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PSIHOLOGIE $1 STIINTELE EDUCATIEI

A CRITICAL DISCUSSION OF MORAL RELATIVISM
AND WHAT IT ENTAILS FOR VALUES EDUCATION

Gerhard Zecha

University of Salzburg, Austria

Abstract. Moral relativism is a widespread phenomenon today supported by a
number of well-known arguments or conjectures. In sections 1 to 8, I describe eight such
conjectures and present my refutations against them. In the following section 9, 1
explain how and why moral values are facts that can be known. Also, I suggest a
number of aims or objectives for values education and emphasize the limits of such an
undertaking.

Key words: moral relativism, moral value, objective and subjective values,
values education, value universalism.

In his eye-opening book The War Against the Family, the Canadian author
William Gairdner writes in the chapter “Looking After Their Souls: Moral Values
and Sex-Ed” about values education today: “Most public school teachers are
officially mandated to become deeply involved as a parental substitute in teaching
«values» to our children. Much of so-called values clarification depends on a
staged «valuing» process leading the individual to a personal decision, and teachers
of this process are reminded constantly they must commit themselves to the view
that there is no right or wrong in any particular situation. They are to respect the
student’s moral values, even if they disagree with them, and all responses are said
to be «equally valid». As a parent you may have taught your child that stealing,
say, is wrong. Period. But values clarification class will ask him if he should not
steal for his starving child? You see, the reasoning goes, stealing is not always
wrong (message: your parents are wrong!). Therefore, the lesson proceeds, all
morality is relative. «The point», argues Ontario’s Clive Beck, is that «as total
human beings we should strive to be reasonably moral, but not extremely moral.»”"'

' William D. Gairdner, The War Against the Family. A Parent Speaks Out on the Political,
Economic, and Social Policies That Threaten Us All, Canada, Toronto, BPS Books, 1992, p. 225-226.

An. Inst. de Ist. ,,G. Baritiu” din Cluj-Napoca, Series Humanistica, tom. VIII, 2010, p. 53-70
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This view is typical for many people around the globe, especially in the
academic realm. Utterances such as “All morality is relative”, “In morals, there is
no right or wrong”, “Values are subjective”, or “Everyone’s moral beliefs are
equally valid” can be heard everywhere today. These statements are conclusions of
a variety of influential contemporary viewpoints like personalism, pragmatism,
existentialism, neo-Marxism (Critical Theory) and post-modernism. The fervent
conviction these “schools” share is the belief that moral values do not hold
independently of time and space, culture and historical area, but — on the contrary —
they are all relative to a given point of view, to a historical development, to an
enlightened insight, to a liberating and emancipating “modern view of life”.

These beliefs seem to promise an unconstrained future for the individual
person, but actually they are producing much confusion, insecurity, misery and
anxiety to people”. It is not personal freedom that matters so much, as the danger of
limiting the freedom of others and thereby causing moral problems without end. If
it were true that “Moral values are totally subjective” or “All moral value
judgments are equally true”, then no conflict and no controversy about moral
questions or ethical issues would arise. But the contrary is actually happening and
this fact is the very reason why we need values education at all levels of learning in
our society. Yet, we have to distinguish different forms of moral relativism:
Descriptive moral relativism, meta-ethical relativism® and normative moral
relativism®. Apart from a purely philosophical discussion, I will focus on the
everyday beliefs and argumentations as they can be encountered in both academic
and non-academic areas. Particularly influential is the widespread impact of a
normative moral relativistic view in education theoretical as well as practical.
Therefore, | want to critically investigate some of the arguments that swirl through
the air of the educational and intellectual world, are brought to life in pieces of art
and literature, movies or TV-shows, and are even sucked in by textbooks on ethics,
pedagogy, and moral education. I then want to emphasize against the relativity of
such views the structural order of moral values and norms and argue that this order
is essentially universal. It is the constant and thus unchanging set of values that can
be recognized, can be discovered, can be known and can be learned as a distinct
feature of reality. Some consequences of this fact are discussed in the final
paragraphs of this article.

2 Zygmunt Bauman, Intimations of Postmodernity, London, Routledge, 1992, p. XXIII; Allan
D. Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. How Higher Education has Failed Democracy and
Impoverished the Souls of Today's Students, New York, Simon and Schuster, 1987, p. 26-27.

3 Chris Gowans, Moral Relativism, 2008, in *** Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-relativism/ — accessed October 8, 2009.

