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This article attempts to show that democracy and education are two sides of 

the same coin in Nel Noddings's thought and cannot be separated. In order 

to show the close connection between these two concepts, we must go to 

concepts such as the ethics of care, school, equality in the curriculum, etc., 

in Noddings' educational philosophy, and show their role through the path 

of education in creating a democratic society. In the view of this philosopher, 

education is a way of life in which cooperation takes precedence over 

competition, and therefore, democracy based on cooperation, care, and 

participation arises from the context of education. To show the connection 

between democracy and education in Noddings's thought, we have used his 

main works, including his book Education and Democracy in the 21st 

Century. Finally, we show that combining the teaching of the ethics of care 

in schools with the theory of democracy in the thought of Noddings 

emphasizes relationships, accountability, and moral interdependence as vital 

elements of democratic societies. Finally, Noddings reminds us that the 

health of democracy depends not only on legal structures but also on the 

quality of human relationships that make our collective life possible, and this 

is through education. 
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Extended Abstract 

Introduction  

Our hypothesis in this article is that the relationship between democracy and education in 
the thought of Nel Noddings, a contemporary educational philosopher, is founded on the 
concepts of the ethics of care, democratic participation, and the nurturing of responsible and 
empathetic citizens. Noddings, by criticizing traditional educational systems that emphasize 
competition, individualism, and standardization, offers a humanistic, relational, and feminist 
perspective that views democracy not merely as a political structure but as a way of life based 
on care, participation, and dialogue. 

Based on this, the question arises: Does she mean democracy merely as a form of 
government? In her works, particularly in Educating Moral People and Philosophy of 
Education, Nel Noddings analyzes democracy not just as a political system but as a “way of 
life” grounded in the ethics of care and human relationships. From her viewpoint, democracy 
in the educational context should be based on participation, mutual respect, and responsiveness 
to individual and collective needs. 

To begin the discussion, we will first examine the relationship between democracy and 
education, then consider the school as a model of a democratic society, and finally refer to 
Noddings’ critiques of traditional or conventional educational systems to show how she has 
sought to establish a close connection between democracy and education. 

Education, Care, and Democracy 

In Noddings’ philosophical thought, the concepts of education, care, and democracy are 
deeply interconnected and thus cannot be examined independently; the reader is compelled to 
explore the relationships among these concepts. In other words, Noddings’ philosophy of 
education is closely tied to her understanding of democracy and her ethics of care. This 
American philosopher views democracy as dependent on the cultivation of caring relationships 
within the context of education, where individuals, rather than competing or imposing their 
views on one another, engage in active listening to understand differences and commit to 
cooperative interaction. Noddings writes that this approach in educational settings should be 
reinforced through a focus on students' needs and the creation of an open dialogue 
environment. The creation of such an open dialogue is something American thinkers such as 
Richard Rorty also emphasize, as creativity and self-creation arise from within such a space. 

School and democracy 

According to Nel Noddings, schools should be spaces where students can become 
competent, caring, and responsible citizens who actively participate in a democratic society. 
She emphasizes the importance of students’ choice and autonomy, rejects standardized tests, 
and focuses on practical skills related to different forms of action and behavior and honest 
relationships. Noddings argues that a democratic education should recognize students’ diverse 
talents and interests, foster an understanding of interdependence, and prepare them for active 
participation in a complex world. Regarding the role of the school as a microcosm of a 
democratic society, Noddings emphasizes that schools should function as microcosms of a 
democratic society, where students not only learn about the principles of democracy but also 
internalize it as part of everyday life through direct experience of participating in decision-
making, conflict resolution, and accountability (Noddings, 2016: 45). Therefore, this thinker 
suggests that schools should become "moral communities" in which students participate in the 
development of classroom rules. Disputes are resolved through dialogue and mediation. Group 
activities replace individual competition, which is the priority of cooperation over competition 
in Noddings' educational philosophy. In this case, more attention is paid to the emotional and 
social needs of students. For example, by allocating time for informal conversations, they try 
to develop a space for dialogue and cooperation among individuals. Obviously, these practical 
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experiences prepare students for participation in the larger society. For this reason, we see that 
Noddings considers hierarchical and one-sided educational structures as an obstacle to 
democracy and calls for their replacement with participatory models in which teachers and 
students are involved in the learning process collaboratively (Noddings, 2002). 

Conclusion 

We have seen that in Nel Noddings’ thought, democracy and education are two sides of 
the same coin. Democracy cannot endure without the education of caring, responsible, and 
critical citizens. Likewise, education cannot lead to the full development of individuals without 
adherence to democratic principles—such as participation, equality, and respect for 
differences. 

For Noddings, democratic education is a process through which students learn not only to 
be caregivers but also to be active citizens who strive for social justice. Broadly speaking, the 
relationship between education and democracy in her philosophy can be summarized in four 
key points: 

a) According to Noddings, democracy is realized through the channel or context of 
education, particularly through what she calls the ethics of care. This theory is deeply 
connected with teaching and schooling, and as such, it logically encourages empathy and 
cooperation. This opens a pathway for nurturing democratic individuals. Education and the 
ethics of care are the foundation from which democratic, well-educated individuals emerge. 

b) Noddings considers the school as a microcosm and model for the development of 
democracy in society. However, this must be a school where collaboration and participation 
are prioritized over competition. She presents schools as centers for democratic growth. For 
Noddings, schools are not merely institutions for developing intellectual capacities but should 
also teach caregiving—a notion rooted in the feminist spirit of her ethics of care, which draws 
on the mother’s role in nurturing a child. 

c) Noddings identifies a major flaw in traditional education as its neglect of diverse student 
talents and abilities through the imposition of a uniform curriculum. Influenced by John 
Dewey’s educational philosophy, she advocates for a flexible curriculum tailored to each 
individual’s lived experience. In her view, curriculum is not a sacred, unchangeable text but 
something that must adapt to varying talents and developmental stages. 

d) Noddings challenges the application of the principle of equality in curriculum design, 
arguing that it can become an obstacle to developing democratic individuals if it ignores 
children's intellectual and emotional development. She believes that the principle of equality 
should give way to a principle of appropriateness—curricula must be tailored to students’ 
capacities and stages of growth. She also acknowledges the practical difficulties and 
challenges of implementing this approach. 

In the end, it must be said that for Noddings, education is undoubtedly the primary tool of 
democracy. Education enables us to live better lives and builds an effective democratic society 
grounded in moral values. Noddings believes that John Dewey’s approach to democracy 
remains applicable today—with some modifications. 
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