflict outside of the school’s protocol and not alerted Dominic, in order to 

avoid the desk ticket. 

 

In this case, a series of wrongs are delineated that might be candidates for forgiveness. These 

wrongs include, but are not limited to, the following:  



 47 

• Both Adam and Bryan misidentify being physically and verbally slighted as disrespect, 

rather than a mistake.  

• Both Bryan and Adam choose to respond quickly to perceived disrespect with physical 

violence. 

• Both Dominic and Cassandra appear not to evaluate the level of moral development of 

the students, individually or collectively, prior to determining their responses. 

• Dominic’s initial assessment of harm appears not to take into account the differential in 

how bruises show up on different skin tones.   

• Dominic disrespects Adam when Dominic assumes that, because Adam is on the 

spectrum, he is not capable of moral responsibility. 

• Dominic’s referral of Bryan to the court system, if the court system is indeed prejudiced 

against Black men, harms Bryan by subjecting him to an unfair system that may impose 

dangerous consequences that outweigh the wrong prompting the referral.  

• Cassandra chooses to follow protocol and evaluate its impact afterwards, rather than 

considering the impact of protocols more comprehensively prior to the conflict. (Perhaps 

Cassandra was wrong to refer the case to Dominic at all; this will be explored below.) 

 

In this case, in addition to wrongs, there are also particularly salient actions that are integral to 

the case (but not necessarily wrongs) and larger structural conditions, both of which should be 

taken into account as forgiveness is engaged: 

• Bryan maintains resentment after the conflict. Bryan also appears to feel disrespected by 

both Cassandra and Dominic, in addition to Adam.   
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• Bryan appears not to have been taught about different neurological styles, including 

Autism, with any particular detail. Importantly, Bryan also would almost certainly not 

have been allowed information about Adam’s status as a person on the Autism spectrum 

prior to the altercation.  

• All of the actors in this case are operating within multiple structures designed to guide 

and manage behaviors, including school-based behavior protocols and larger court and 

police systems. 

• These behaviors happen in view of others—students and staff members—and the case’s 

actions and consequences would (presumably) reverberate throughout the broader school 

community. 

 

Expanding the Scope: Levels of Harm 

In this expanded problem space, the case quickly provides a grounds where forgiveness practices 

can be multitudinous, intersecting, and divergent. Addressing the various wrongs this case 

presents demonstrates, in practice, how the texture of such circumstances may require 

forgiveness to be nonlinear. The question about the form/s forgiveness should take is more 

complicated in this case than in the first case; greater complexity is partly due to the number of 

people are involved, and partly due to the larger role institutional structures play. 

 

This second case expands the problem space of teacher/student conflict, as there are several 

moral stakes at play. First, there are multiple levels of harm: the initial moments when each 

student felt physically ignored or slighted, quickly followed by verbal and physical assaults. The 

initial assessment of harm, as adjudicated by the resource officer, does not appear to take into 
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account the different ways bruises are visible across skin tones. Further, the teacher weighs the 

relative harms to determine whether and how to stop the altercation, then evaluates her actions 

after the fact. The teacher is clearly part of and engaging with multiple institutional structures (as 

is the case for almost all teachers), ranging from the localized structure of the school to the larger 

court system.60 Importantly, this case also includes bystanders. Though others are not named 

explicitly, it is reasonable to presume that other students and staff would witness and/or hear of 

this case. The ripple effects of each actor’s immediate actions, and the effects of those actions, 

would presumably be shared across the wider school community and thereby influence the 

mindset and behaviors of others in the educational ecosystem. 

 

While this dissertation focuses primarily on interpersonal relations, in part to delineate a more 

manageable problem scope, it is important to note that institutional structures can themselves 

provide ethical problems that should be considered as well, and scope of agency within such 

structures can be an ethical problem. For example, in this instance, should these institutional 

considerations provide grounds for the teacher never to call the resource officer in the future? 

The individual unit of analysis is interlinked with systemic analysis; however, while this case can 

be seen as a cautionary tale for over-involvement of a resource officer, it does not serve to justify 

a blanket ban. Indeed, institutional structures are rarely good or evil in totality (no matter how 

one determines good or evil), which is part of why this dissertation stresses the need for 

contextual analysis of individual harms. Others have and continue to evaluate various structural 

reforms for student “behavior management” policies (for example, Wimm’s exploration of how 

 
60 While this dissertation does not focus specifically on the creation and correlation of institutions and the ways 
power can move in and through them, Foucault and many influenced by his work emphasize that interwoven 
institutional systems do not “happen” to bump into one other, but rather have been doing so with degrees of 
intention for quite some time. 
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pedagogical shifts can move behavior management from reaction after wrongdoing to explicit 

classroom curriculum from the outset61); but, as stated before, many of these analyses overlook 

or eliminate consideration of the moral injuries caused within any system, including systems in 

which reforms have already been implemented.62 For example, restorative justice proponents 

often underscore the ways that dialogue-based models can address harm, but these also can 

become complicit in sustaining harm if power differentials between students (such as 

differentials based on identity markers like race or class) are not taken into account. To better 

understand these deliberations and identify where moral action is possible, this dissertation starts 

with the interpersonal interactions where moral injury can most clearly be seen. Further 

observation of structural injuries and possibilities for growth and change would be a productive 

line for future research.  

 

In this case, the actions of individual agents are circumscribed and limited by institutional 

structures that provide both opportunities for and obstacles to resolutions. That negotiation is 

necessarily part of responding to conflict, and though there are structural concerns at play, this 

does not mean individual-level action is inappropriate. Cassandra is bound professionally to the 

school’s policies and the society’s larger court system, and she still can make choices in how she 