4 wx% Moralischer Relativismus, Paderborn: mentis, with a comprehensive bibliography on
Ethical Relativism by Jorg Schroth, Gerhard Ernst (ed.), 2009, p. 275-304.
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1. CONJECTURES AND REFUTATIONS:
THE ARGUMENT OF THE HISTORICIST

1.1. MORAL RELATIVIST:
“VALUES ARE A PRODUCT OF HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT”

The historicist defends this thesis when he argues that cultural phenomena
like traditions, techniques, values, beliefs and convictions emerge in the course of
history. History itself is to be seen as a process that determines inherently every
aspect of human existence and reality, including — especially — its values. The basic
principle of this view is continuity. Historicists declare our world as dynamic and
therefore continually changing. Moral values are to be understood in this context as
forever relative because they fluctuate with the rise and fall of cultures. Thus,
values, norms and standards can be judged as valid only relative to a certain
historical context which implies the denial of universally valid criteria for human
behavior. That is the reason why value systems of whatever nature are at present
regarded by most as having equal merit and validity.

1.2. MORAL UNIVERSALIST:
“VALUES ARE PART OF A UNIVERSAL MORAL ORDER”

Against the view of the historicist, | assert that there exists — beyond and apart
from the development of human history — a universal moral order whose laws and
directives are rooted in what we regard as unchanging human nature. Since we
humans are able to experience and describe our basic needs, desires and
aspirations, we have access to recognizing and explaining their purpose and goals.
Normal human conduct is always premeditated as it is based inter alia on
conscience and rational insight. Learned values help us to regulate and direct our
actions according to our will and to our responsibility. Independent of historical
frameworks, contexts and developments, human nature is the source of our
substantial value decisions. As human nature is universal — it is the same in a//
humans — moral values dependent on human nature are so, too. This fact allows us
not only to conceive of an unchanging system of standards and value decisions, but
yields also certainty, safety and a guiding picture of the virtues that are
unchangingly valid in the varying conditions of life.

2. THE FACT-VALUE CONJECTURE

2.1. MORAL RELATIVIST: “CONSIDER THE FACT-OPINION DICHOTOMY:
FACTS ARE OBJECTIVE REALITY, VALUES ARE SUBJECTIVE OPINION”

There is a commonplace today among students: Facts are true, values are
subjective opinions. From elementary school age onwards, every pupil has been
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taught that science deals with facts that cannot be altered because they exist
independently from human influence and development. Scientific facts can be
described by natural laws, and natural laws cannot be changed, being beyond
human reach. However, values are at the disposal of everyone — they are
subjective, emerging from personal opinions. One person may appreciate
classical paintings such as the Mona Lisa by Leonardo da Vinci or Girl Weighing
Pearls by Vermeer, another prefers nature to culture, and a third one doesn’t care
about art history or natural beauty at all. These are undoubtedly facts that show
that values (as tastes and desires) are different from person to person, from
society to society, and from culture to culture. Norms and directives are based on
values — and all of them can be changed and many of them are indeed different in
different cultures. Hence, it cannot be disputed that facts and statements about
facts are intersubjectively testable. They are empirically true or false, whereas
value judgments and moral directives don’t have any basis in reality: they hold
relative to personal opinion and fashion trends.

2.2. MORAL UNIVERSALIST: “GENERAL STATEMENTS OF FACTS ARE UNCERTAIN,
YET MORAL NORMS DEPENDING ON THE VALUE OF LIFE CAN BE KNOWN
TO BE TRUE”

Against the view of the fact-opinion dichotomist, we should consider that
laws of nature and scientific theories describing facts cannot be known to be true.
They seem to be universally true because they are held by scientists to be
applicable to the entire universe, but actually none of them can be proven true, as
Sir Karl Popper (1977) often emphasizes. Thus, so called facts are uncertain and
what we conjecture about them is shaky. Yet on the contrary, there can be no doubt
that human life is an essential value for the survival of humankind. Equally, the
human community is absolutely necessary for the growth and existence of the
individual human. Moral rules and laws supporting the life of the individual and of
society cannot be changed. They express moral values in a more certain and more
obvious way than scientific hypotheses. Of course, the universal moral order can be
neglected or can be “overridden” by personal or legal decisions, depicting the
fashions and trends of a specific society at a particular time. But whoever is to
grow up must be nourished, must be taught, must experience examples, must get
explained the particular traditions and customs of the social group in which he/she
develops into a person. Truth and knowledge, learning and information, traditions
and technical expertise, all of them are necessary to survive and strengthen the
community. We know for sure that moral values are life necessities, yet scientific
theories are no more than conjectures. This is why the fact-opinion dichotomy
is untenable.
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3. THE CONJECTURE OF THE CULTURAL RELATIVIST

3.1. MORAL RELATIVIST: “EACH CULTURE AND EACH SOCIETY
HAS ITS OWN VALUES AND MORAL NORMS”

Many moral relativists are also cultural relativists. They believe in descriptive
moral relativism. Famous anthropologist Ruth Benedict holds this perspective and
maintains: “The concept of the normal is properly a variant of the concept of the
good. It is that which society has approved. A normal action is one which falls well
within the limits of expected behavior for a particular society.”

