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Abstract

Philosophers of education are often committed to speaking out against injustice. Yet when it
comes to the plight of Gazans, a deafening silence reigns. In this essay, we consider the nature
of this silence and what may explain it. On the one hand, philosophers of education may be
indifferent, reluctant to express expertise or fear backlash for speaking out. On the other hand,
there may be some features inherent in philosophy of education related to this silence. The
first feature concerns the difficulty of treating this genocide qua educational issues because
of its deeper roots in the broader global injustice. The second is the lack of philosophical
tensions or puzzles in a clear moral wrong. Others may consider rhetorical or existential
questions, but framing these as academic may seem inappropriately abstract and inhumane.
While philosophers may have many reasons for silence, we nonetheless encourage colleagues
to speak up and take on ‘response-ability’ to condemn the grave injustice the people of
Palestine continue to face and reflect on our collective silence.

Keywords: silence and responsibility, moral injustice, political engagement, Palestine and
global ethics.

@® . o )
©2025 The author(s). This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY 4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, as long as the
original authors and source are cited. No permission is required from the authors or the publishers.


mailto:lizj@hku.hk
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5626-596X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1761-3340

VR Ol oY oyl O F o0 ijzﬁo@lac%;jmwgputﬁti

Most of us, as philosophers, would say that we have a role to play in our communities and
society, as forces for good, regardless of our scholarly interests (for example, in
epistemology, ethics, or existentialism). We take professional and personal responsibility for
making a positive impact in the world and not contributing to — or at the very least,
minimizing — suffering and injustice and speaking out about what we care about. While
expertise in ethics does not make philosophers better people than other academics or non-
academics e.g., (Besley et al., 2022), we nonetheless normally see philosophers chiming in
on important social and political debates within and beyond their universities.

Educational philosophers, in particular, tend to see themselves as politically and morally
engaged, in their scholarship and communities. Indeed, in a philosophy of education
conference, it can actually be difficult to evade conversations about issues of social justice at
all scales, ranging from exploited hotel staff to the plight of scholars in countries where their
rights (say, to travel or free speech) are curtailed. Furthermore, in our own scholarly works,
philosophers openly condemn, criticize, and write about injustices, such as racism, gender
inequalities, homophobia, transphobia, ableism, and authoritarianism. Some critique silence
as complicity and see it as irresponsible, inhumane, and unethical to opt out of dialogues
about critical issues of human suffering, contending that there is no neutral ground in such
cases e.g., (Applebaum, 2021).

So, we find it shocking and disturbing to see the lack of open discussion, leadership, or
identifiable consideration of the plight of people in Gaza by philosophers of education across
societies who are otherwise regularly incensed by local and global matters of inequity and
injustice. When it comes to Palestine, silence reigns. Philosophers of education who
ordinarily speak out on issues of social justice suddenly appear indifferent or too humble or
anxious to speak out, while, as mentioned, silence is often understood as complicity or tacit
acceptance or tolerance of the status quo. In other words, when it comes to Palestine,
philosophers of education have not been exercising and fulfilling their ‘response-ability’—
i.e., as the ability to respond, as conceptualized by (Stengel, 2023). Do philosophers of
education not have a role to play in global peace? What explains the loud collective silence
thus far on Israel’s relentless and excessive decimation of life and education in Gaza?
Philosophers, among others, may choose silence for different reasons. Apart from
indifference (‘this is an event happening far away and has nothing to do with me’) and
misguided or lazy humility (‘I don't know enough about this conflict’), people may fear
backlash. They may fear being labeled as antisemitic and experiencing repercussions, such
as losing their job or jeopardizing their immigration status (Jackson, 2023). They may face
compassion fatigue or related existential angst (‘is there some aspect of the world that is not
in a state of absolute crisis—where suffering and death are not close at hand? How can | care
for myself and at the same time empathize with humanity at large in a world of seemingly
growing, endless war?’). On the other hand, perhaps there is something about philosophy of
education—or philosophy in general—that also contributes to the field’s collective lack of
action and negligence of its response-ability.