 
61 Winn, Maisha T., et al. “A Transformative Justice Approach to Literacy Education.” Journal of Adolescent & 
Adult Literacy, vol. 62, no. 2, Wiley Subscription Services, Inc, 2018, pp. 219–21, https://doi.org/10.1002/jaal.887. 
62 In a typical description of restorative justice’s foundations, Zehr and Mika note that restorative justice is primarily 
defined by a sense that a “crime is fundamentally a violation of people and relationships, creates obligations and 
liabilities, and restorative justice seeks to heal and put right the wrongs.” While parts of this framing (e.g. the 
attention to relational rupture and the duty of response) resonate for the educational contexts discussed in this 
dissertation, the fundamental framing of conflict as crime (pointing toward restorative justice’s roots in legal, 
criminal justice contexts) causes pause. This framing reduces conflict into actions that break laws, as opposed to a 
more expansive consideration of moral injury extending beyond law-breaking, which I argue is also worthy of 
interpersonal moral deliberation. Zehr, Howard, and Harry Mika. “Fundamental Concepts of Restorative Justice.” 
Restorative Justice, 1st ed., Routledge, 2004, pp. 73–81, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351150125-4. 
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responds to conflict. Cassandra must respond to the physical altercation she is witnessing, in 

order to ensure physical safety of the students fighting as well as the safety and wellbeing of 

anyone else in the vicinity (including any other students, teachers, and staff members who are 

proximate or may be informed of the conflict afterwards). Cassandra and Dominic’s actions 

cannot be dismissed solely as artifacts of social dynamics of power differential, or merely 

political; importantly, they must be understood also as moral wrongs. Individual moral agency 

should not be relinquished as impossible in the face of systematic forces or powers, and in this 

systems-involved case, there is clearly room for individuals to act with moral agency. Hannah 

Arendt underscores this in her work on the nature of evil: as she astutely argues, individual 

actors retain their moral agency, even if the exercise of it is either circumscribed or costly.63 

 

Binaries Blurred: Roles in Context  

The interpersonal concerns in this case are, themselves, also intricately complex. The various 

divisions—neurotypical/autistic, Black/Latine/White, teacher/staff/student—highlight how, 

depending upon the description, who should be doing what seems to vacillate. Each case actor 

falls under multiple descriptions and rubrics of encounter, and the dynamics across these lines of 

difference further complicate efforts to clearly articulate one person as aggressor and another 

person as victim. Who is forgiving whom in this case?  

 

Though fundamental inequalities are a dimension of the moral space, each person has 

responsibilities of role and relative position, and each should be attended to. This complex 

interplay raises another feature of forgiveness: forgiveness is rarely something that is only 

 
63 See Arendt, Hannah. Eichmann in Jerusalem: a Report on the Banality of Evil. Penguin Books, 2006.; this is 
explored more fully in the section below: “Moral Agency Within Systems.” 
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between two individuals. In school settings, many are often involved, including primary actors, 

secondary actors, tertiary stakeholders, and even bystanders. Further, there are consequences for 

what is permissible, depending upon each person’s location in the context. Forgiveness practices 

in such settings, then, must account for differential involvement in the process and take each 

actor’s positionality into account as practices are considered, implemented, and evaluated. While 

one can begin with categorical distinctions (does the person have a diagnosis and/or disability, 

etc.), one must then acknowledge that there are still continuums of moral awareness. Queer 

theory is particularly helpful here: as Schulman notes, understanding behavior requires 

understanding that blame is hardly ever unidirectional (one person entirely victim, another 

person entirely aggressor), and continuums of moral awareness reflect this. Schulman’s “Conflict 

is Not Abuse” highlights that “understanding is more important than producing a victim” in 

situations of conflict, especially abuse, and exhorts readers to take into account that harm is 

almost never unidirectional.64 This is not to say that blameworthiness is equal in instances of 

harm, but rather that absolutist interpretations of statuses like “victim” and “aggressor,” 

especially when viewed as direct corollaries for moral statuses, can become totalizing forces that 

ignore contextual nuance and ethical complications. A further developmental component also 

exists: Adam and Bryan are both adolescents, Bryan is on the Autism spectrum, and even as 

adults, Cassandra and Dominic are, as humans, on their own developmental trajectories as well. 

As the case is written, it is unclear to what degree (if any) Dominic and Cassandra incorporate 

each student’s level of cognitive and moral development in their decision making. If Cassandra 

or Dominic already knew these two students, then they can and probably should take into 

account any further information at their disposal regarding each student’s developmental abilities 

 
64 Schulman, 61 
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and trajectories as they respond. Understanding this context is not fully encompassed by 

identifying someone as X or Y, or thinking about oneself as X or Y (e.g. “on the Autism 

spectrum”), but about agency: in this case, individual people hold different capacities, yes, but 

they also hold different roles, and with those roles come certain responsibilities. Attention must 

be paid to the relationship between role, morality, and agency.  

 

Responsibilities to oneself and to others are highly contested, and there is often misalignment 

between where people think responsibilities can, do, or should lie for themselves. Further, people 

occupying different roles can hold tacit presuppositions that are not aligned with one another. 

These differences, slight or inconsequential as they may be when conflict is not readily apparent, 

further underscore the problem of overlooking. When actors misunderstand their own contexts, 

engaging a posture of forgiveness can be more difficult. For example, assuming that everyone is 

conscious and malevolent (in this case, assuming that both students were acting in fully 

cognizant, violent aggression) is particularly unhelpful. As this case exemplifies, actors 

presumed to be knowingly causing harm may be seeing the context and their impact only partly, 

or not at all. 

 

In this case, it’s especially important to consider the degree to which Adam can acknowledge the 

harm he causes. Reflexively responding to a perceived slight with physical violence is wrong, 

but does his status as a person on the Autism spectrum mean that he should be excused, rather 

than forgiven? If a person is incapable of acknowledging, that absolves them of the responsibility 

of doing so. In this case, it’s hard to tell to what degree Adam is capable of acknowledging his 

role. If we assume that he is fully incapable, an appropriate response would be for the other 
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actors to explicitly acknowledge this limit, work with Adam to determine the limits of his 

understanding, and use this shared understanding of Adam’s cognitive abilities to inform 

subsequent interpretation of Adam’s moral culpability. This parallels the perennially thorny 

questions around intent versus impact. Even if someone’s motives are good, or partially good, if 

the impact of that person’s actions cause harm, that person can still be held morally responsible 

for their action’s impact. Perhaps a developmentally appropriate response would be for the 

stakeholders in this case to work with a care provider who better understands Adam’s abilities 

and limitations on the spectrum. Collaboratively, they could determine ways to help Adam 

identify harms (and his role in them), recognizing that such identification may always be partial. 

This work may be particularly appropriate in an educational environment, as such work 

ultimately scaffolds educative moral development for Adam and all those with whom he comes 

in contact, in this case and in the future. Such work would require both time and an invested care 

provider, resource needs that underscore how different forgiveness practices require not only 

morally correct thoughts and actions, but also structural support for pursuit of such pathways. 