Since different societies approve different practices, life styles, moral views
and legal systems, it is de facto impossible ever to have or to aim at a universally
valid morality. That’s the reason why the death penalty is exercised in one country,
and not in another country, why children are numerous in economically
underprivileged countries and not so numerous in well-to-do societies. In one
nation, the saying goes and is observed, “Might makes right”, whereas in another
nation, its members are educated for peaceful dialogue and harmonious tolerance.
In one society, abortion is legalized, in another society it is prohibited as immoral.
Here polygamy is officially practiced, there it is strictly forbidden, etc. With such a
gross diversity at hand, where are the universal moral values?

3.2. MORAL UNIVERSALIST: “BEYOND CULTURAL DIFFERENCES
EXISTS A SET OF UNIVERSAL BASIC VALUES”

Against the view of the cultural relativist, | want to argue that cultural
perspectives are often one-sided. Although it is true that different traditions, legal
norms and moral regulations can be found in the variety of human cultures, it is
also true that basic values can be discovered — and must necessarily be substantial
elements — in every culture. It was the Oxford ethicist John Finnis who surveyed
the anthropological literature and —taking similar surveys into consideration —
summarized his research with the following statements: “All human societies show
a concern for the value of human life; in all, self-preservation is generally accepted
as a proper motive for action, and in none is the killing of other human beings
permitted without some fairly definite justification. All human societies regard the
procreation of a new human life as in itself a good thing unless there are special
circumstances. No human society fails to restrict sexual activity; in all societies
there is some prohibition of incest, some opposition to boundless promiscuity and

3 Ruth Benedict, 4 Defense of Moral Relativism, in *** Vice & Virtue in Everyday Life.
Introductory Readings in Ethics, Ch. Sommers and F. Sommers (eds.), Orlando, FL: Harcourt Brace,
1993, p. 166.
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to rape, some favour for stability and permanence in sexual relations. All human
societies display a concern for truth, through education of the young in matters not
only practical (e.g. avoidance of dangers) but also speculative or theoretical (e.g.
religion). Human beings, who can survive infancy only by nurture, live in or on the
margins of some society which invariably extends beyond the nuclear family, and
all societies display a favour for the values of co-operation, of common over
individual good, of obligation between individuals, and of justice within groups.
All know friendship. All have some conception of meum and tuum, title or
property, and of reciprocity. All value play, serious and formalized, or relaxed and
recreational. All treat the bodies of dead members of the group in some traditional
and ritual fashion different from their procedures of rubbish disposal. All display a
concern for powers or principles which are to be respected as suprahuman; in one
form or another, religion is universal.”®

If these values — human life, stabilized and limited sexual relations, truth and
learning, co-operation, the common good, mutual obligations and justice,
friendship, property, play, respect for the elderly people, and rituals for
relationships with God — are not taught both in families and schools and not
cultivated by word and action, no culture can survive. If human life is to exist on
earth, these universally valid values must be followed throughout the world
(normative moral view).

4. THE CONJECTURE OF THE LIFE SKEPTICIST

4.1. MORAL RELATIVIST: “NOT EVEN HUMAN LIFE
IS CONSIDERED AN UNDISPUTED MORAL VALUE”

The moral relativist’ makes such an assertion. According to him, everybody
pays lip-service to the commandment “You shall not kill!”’; but there are several
exceptions that justify killing, sometimes even in huge numbers: (i) self-defense,
(i1) capital punishment, (iii) killing as calculated and, hence, an accepted side-effect
of technological progress, e.g., traffic, (iv) killing by order, e.g., soldiers in times of
war, (v) killing by ‘social organization’ or rather ‘social disorganization’, e.g.,
thousands of people die from starvation every day caused by inadequate political
and economical conditions. Thus, even with respect to this fundamental moral
principle, the value of life vanishes: it is only relative to given situations, to human
rationalizations.

¢ John Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1993, p. 83-84.