First, theorizing about education assumes numerous background conditions, such as
the presence of educational institutions and the absence of daily threats to life. Life precedes
education, so when lives are being threatened or actually lost, there is not much to theorize
about education. Just in the same way that one cannot theorize about housing equity without
houses, philosophers cannot philosophize about education without students and teachers. To
many people, including philosophers of education, Israel’s occupation of and multifaceted
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violence against the people of Palestine is a matter of ‘regional conflicts.” No matter how
many academics, teachers, parents, and children are killed or displaced or how many schools
and universities are demolished, or how utterly complete the scholasticide — a mass
destruction of education — is, the crisis rarely draws attention qua an issue of education
because the root cause of this violence is the ‘Israel-Palestine conflict” and not something
about education. Still, we might reply that this is a lazy, irresponsible thinking. So only
politicians, political theorists, and scholars of international relations and geopolitics should
respond to genocide? Even this relatively peripheral topic merits further philosophical
investigation about what it means to be a responsible global citizen, scholar, and educator.
A deeper issue is the lack of tensions or puzzles in genocides. Philosophers often
ground their works in a philosophical question that arises from ambiguity or an ethical
dilemma. For instance, in his pioneering on educational justice, Christopher Jencks (Jencks,
1988) asked, “Whom must we treat equally for educational opportunity to be equal?” Hence,
in academic ethics, the trolley problem and other moral and ethical dilemmas take the main
stage, and extracting something philosophically salient from them becomes part of the
philosopher’s job (Brighouse, 2024).
However, when it comes to Israel’s genocide, there are no ethical or moral tensions—only a
clear moral wrong. As suggested in the title, Genocide Bad, by Jewish American author Sim
Kern, genocides are only bad (Kern, 2025). There is no such thing as a morally permissible
genocide or a legitimate justificatory ground for it. Genocide cannot be permissible, no matter
the context. Thus, there is no ethical or moral argument to be made aside from clearly
denouncing genocides. Here, philosophical pontification is utterly useless.
However, as previously mentioned, philosophers and philosophers of education often discuss
and denounce other clear-cut matters of wrongdoing and unreasonable harm and injustice,
even while they are not framed as philosophical issues up for debate. Furthermore, some
people may still want to ask some questions. How can such a manmade atrocity be possible
today? In fact, the ongoing mass murder of Palestinians is question-posing. If Pinker is right
that humanity has been on a steady trajectory toward reducing tragedies and respecting
human rights (Pinker, 2020), how can genocide, which is preventable, still happen?
Such a question can be rhetorical or empirical. ‘How can a genocide still happen?’ is often a
rhetorical expression of disbelief. The scale of daily destruction in Palestine, shared on social
media by professional and citizen journalists on the ground, is unbelievable. The sight of
children blown up, mutilated, killed, starved, or orphaned is overwhelming for anyone with
empathy and compassion. It is, in fact, so overpowering that one cannot resist asking
rhetorically, ‘“What has humanity become?’ The question is also empirical. What led to this
genocide? Where exactly did education fail, in our own societies, around the world, and in
Israel, to reach this point? As empirical questions, some might say they are better left to
historians, sociologists, and others to unpack. Facts and empirical analysis are clearly needed.
One can formulate philosophical questions about the genocide, but as intellectual
exercises they come with the risk of being inhumane. We can ask, for instance, about the
moral justification for armed resistance, but to do so abstractly risks twisting a real-world
issue into a thought experiment, thus turning away from the real plights of those facing such
a challenge. We can also ask what exactly should count as a genocide. In fact, such an
intellectual exercise did play a role in South Africa’s case against Israel at the International
Court of Justice. Theoretically, it is possible to theorize, analyze, and examine the necessary
and sufficient conditions for a genocide. Yet again, in the face of the daily mass murder in
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Palestine, such theorizing falls flat and can become inappropriately abstract and inhumane.
Speaking out and asking questions are risky. But what is the alternative? As Socrates once
said, an unexamined life is not worth living. What does it mean for philosophers of education
as individuals and communities to stay silent, look away from, and evade response-ability as
we live through and share in a world of genocide? Are we deliberately stepping back from
our tradition of political protest, examination, and critique of dangerous, harmful, obscene
status quos? Are we really condoning a genocide?

Now we know what it looks like for morally upright scholars to do and say nothing when
witnessing the worst of atrocities. Regarding Gaza and other ongoing and emerging
humanitarian crises, we urge educational philosophers to stop hiding and start acting like
responsible global citizens. Or at the very least, to critically ask: Why are we silent? Perhaps
what should be examined first is not whether Israel’s aggression against Palestinians is ever
justifiable or qualifies as genocide, but how it is that philosophers are so content to accept
private and public silence in the face of genocide. Is it worth living this way? We invite our
colleagues to reflect on these questions.
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