It is worth recognizing, too, that these moves would be appropriate even if Adam should be 

excused for his role in the fight, as part of the learning ecosystem’s goal of strengthening each 

student’s development. 

 

Moral Agency within Systems 

Considering the additional dimensions of this case requires an analysis of how institutional 

structures circumscribe the options of the actors, and how employment within such systems may 

cause moral harm. There are constraints that the case’s actors must work within, or violate at 

their peril. The teacher could have observed the situation and chosen not to call the resource 
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officer. Such a decision could be justified, but it could make the teacher vulnerable to 

disciplinary measures (e.g. not following the school’s institutional policies for responding to 

physical altercations may result in censure from the school’s administration). 

 

The resource officer prioritizes maintaining order through current systems over ensuring 

developmental and relational growth. While these two priorities are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive, the resource officer’s actions render order primarily through punishment of offenders 

once harm has been identified, rather than prioritizing relational repair. This may, in part, be due 

to the resource officer’s training; his background as a police officer who generally responds in 

the midst of conflict may orient him toward seeing interpersonal dilemmas as best resolved 

through physical intervention and separation of primary actors. Such a discrete focus on 

separation overlooks the need to consider when and how to address both intended and 

unintended injustices between the case’s actors. Order maintained without addressing the moral 

harms is only a partial resolution of conflict; in this case, Dominic’s actions serve primarily to 

restore order without considering how moral address might be realized alongside (or, perhaps, 

separately from) court involvement, particularly for Bryan. In an effort to avoid harm, sometimes 

systems are created that unintentionally enact it. In this case, the court system’s efforts to prevent 

additional harm may be getting in the way of forgiveness. 

 

For a broader philosophical analysis of individual moral agency within larger systems, Hannah 

Arendt and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick each offer ways forward. Pairing these two thinkers, one a 

moral theorist and one a queer theorist, offers a particularly fruitful way to consider this case: 
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rather than interpreting this case as a series of either/or analyses, pairing Arendt and Sedgwick 

offers a closer examination of the case’s nuanced problems.  

 

Arendt’s work in moral theory offers a helpful framing capacity. In her 1963 text Eichmann in 

Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, Arendt notes how “just following orders,” while a 

letter-of-the-law response to the duty of a role, can sometimes inflict moral (and physical) 

harm.65 Adolph Eichmann, a Nazi operative whose bureaucratic work included organizing 

transportation that sent millions to concentration camps, is noted in Arendt’s description as 

“terrifyingly normal.” Rather than a malice-compelled actor, Arendt depicts career advancement 

as Eichmann’s primary motive, a stark difference from perversion or sadism often considered 

core to Nazi-perpetrated harms. Though some have since questioned the facts of Eichmann’s 

case, Arendt’s fundamental question—can one do evil without being evil?— deserves particular 

attention when considering conflict within systems.66 In schools, conflict is often reduced to 

identifying harmful actions, punishing the individuals who perpetrate such actions, and assuming 

that punishment will change the motivations underlying the harmful actions. Arendt’s work, 

however, complicates this view, as it points out that actions with harmful effects can come from 

a host of motivations, including desire to succeed within the existing social structure (e.g. a 

school). Desire for advancement may supersede or, as in Eichmann’s case, move without 

commensurate attention to moral valences of a particular circumstance. In a school, attempts to 

attend to moral injuries should consider the ecosystems that afford space for such moral injuries, 

and think about how interpersonal interactions might (at minimum) counteract such structural 

 
65 Arendt, Hannah. Eichmann in Jerusalem : a Report on the Banality of Evil. Penguin Books, 2006. 
66 White, Thomas. “What did Hannah Arendt really mean by the banality of evil?” Aeon, 23 April 2018, Web, 6 
March 2022. https://aeon.co/ideas/what-did-hannah-arendt-really-mean-by-the-banality-of-evil. 



 57 

deficits, or perhaps extend further to reform the space. Ultimately, the extent to which Cassandra 

and/or Dominic are “just following orders” in the case annotates the extent to which they 

compromise their moral agency. Acting solely as the school protocols mandate—whether 

motivated by desire to remain employed or simply not considering whether or not following the 

rules in this case is the right thing to do—underscores precisely the moral peril Arendt 

highlights. 

 

Sedgwick’s work in queer theory attends closely to contextual nuance. Where Arendt focused on 

whether and how evil shows up, Sedgwick instead focuses on how a context’s particularities 

offer fluidity in response, as opposed to stark, binary choices. In Sedgwick’s Touching Feeling: 

Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity, she begins with the presupposition that binaries are not only 

unnecessarily limiting, but in fact counter to the character of pedagogy, which she describes as 

necessarily invested in nondualistic consideration.67 Sedgwick’s considerations are rooted in the 

phenomenological world of affect, and her consideration of “beside” as a status that moves 

beyond yes or no, and exists alongside, is particularly useful. “Beside” as a construct could be 

particularly useful in schools: rather than thinking that judgement of motivation is the best 

immediate response to harm, considering the positionality of the actor first—making a 

substantial effort to stand “beside” the person committing the action—is a helpful first step. This 

posture is a way to empathetically discover what the motivation might be. Indeed, Sedgwick’s 

focus on the relationship between feeling and learning is of particular import: in her construction, 

the act of learning is intimately wed to both individual and collective experience. In her attention 

to language, too, Sedgwick enunciates gaps between words that serve as “performatives” and 

 
67 Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky., and Adam Frank. Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity. Duke 
University Press, 2003. 
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how these words need both histories and conditions to hold meaning. This awareness of language 

and its impact, and (more broadly) to the impact of any actor’s attempts to communicate, 

linguistically, or through movement, or through the lack of one or the other, offer distinct 

possibilities for this case. If Adam and Bryan had other registers of communication (beyond 

physical aggression) readily at hand, there may have been no escalation of this incident at all. Or, 

if bystanders had been able to parse the miscommunication between the students through 

nonverbal cues more quickly, perhaps Dominic would not have been brought into the situation at 

all. Sedgwick’s work also calls attention to the ways systems need not be seen as hegemonic and 

all-encompassing, but as yet another possible binaristic trap. If one views moral harms as 

primarily in tandem with systems far beyond individual control, a given individual’s moral 

agency can appear foreshortened. Sedgwick offers a clearer (and more pedagogical) way 

forward: the possibility of something beyond harsh interpretive binaries, rooted in a more 

expansive, fluid understanding of what is possible as a moral actor beside institutions. 