" E.g., Helmut Heid, Uber einige theoretische und empirische Voraussetzungen der
Werterziehung, in *** Fachdidaktik zwischen Fachdisziplin und Erziehungswissenschaft, M. Zenner
(ed.), Bochum, 1990, p. 218.
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4.2. MORAL UNIVERSALIST: “LIFE IS THE HIGHEST GOOD”

Against this view of the descriptive moral relativist, we have to take into
account: Whatever is listed above as an exception to the commandment, “You shall
not kill”, is not a devaluation but a confirmation of the summum bonum, “life”.
(1) Self-defense is permitted, because it serves the life of the attacked; (ii) capital
punishment is supposed to restore security and protection of life within a given
society; (iii) killing as a side-effect of technological progress is not killing at all,
i.e., killing as the intentional termination of a life; (iv) killing in military action is,
again, supposed to be in defense or protection of a society's or nation's survival;
(v) killing by social disorganization is, again, not the intentional taking of a
person's life but the seemingly inevitable consequence of partly avoidable
circumstances. Thus, self-defense, capital punishment and military action are all
thought to preserve life. Whether they are the best life supporting means may be
disputable, but they cannot be used to question life as the highest good.

5. THE CONJECTURE ABOUT THE ONTOLOGY OF VALUES

5.1. MORAL RELATIVIST: “VALUES CAN’T BE OBSERVED;
THEY ARE NOT REAL OBJECTS”

This is the claim of the skeptical thinker. The reasoning is the following: All
objects that we can sensually perceive possess a number of characteristics but none
of these can be called “the value of the object”. What, then, makes things valuable
or a value? The skeptic answers, “An object is valuable only with respect to a value
standard which is not part of the object valued but has been set or accepted
beforehand by the valuing person™. In other words: “Value judgments and
normative statements cannot be justified purely in empirical terms, but are
ultimately dependent on decisions™. Thus, there is no value as such in nature or
reality. It is the human person who places his/her preferences upon the objects of
the universe. Hence, values are not objectively given; they are dependent upon
human wants and desires; they are relative.

5.2. MORAL UNIVERSALIST: “VALUES DEPEND ON THE REALITY OF LIFE”

Against the argument of the skeptic, the fact needs to be remembered that
many things exist in empirical reality which we cannot sensibly perceive, for
instance, our psychic dispositions like the ability to read or write, to think and

¥ Helmut Heid, Okologie als Bildungsfrage, “Zeitschrift fiir Pidagogik”, 38, 1992, p. 118.

° Wolfgang Brezinka, Philosophy of Educational Knowledge. An Introduction to the
Foundations of Science of Education, Philosophy of Education and Practical Pedagogics, transl. from
the German by J. St. Brice and R. Eshelman, Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1992, p. 89.



60 Gerhard Zecha 8

speak, to sing and walk etc. All these abilities cannot be sensibly perceived, yet we
may safely assert that a person who does walk has the ability to walk even at times
she does not walk. — Another example is the large class of institutional facts as
opposed to raw facts'®. Raw facts are objects and events that we can sensibly
perceive directly like a piece of paper or a series of words uttered in a room filled
with children. When that piece of paper, within the rules of a certain social,
economic or political institution, is regarded as money, then it is an institutional
fact. Also, the words uttered by a teacher in a classroom become the institutional
fact called 'teaching' in relationship to the entire institution, schooling. Thus, what
is needed for an institutional fact is a criterion, a standard or set of standards by
which we can tell whether or not a given raw fact becomes an institutional fact.
Heid (1992)" is right when he says we need a standard to identify things, events
and processes as values. The fundamental standard is life itself, and whatever
promotes life is a value. Being a value in this sense constitutes an objective reality
or a real fact, because we can list the things that make human life possible: water,
clean air, learning, loving, cooperating and the like. They are objectively given and
independent of human decisions'?. There is nothing relative about human life.
Every educator and every pedagogue can recognize it and has to accept it as reality
whose protection and support in every form and every developmental phase of the
children and pupils deserve her fullest respect and deepest concern'.

6. THE CONJECTURE ABOUT “THE MAJORITY IS RIGHT”

6.1. MORAL RELATIVIST: “THE MAJORITY DETERMINES
WHAT IS RIGHT AND WHAT IS WRONG”

This is how many people in democratic countries feel today. In the political
area, everyone has the same right and every vote counts as equal. This political
opinion-forming principle has been transferred into the moral realm and everyone
seems to accept it without qualms. Well, critical voices will readily admit,
“Democratic decision making is certainly not the best and not the most reasonable
method, but we don’t have a better way”. “And what is the alternative?”, they will
ask. “There is none”, is the unavoidable answer, “because no one possesses the true
morality and everyone can err”. Thus, there is no alternative to the majority in

' D. N. Aspin, The Nature of Values and their Place and Promotion in Schemes of Values
Education, “Educational Philosophy and Theory”, 31 (2), 1999, p. 131 ff.