 

Awareness as a Forgiveness Practice  

The capacity and quality of noticing can be a particularly useful educational point for students, 

even an explicit curricular component: teaching students how to be aware, to sensitize them to 

themselves and their surroundings. Understanding one’s own body is a useful starting place. 

Young people who are going through puberty are often less aware of the limits of their bodies; 

their physical interactions feature significant amounts of bumping and jostling because they are 

still growing into themselves, literally and figuratively, and motor proficiency is often further 
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complicated for students on the autism spectrum.68 Teachers, also, benefit from self-reflective 

physical practices, grounding them in their bodies as a way to help better understand themselves 

and relations with others around them.69 Indeed, teacher reflections regularly point out the value 

of more consciously embodied pedagogies for teachers and learners alike.70 Awareness extends 

beyond the body as well, specifically toward noticing the actions and attitudes of those with 

whom one comes in contact. Focus on attention can facilitate empathy, learning to be more 

aware of the textures of another person’s point of view. Awareness can be a particularly 

powerful rejoinder to resentment. Greater awareness can dissipate resentment with remarkable 

alacrity if the person holding resentment can open their consideration to include how the other 

might have arrived at the context from a different set of facts or justifications. Further, if a 

person holding resentment can begin to see corollaries between their experiences and the 

experiences of the person they are holding culpable, this too can influence their ability to 

empathize and begin to consider rapprochement. In this case, specifically, both of the students 

presume intent on the basis of physical action: each presumes that intent is textured with 

disrespect. The harm isn’t merely matter in motion, it's disrespect that ultimately lights anger’s 

spark, and if the students can see the parallels between them in this instance—neither intending 

disrespect, but both perceiving it—this can be a remarkably useful first step of recognition. 

 

 
68 Pan, Chien-Yu. “Motor Proficiency and Physical Fitness in Adolescent Males with and Without Autism Spectrum 
Disorders.” Autism : the International Journal of Research and Practice, vol. 18, no. 2, SAGE Publications, 2014, pp. 
156–65, https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361312458597. 
69 Harris, Alexis R., et al. “Promoting Stress Management and Wellbeing in Educators: Feasibility and Efficacy of a 
School-Based Yoga and Mindfulness Intervention.” Mindfulness, vol. 7, no. 1, Springer US, 2015, pp. 143–54, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-015-0451-2. 
70 Forgasz, Rachel, and Sharon McDonough. “"Struck by the Way Our Bodies Conveyed So Much:" A 
Collaborative Self-Study of Our Developing Understanding of Embodied Pedagogies.” Studying Teacher Education, 
vol. 13, no. 1, Routledge, 2017, pp. 52–67, https://doi.org/10.1080/17425964.2017.1286576. 
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In this case, awareness extends to noticing not only primary actors, but secondary and tertiary 

ones as well. Though not named in the case, there clearly are additional actors who observe the 

described actions and/or hear about the actions afterwards. How is their awareness (partial as it 

may be) considered by the primary actors? Cassandra is clearly concerned about Bryan’s 

interaction with the court system. Is she also considering the impact this case may have on other 

Black students in the school, and how their interactions with rule enforcement may put them at 

risk? Will other teachers, observing this interaction, change their own interactions with Dominic, 

in light of this case’s outcomes? Will family or community members who hear about this 

interaction become more or less trusting of the moral authority of teachers at the school? None of 

these questions offer easy answers, but each must be consciously attended to, allowing 

awareness to become a practice that can lead toward forgiveness. 

 

Owning Harm: Public Accountability 

One way to engage forgiveness, in light of these secondary and tertiary actors, would be for 

Cassandra and Dominic to clearly communicate retrospective beliefs regarding where and how 

they have done wrong (assuming that they believe this to be true; if they make false claims in 

hopes of papering over conflict, and if these seeds of falsity are discovered, such actions would 

have potential to spur still more conflict). Publicly acknowledging that they took morally 

incorrect courses of action in the moment would both clearly identify key harms for stakeholders 

and also open space for discussion, both of the moral injury and of ways to begin ameliorating 

across the educational ecosystem. In crafting statements acknowledging their wrongs, however, 

both Cassandra and Dominic should consider the degree to which putting a student in possible 

jeopardy of an unmerited consequence is wrong. Is this fully harm itself, or is harm only realized 
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if the unmerited consequence is rendered? Cassandra and Dominic should also consider the harm 

that can result from merited consequences as well.  

 

Indeed, such action might be useful even if the pair think that they merely may have done 

something wrong, or where another course of action might have been better. Recognizing 

missteps afterwards is a critical component of self-reflection, and learning more generally. Often, 

however, it’s difficult to delineate exactly what degree of wrong was committed. Some 

flexibility in these admissions (and recognition that such statements will always be dances 

between better or worse resolutions, rather than right or wrong) will extend both the impact and 

accuracy of Cassandra and Dominic’s actions. This work serves an important moral function: to 

make amends. When Cassandra and Dominic engage this work, they orient themselves toward 

forgiveness. 

 

How precisely would these public statements be conveyed? Cassandra and Dominic have a 

variety of possible methods available at their disposal. Perhaps the most common would be 

verbal and linguistic: an announcement in front of classes, or perhaps even the entire school; 

individual conversations with those who directly participated or witnessed; or conversations with 

concerned stakeholders beyond the school (individually, or in a meeting that convenes them 

together).   

 

Conclusion 

This case offers additional dimensions along which understanding of conflict’s context takes 

place—student/student, neurotypical/atypical, Black/Latine/White, individual 
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agency/institutional requirements, observation/assumption—all raising important questions about 

what forms forgiveness can and should take. 

 
 
In this particular case, perhaps Cassandra should publicly challenge the requirement that the 

resource officer be called, and work toward a better criterion for when (if ever) referral to the 

court system is appropriate. Further, Cassandra might instigate or engage a collective effort to 

reform the idea that the resource officer’s primary role is to police the school, ideally in tandem 

with Dominic and other staffers. If Cassandra sees this “no-good-option” moment as a structure 

that directly harms student/teacher relationships, she should take it as an obligation to ensure that 

other teachers (or simply she, herself) are not in situations with similarly poor choices, in the 

future.  

 

Throughout this case, one of the key elements is recognizing that the actors have multiple 

openings to make amends, and that doing so orients them toward forgiveness. For each actor, 

more precisely identifying their position, in the conflict and in the conflict’s aftermath, affords an 

opportunity to clarify the moral harms of the case and its repercussions. Further, this work of 

making amends is one that can be engaged with and through their various roles. Rather than 

serving as a standard box to be checked, amends in this case are as distinct as each actor. 

Embarking toward forgiveness, then, requires not only self-awareness and self-reflexivity 

regarding conflict that has already occurred, but intentional work to make amends that change 

the learning environment for the better, moving forward. 
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This case also emphasizes the demands of working in education: most actors employed in the 

field have too many demands on their time, so they may overlook things that are morally 

significant. This provides ground for one of this dissertation’s core arguments: we should 

transform the moral education of teachers so these concerns are integral to their understanding of 

teaching and learning, and simmering below or at the surface of their pedagogical practice. For 

example: while grading, an attentive math teacher looks at the student’s work and, when they 

arrive at a wrong answer, seeks to understand why the student made this mistake; a less attentive 

teacher simply marks the answer as incorrect. Attentive teaching requires asking the “why” 

question, and educators need to do this morally as well as for academic content.  
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CASE 3: ALI, BRENT, AND CHAD 

 
In this case, there are three protagonists: two students and a teacher at a middle-class, majority 

White middle school. The first student, Ali, is an Iranian refugee and a seventh grade student 

who reads below grade level in English, his second language. This is Ali’s second year at the 

school. The second student, Brent, is a White student who was born and raised in the community. 

Brent transferred into the school last year, and is known as an exemplary student with 

particularly high reading scores. Chad is a Black man and a seventh grade social studies teacher. 

 

In Chad’s classroom, Ali consistently acts out: turns his back to Chad when Chad is instructing, 

shuts down when called on to answer a question (even when Chad knows Ali knows the answer), 

and refuses to participate in group work. Every student has a reading buddy, and since last year 

Ali and Brent have been paired as reading buddies. In an effort to encourage Ali, Chad explicitly 

and regularly praises Brent’s academic diligence and commends Brent’s attention during lessons, 

implicitly contrasting that with Ali’s behavior in the classroom. 

 

After six months pass, however, the school counselor reveals to Chad that, in three separate 

instances, Brent sexually assaulted Ali. Chad is horrified, particularly because he had encouraged 

Ali to get closer to Brent on multiple occasions, academically and socially.  

 

Following district procedure, Brent has been removed from school and placed in an alternative 

school while authorities review the case, but the school counselor tells Chad it is almost certain 

to be finished within weeks, and that Brent will not return to the school. Ali remains in Chad’s 

class, and his behavior has not improved; if anything, he is now more disruptive, refusing to 
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work with any other students and not completing any assignments for Chad’s course. Chad has 

tried multiple times to apologize to Ali, but has struggled to find the right words to address the 

situation in these conversations and feels he has not been able to meaningfully express his 

sentiments. Throughout, Ali has made it clear that he does not want to speak to Chad about this 

or any other topic. 

 

In this case, a series of actions are delineated that might be candidates for forgiveness. These 

actions include, but are not limited to, the following:  

• Brent repeatedly sexually assaulted Ali. 

• Brent’s actions, among other consequences, negatively affected Ali’s ability to engage in 

the learning environment. 

• Chad encouraged Ali to get closer to his abuser while the harm was ongoing.  

• Chad has not been able to meaningfully communicate his apology or acknowledgement 

of harm to Ali. 

• Ali is not willing to listen to Chad in any capacity, learning or otherwise. 

• Other students and stakeholders across the school are presumably aware (or, at least, are 

aware of Brent’s absence) and impacted by these events, but that impact has not been 

incorporated in the response to the conflict.  

The primary issue of this case is that a young person has been abused and the teacher, along with 

the broader educational system, wants to enable the young person to recover and make it feasible 

for this young person to have a good educational experience.  

 

Ignorance and Responsibility 
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Who is responsible, and to what degree? In this case, the teacher failed to notice a terrible harm, 

but it was not the product of indifference or malicious intent; instead, this is simply a case of the 

teacher not noticing. This case raises a unique question: can forgiveness be required for 

something that is not clearly a moral wrong? In this instance, the teacher was unaware of the 

ongoing harm in their classroom until after the harm had stopped. Should the teacher be held 

responsible for not knowing? This is not an egregious case of grooming or predation, on the part 

of the teacher; instead, the wrong is one of ignorance: the teacher simply was unaware.  

 

In this instance, perhaps it is not outright culpability, but instead responsibility for the effects that 

must be considered. This dynamic is important because it extends the moral realm: if such 

conditions produce moral injuries, then the moral realm is wider than often conceived. While 

Chad is not culpable for the abuse, he can be morally responsible for ignorance when he 

shouldn’t have been ignorant.  A key takeaway from this case is that the moral responsibilities of 

teachers are broader and more textured than a standard list of virtues would suggest. 

 

Can Ali justifiably consider Chad culpably ignorant? Though the abuse took place outside the 

classroom, its impact clearly permeated classroom interactions. While Chad was not aware of the 

specific harms outside the classroom, he noticed that Ali was misbehaving, and could have 

drawn the inference that there was a problem underlying Ali’s observable disengagement. While 

a correct inference of motivation is not always possible, each teacher should have the capability 

to monitor and adjust based on what is observable within their classroom. Chad should have 

noticed that his attempts to forge a stronger relationship between Ali and Brent were not 

working, and in fact seemed to exacerbate Ali’s disengagement. Chad had access to this 
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observable information, and as a teacher, should be orienting his work toward strengthening the 

learning environment.  

 

Chad should have noticed that his efforts to bring Ali and Brent closer together were not having 

the desired impact. Rather than continuing with this course of action, even if he did not know 

why Ali’s engagement was elusive, Chad should have taken this opportunity to monitor and 

adjust. Pedagogical moves like shuffling student partners, or seeing if Ali and Brent worked 

better individually rather than as a pair, could have been used rather than continuing with the 

forced pairing. Though Chad did not know about the abuse, he did know what was happening in 

the classroom, and Ali could justifiably consider Chad culpably ignorant on the basis of Chad’s 

limited attention to what might underly classroom dynamics. 