""Helmut Heid, Okologie als Bildungsfrage, ..., p. 118.

'2 Gerhard Zecha, A Critique of Value Neutrality in Educational Research, in *** Critical
Rationalism and Educational Discourse, G. Zecha (ed.), Amsterdam, Rodopi, 1999, p. 256 ff;
Gerhard Zecha, Aller Werte Maf ist der Mensch: Kritik des ethischen Relativismus, in *** [st der
Mensch das Maf} aller Dinge?, Otto Neumaier (ed.), Mohnesee, Bibliopolis, 2004.

13 Joel Waldfogel, What Children Need, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006.
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moral matters. “The Ten Commandments would be okay”, one student of mine
declared recently, “if we could establish a world consensus about them”. And he
continued: “We all know such a global agreement doesn’t seem to be feasible at the
moment. That’s too bad for the Commandments: they are true for people who
believe in them, but not for people who don’t share that belief. This clearly shows
how relative moral rules are”.

6.2. MORAL UNIVERSALIST: “THE TRUTH OF STATEMENTS
DOES NOT LIE IN A GENERAL CONSENSUS”

Against the democratic relativism described in the section above, the reader
is asked to turn the attention to the world of learning, to academic and scientific
research. This “world” is full of different opinions, knowledge claims and
conjectures, e.g., which diet is best to fight against overweight? Which remedy
could be of help in the war against the HIV-virus? What are the most efficient
ways to learn fast and successfully? Which is the safest car? — None of these
questions can be answered meaningfully by taking a poll in a society (which one?)
and have the majority decide. On the contrary: There are scientists, technicians,
physicians, teachers, psychologists, in short: experts of all sorts, who are searching
by trial and error for the right answer to such questions. Consensus in science is not
a reliable measure and does not establish the truth. It is the discovery of the laws of
nature, of psychological hypotheses, of physical and medical facts that help us to
develop and improve our knowledge, not general agreement.

The validity of moral principles is equally independent of people’s agreement
(acceptance) or disagreement (rejection). They are like natural laws: natural laws
cannot be changed. They hold true no matter what people think about them. The
same applies to the principles of morality. They tell us how to behave in order to
lead a good life. We are free to disregard them, but we cannot change them. Of
course, many moralists are preaching different moral codes that are all claimed to
hold true in relation to some kind of perspective. Yet there is only one moral order
that is life-supporting. Democratic methods, however, for determining how we
should morally live together, don’t work in the long run.

7. THE CONJECTURE ABOUT MORALITY BEING A PRIVATE MATTER

7.1. MORAL RELATIVIST: “IN THE MODERN WORLD, MORALITY IS PRIVATE”

Well, this is once more a widely shared opinion that seems very practical.
Especially in democratic societies the system of rights and duties is contained in
the laws of the country. Since each citizen is responsible for his or her actions,
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people think this responsibility enables them to determine their own moral
directions. “Morality is each person’s own business” is the motto. Supported by the
belief there can be no universal moral law, every person has the right and the duty
to make up their own morality. As long as this attitude does not infringe upon the
rights of the fellow citizens, morality remains a private affair.

7.2. MORAL UNIVERSALIST: “MORALITY CARES FOR THE OTHER PERSON”

Against the individualistic or subjectivist view of normative morality, the
relationship between the law of the land and a person’s individual morality must be
considered. Legal regulations and the norms of morality are not identical. There are
many laws of the land that have little or nothing to do with moral questions, such
as traffic regulations or administrative and technical norms. On the other hand
many moral issues are not regulated by law, especially when human relationships
are at stake, e.g., gratefulness vs. ungratefulness, diligence vs. laziness, politeness
vs. impoliteness, courage vs. cowardice, faithfulness vs. disloyalty, tolerance vs.
intolerance. Possibly, the legally regulated social life of a land does not
acknowledge virtues in particular, but the practice of them is not irrelevant and by
no means a “private affair”. Virtues are a necessary complement to every legal
order that presupposes a well-known and widely accepted moral order. This moral
order should be the content and goal of values education. Young people have to
learn and understand that diligence is better than laziness, reliability better than
unreliability, truthfulness better than telling lies and courage better than
cowardliness. “Better” in this context means “it is more helpful and more life
supporting for the community as well as for the individual who lives within that
social body”. The knowledge and practice of virtues is the backbone of all values
education.