 

Justified Resentment 

“Forgiving is not forgetting 
Don't you go and get it twisted” 
-Paramore71 

 

During and after Brent’s actions, based on the case description, it appears that Ali has directed 

resentment about the situation directly toward the teacher. It is not clear if Ali ever became 

aware that the teacher had not been complicit, but merely ignorant, and Ali’s actions indicate that 

the student continues to hold Chad culpable. In this situation, the teacher’s attempts to 

acknowledge the harm have clearly not been legible to Ali in such a way as to change Ali’s 

 
71 “Paramore - Forgiveness (Official Audio).” YouTube, uploaded by Paramore, 11 May 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TPEqfV997LY. 
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understanding of Chad’s ignorance of Brent’s abusive behavior toward Ali. Ali’s resentment 

regarding toward Chad in the situation is understandable. Chad was not aware of the harm and, 

once he became aware, did everything he could both the acknowledge the harm and ameliorate 

the situation. For forgiveness to be possible in this case, it is necessary for Ali to understand 

Chad’s role, and figuring out a way this to be legibly communicated to Ali is of critical 

importance. Further, Chad must also take into account the degree to which his obtuseness was 

complicit in the harm.72 

 

It may also be worth considering how Brent came to behave in the way he did. Research 

indicates that youth who abuse often have histories of abuse and trauma themselves that are 

ongoing.73 Identifying and working through this may necessarily be part of the journey for Brent 

to fully understand the harms of this case. Chad was negligent in not noticing features of Brent’s 

behavior. Particularly if Brent is a victim himself, or in a situation of ongoing harm elsewhere, 

Chad’s response (to the harm Brent’s actions caused to the learning environment, an 

environment for which Chad is responsible) should encourage supporting Brent’s ability to 

access therapy and recourse for better understanding and responding to harms in his life outside 

the case as described. This is not to say that Chad should be held morally responsible for abuse 

Brent may have endured, but that Chad should seek to work consistently to cultivate learning 

environments where bad things are less likely to happen. Chad might also be guilty of culpable 

ignorance, in which case these responses offer more responsible ways forward. Helping Brent 

 
72 In “Hitler’s Willing Executioners”, Goldhagen argues that even “good” Germans who managed to be ignorant of 
the holocaust were responsible as well as those who were more directly involved in physical violence. Goldhagen, 
Daniel Jonah. Hitler's Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust. 1st ed., Knopf : Distributed by 
Random House, 1996. 
73 Hoghughi, Masud., et al. Working with Sexually Abusive Adolescents. Sage Publications, 1997. 
 



 69 

find support to face and consider his own abuse experiences could significantly advance the goal 

of cultivating a better learning environment for all.  

 

Since Brent has been removed from the context (indeed, it’s highly likely that in this case, Brent 

may be legally required to have no contact with Ali), in effect he has been removed from the 

chess board of the case, moving forward. So that leaves us with the following predicament: 

without Brent, Ali and Chad are the only primary actors we can engage in the posture of 

forgiveness (which connects to considerations earlier about forgiveness extending beyond death; 

when a person is removed from the context, this materially impacts everyone’s moral 

development and possible moves forward).  

 

Silence as a Forgiveness Practice 

In direct contrast to more linear modes of linguistically communicated forgiveness, this case 

affords an opportunity for silence to be engaged as a forgiveness practice. Silence is highlighted 

in Sedgwick’s classic text “Epistemology of the Closet,” in which she points to Michel Foucault 

to note that, particularly for queer people, “even what counts as a speech act is problematized on 

a perfectly routine basis.”74 She goes on to quote Foucault extensively, emphasizing not only that 

silence communicates, but that there are different sorts of silences, each with their own 

communicative valences. Sedgwick points out that “‘Closetedness’ itself is a performance 

initiated as such by the speech act of a silence—not a particular silence, but a silence that accrues 

 
74 Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Epistemology of the Closet. Updated ed. / preface by the author., University of 
California Press, 2008. P. 21. 
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particularly by fits and starts, in relation to the discourse that surrounds and differentially 

constitutes it.”75  

 

This attention to silence’s communicative power is of particular import in this case. In order to 

better understand what the removal of an individual from proximate relation affords, it’s 

necessary to understand that removal (and a resulting silence) is not entirely an absence. Rather 

than perceiving silence solely as a lack of something, each actor in the case should take into 

account that that silence can be operationalized and interpreted in multiple ways. Further, Chad 

cannot express his remorse, and Ali was unable to explain to others in the school that he was 

being abused. If Brent was being abused, he was similarly unable to communicate to others the 

ongoing harm. These silences are profoundly morally tinged, and each represent a distinct lack of 

communicative possibility. 

 

Silence could be operationalized differently, though, once the harm is understood. Chad could 

choose to sit with Ali, and rather than continue to struggle to express his remorse verbally, 

instead his willingness to sit alongside in solidarity could offer the beginnings of a 

rapprochement. Rather than responding to Ali’s lashing out behavior with a quick verbal 

reprimand, Chad could, if the context affords, respond with a silence of tact that lends itself 

toward grace: a moment in which Chad’s lack of verbal response still indicates seeing the harm 

that undergirds Ali’s actions and also offers space for Ali to process his hurt without 

immediately being further punished. Silence, in this sense, can work as an affordance: sonic 

space for Ali to begin moving toward repair.  

 
75 Ibid. 
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Self-Reflection and Institutional Actors 

It’s critically important in this case that, among the adults, there be self-reflection about how this 

circumstance came to be, and how the structure that afforded this occurrence could be differently 

oriented in the future. How do the adults think about what they have done? If the teacher or 

school counselor is asked afterwards to describe their own role in the case as both primary actor 

and institutional responder, each should have robust, nuanced answers. The adequacy of their 

answers should figure into the forgiveness process. If the adults do not understand what they 

have done, and if they do not reflect on what they have done, this reduces their engagement with 

forgiveness. For example, if Chad were to say “I followed the rules” rather than “I made a 

mistake,” this would evidence a lack of appropriate self-reflection about the moral stakes of the 

case and his own agency and culpability. 

 

When Chad became aware of the abuse, he expressed not only regret, but also remorse: 

awareness that he is somehow responsible for the wrong. This is likely grounded in a sense of the 

culpability of his ignorance, as explored above. Even if Chad is not using these terms, he seems 

to have a keen understanding both that moral injury has occurred and that he has a responsibility 

to work towards repair. (This holds for Ali’s other teachers as well, and the faculty as a body of 

teachers, similarly, should investigate their own responsibility in this case.) It was not enough for 

Chad simply to acknowledge the harm, however profusely. For forgiveness to be possible in this 

case, Chad’s responsibility must be taken into account. 
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Chad could also explore the degree to which his identities might impact his experiences, 

interpretations, and relationship with Ali. Is the fact that Chad is a man part of the reason Ali is 

unresponsive the Chad’s attempts to communicate and express remorse? In addition to being the 

same gender as Ali’s abuser, Chad also identifies as a Black person. Chad’s Black identity could 

lead Ali to see Chad as more American (and therefore like Brent), or at least as more different 

from Ali than if Chad had the same racial/ethnic background. Or, is the difference between 

Chad’s experience as someone raised in the United States and Ali’s experience as an immigrant 

something that increased disconnect? For example, did Chad mis-diagnose or not sufficiently 

notice Ali’s discomfort because he attributed it to bumps in the process of cultural acclimation? 

The nuanced and enmeshed realities of how social identities are held and perceived play directly 

into this case. Incorporating further reflection on these identities, and how, when, and in what 

ways they show up, affords significant possibilities for greater awareness of the case’s contours 

and ways forward.      

 

Once harm is established, an additional set of staff members become involved. Is it the case that 

Chad (or his school system) presuppose that teachers are expected to deal with academic 

instruction and “ordinary” misbehavior, but that when anything beyond these categories arises, 

such situations are the purview of other staff members (like the school psychologist)? If so, such 

an institutional bifurcation could further underwrite Chad’s ignorance. If roles are defined so 

narrowly, the context could implicitly or explicitly encourage Chad to view such situations like 

abuse as beyond his role’s purview. That said, such a system would lead to the expectation that 

Chad make a referral to the psychologist, and Chad would be morally expected to make a 

demand if the psychologist did not follow up. 
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An extension of this question is whether or not an individual can forgive an institution. If so, Ali 

might reasonably wonder whether he could forgive the school system that let him down. While 

this question extends beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is particularly intriguing and 

worthy of dedicated research. This work has already begun in some of the literature around the 

post-apartheid Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, and other responses to 

state-sanctioned violence and terror that consider the role of forgiveness as a political 

imperative.76 For now, however, this analysis will hew toward how individuals respond in 

relation to educational institutions, and what agency is possible in their current roles and 

relationships.  

 

Scaffolds for the Future 

One route forward would be for Chad to analyze how and why his ignorance persisted 

throughout the case, and how this might be prevented in the future. Even if Chad cannot tell that 

abuse is taking place, he (presumably) still can learn to notice when something is deeply wrong. 

If he does not know what to do in response, Chad should have access to referrals: a person or 

group with greater expertise. Chad might justifiably see his professional training as lacking. 

There are opportunities for those who work with young people to learn more about the signs and 

impact of abuse, and it could be the case that Chad had not been afforded the opportunity for 

such training. As a way forward, Chad can advocate for more and better professional education, 

so that he and his peers can better identify classroom behaviors that might signal more serious 

 
76 Tutu, Desmond. “Truth and Reconciliation.” Greater Good Magazine, Greater Good Science Center at 
University of California Berkeley, 1 September 2004, Web, 6 March 2022. 
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/truth_and_reconciliation.  
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problems. Based on his education and life experiences to date, Chad may not have known that 

could be an underlying cause. Even without direct experience with abuse, however, Chad should 

still have come to the classroom prepared to know, or suspect, when a student is deeply hurting. 

Even if the explanation for Ali’s behavior was entirely due to his difficulties acclimating to the 

U.S., Chad should have recognized that something non-dismissible was behind Ali’s behavior.  

 

Another consideration is the degree to which institutional responsibility comes into play, even in 

this interpersonal conflict. Since others will become involved in the case—one can readily 

assume guidance counselors, school psychologists, and other administrators will be quickly 

included as stakeholders/resources—incorporating one or more of these institutional actors as 

part of the process of moral recognition and action may be a useful way forward. For example, 

the school psychologist might look at this situation and say that this child is now in an intolerable 

situation, and institutional actors, with their varying degrees of power and authority, need to do 

something about the situation. The school psychologist could partner with Chad, both to create a 

better learning environment for Ali in the short term (whether in Chad’s classroom or not) and to 

consider with Chad how to provide better professional development, so all educators in the space 

can be more prepared should similar cases arise in the future. Linking with institutional actors 

provides another avenue for invigorating forgiveness practices. 

 

Time and Space 

The case vignette concludes with Ali not speaking with Chad, and Chad struggling to determine 

what to say. Another possible move, here, would be for Chad to do something (as opposed to 

saying something) to make Ali’s situation better. Ali may not understand Chad’s actions, 
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partially or in full, in the moment. If Chad’s actions, though, are indeed driven by a clear desire 

to protect and make things better once the harm was discovered, Ali may (with time, even years 

later) come to understand and contextualize Chad’s actions as steps towards forgiveness.  

 

Importantly, whatever Chad does may be entirely unintelligible to Ali in the immediate context, 

given the severity of Ali’s trauma and circumstance, and this may remain the case for some time. 

Correspondingly, there may be no immediate reciprocity from Ali; he may be too 

stunned/traumatized to recognize, much less respond to Chad’s efforts to ameliorate. For 

example, even if Chad dedicated significant time and effort to leverage his connections for Ali’s 

benefit—say, fundraising for Ali’s therapy—it’s unlikely that Ali would be able to understand 

the strings that are being pulled to help him, or the out-of-the-ordinary nature of Chad’s labor. 

Particularly in the short term, when Ali is unable to speak on the matter, reciprocity (in terms of 

Ali’s engagement) is not an appropriate expectation. Ali almost certainly needs individual 

therapy, and space and resources for this are necessary for Ali to reengage learning in the 

classroom. While certainly not a foregone conclusion, if Chad makes traceable, tangible efforts 

to ensure Ali’s wellbeing that could be recognized after the fact, this could open the possibility 

of forgiveness processes between Ali and Chad in the future.  

 

Alternately, Ali may fulsomely recognize what Chad is attempting to do, but finds Chad’s 

ignorance entirely culpable and therefore not worthy of overlooking so easily. If this is how Ali 

understands Chad’s actions, then it is imperative that Chad not act from a position in which he 

presumes to understand Ali’s unspoken motivations. Indeed, such a position further underscores 

the need for additional information for Ali and Chad to truly walk a path of forgiveness: if Chad 
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does not better understand Ali’s disengagement, Chad’s efforts may be in vain, or entirely at 

cross-purposes, particularly if he misdiagnoses Ali’s understandings of their student/teacher 

relationship and the contours of the broader educational context. 

 

As a coda to this case, one could imagine Ali looking back with the benefit of time. How might a 

25 or 30 year old Ali consider what happened to them, then? Could the relationship with Chad, 

and others in the case, be renewed or restored in some way? This is not to suggest that Chad 

should count on such an occurrence to transpire. Rather, it points to the necessity of Chad 

leaving the door open for Ali, if only conceptually, to consider rapprochement later. Instead of 

assuming that it’s never plausible for Ali to change over time, to learn and grow, Chad should 

acknowledge that Ali may do so in ways that can afford remarkable and even transformative 

understandings of his own life and experiences. A transformative understanding of Ali’s life 

might involve forgiving Chad, and/or might involve overcoming unforgivable treatment. While 

certainly not a foregone conclusion, closing the door on such a possibility for human 

development ever occurring is premature, and important in appreciating that offering grace 

(when it happens) can happen along timetables extended far beyond what actors may foresee. 

Ali’s response is out of Chad’s hands, but the moral fabric can be rewoven if Chad actively 

moves to improve the school ecosystem in ways that go some distance toward making up for his 

culpable ignorance.  

 

Conclusion 

An important question is whether forgiveness is morally desirable. Even if Chad accomplishes 

significant changes through self-reflection, actions within his sphere of influence, and even 
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structural reforms, these general improvements may not give Ali reason to forgive. Ali may not 

want others to know about what has transpired, so public-facing actions (like fundraising for 

therapy) would need to be heavily guarded, which might make the connection to the abuse 

diffuse, or entirely unseen. What would it take for Ali to see forgiveness as morally desirable? 

The ethics of choosing to embark toward forgiveness deserve considered attention alongside the 

ethics of each subsequent step forward.  

 

In this case, the roles of silence, time, and space each offer embodied responses that extend 

beyond traditional notions of apology. Engaging these tools as steps toward forgiveness offer 

teachers and students ways forward post-conflict, and these tools can be learned before conflict 

occurs. Further, the more structural reforms proposed in this case’s analysis—tailored 

professional development, more established referral pathways, and strengthened communication 

between stakeholders—provide contextual responses that would impact future cases as well. 

When responses to harm seek to identify harmful asymmetries of power and craft pathways 

forward that monitor and adjust accordingly, this, too, functions as a forgiveness practice. 
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Conclusion 

 

The problem space of teacher/student conflict is a fertile ground for inquiry. Moral 

considerations of the cases presented above offer insight into both conflict’s nature and 

repercussions, as well as the possibilities deeper moral analysis can offer. Through a hermeneutic 

of queer theory and moral theory, analysis of these cases unearth modes of recognition, 

acknowledgement, response, and action that can be extrapolated across contexts. Using these 

cases as a window into forgiveness’s possibilities provides insights for teachers and students, and 

anyone invested in relationship after interpersonal conflict. 

 

From Case 1’s interpersonal dyad to Case 2’s constellation of institutional matters to Case 3’s 

investigation of culpable ignorance, these cases highlight how interpersonal forgiveness is more 

than simply a linear, linguistic progression between one victim and one aggressor. There are a 

number of important dimensions of each case, which need to be recognized individually and in 

tandem with one another for forgiveness to be possible. Like conflict itself, forgiveness expands 

outward, rippling through and beyond primary actors as a more textured attitude. Collectively, 

these cases point to the necessity of relation and duration for forgiveness to grow. 

 

Indeed, across these cases, ecosystem becomes the central metaphor. Unlike a gift quickly given, 

or a light that is turned on, forgiveness is encapsulated neither in a transaction nor a rote, direct 

motion. Instead, forgiveness is cultivated and sustained, oriented toward nourishment over time 

that affords relational development and deeper consideration of the humanity of all involved. 

This commitment underscores the various strategies enumerated in the cases themselves; for any 
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of these context-specific responses to work, they must be paired with an abiding commitment on 

the part of case actors to the well-being of everyone in the learning environment, individually 

and collectively. Schools are particularly good examples of moral ecosystems because teaching 

and learning are so closely connected in the constitution of moral life. 

 

A move toward forgiveness in one instance may not work in another. As these cases illustrate, 

the appropriateness and viability of a particular strategy or movement requires deep contextual 

awareness. Recognizing that succeeding at one practice may inhibit the possibility of attempting 

another raises the stakes for proper identification and understanding of a case’s conflict, and how 

that conflict is situated within a learning ecosystem. Indeed, better and worse outcomes are 

possible, even within the pursuit of forgiveness; therefore, monitoring and adjusting, that 

elemental pedagogical tool, plays a necessary role as a mechanism for better responding to moral 

injury and its repercussions. 

 

This work requires time, and this dissertation raises further research questions worthy of inquiry. 

What structures or practices might cultivate more reflective and responsive capacityies for 

teachers and learners (e.g. rituals or systems)? How can teacher training—pre-service and on-

going professional development—incorporate this view of moral fabric as integral to the work of 

teaching and learning? And how can moral theory, queer theory, and educational practice work 

together more regularly, in research and practice? 

 

Attending to the learning environment—and the interplay between this context and the students 

and teachers who live within it—offers a profoundly morally textured response, post-conflict. 
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The relations between students and teachers are far more morally textured than is standardly 

supposed. When teachers and students investigate how their actions or omissions have caused 

harm, or when they bear witness to harm, there is clear opportunity to improve the moral 

ecosystems of schools. This, then, offers a particularly helpful ground for all who engage with 

teaching and learning: attention to the moral fabric of teacher/student relations, consideration of 

the moral ecosystem that surrounds these relationships, and concomitant dedication to building a 

stronger learning environment, for all involved. 
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