8. THE CONJECTURE ABOUT THE ROLE OF VIRTUES

8.1. MORAL RELATIVIST: “EVEN THE MORAL VIRTUES
ARE RELATIVE AND CAN BE USED TO DO EVIL”

The moral relativist often argues this way. It is a fact also proven in the
history of mankind that radical evil in this world could not become a reality or
effective without a host of virtues like obedience, faithfulness, punctuality,
discipline, attentiveness, diligence, a strong sense of order and duty. Most Nazi
criminals in the concentration camps and elsewhere displayed a considerable
amount of such instrumental or secondary virtues. This fact proves that virtues
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depend on basic decisions and can be used for any goal — they are relative'’.
Consequently, one of the educational advices that can be drawn from this premise
is the recommendation: “Educators ought to dispense with the attempt to be

themselves a 'model' for the educands™".

8.2. MORAL UNIVERSALIST: “GENUINE VIRTUES SERVE THE VALUE OF LIFE”

Against the apparently plausible argument of the relativist educator, the
following clarification is necessary. It is correct that character traits like
faithfulness and discipline can be used and often are being used for morally
doubtful goals. But they are instruments or tools that can be employed to support or
damage life and other things. In a wider sense, they are considered virtues or habits
because whenever they are applied they prove to be efficient means for the
intended goal. Yet it would be strange to call a bank robber a virtuous person with
respect to the diligence, precision and courage that he displayed in performing his
criminal actions. What typically makes such properties virtues is their ability to
support and foster life. This is the basic value — the life of the individual as well as
of the human community. It is only in regard to life that such characteristics gain
their particular moral value. Even the so-called ‘cardinal’ virtues (prudence,
justice, courage, temperance) are not virtues in themselves but only in relation to
furthering and protecting human life. The Latin word cardo means “door-hinge”,
i.e., these virtues are the hinges for a good and happy life. Life is the supreme
value, a fact that must be stressed with special emphasis in values education. This
becomes particularly comprehensible for the Christian, for example, because Jesus
said: “I am the way, the truth, and the life”'. In other words, values education is
life education. That is the reason why — in contrast to the above quotation from
Heid (1990) — an experienced educator can state with confidence: “At all times s/he
[the teacher] must be a person the educand can look up to as an example. In fact, at
any moment, s’he must be a model according to which the educand can «shape»
himself”'”. Also, Comenius, the great pedagogue, expressed this idea so aptly
already centuries ago that I would like to call the Golden Rule for the Educator:

“Every teacher should be the way he would like his pupils to be”'®.

' Helmut Heid, Uber einige theoretische und empirische Voraussetzungen der Werterziehung,
in: *** Fachdidaktik zwischen Fachdisziplin und Erziehungswissenschaft, ..., p. 220.

'3 Ibidem, p. 227.

' John, 14, 6.

17 P. G. Schoeman, Historical and Fundamental Education, Pretoria, De J; ager-Haum, 1985, p. 124.

'8 Jan Amos Comenius, Pampaedia, Transl. from the Latin by Klaus Schaller, Sankt Augustin:
Academia, 1991, p. 123; also Gerhard Zecha, On the Responsibility of the Educator (With a Moral
Code for Teachers), in: *** Applied Ethics. Papers of the 21st International Wittgenstein Symposium,
August 16-22, 1998, P. Kampits, K. Kokai and A. Weiberg (eds.), Kirchberg am Wechsel: Austrian
Ludwig Wittgenstein Society, 1998.
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9. VALUES ARE FACTS THAT CAN BE KNOWN AND CAN BE LEARNED

9.1. VALUES ARE BOTH OBJECTIVE AND SUBJECTIVE

A value is anything that promotes individual life or human survival without
harming others or society as a whole. Objective or natural values are such as fresh
air, clean water, knowledge and truth, information and communication,
understanding and love, beauty, freedom and peace: all of them do in fact support
human life, they are objective values. Of course, these words and their
corresponding concepts are not values. Values are something real in regard to a
particular person within a particular society under certain circumstances'. For
example, water as such is not yet a value, because it can harm and even destroy
human life. But a certain amount of water ¥, can become a value for a specific
person A who is thirsty and drinks it in a given situation at time ¢, and place P in
order to survive. 4 must know about the life-supporting potential of W, and has to
drink it in order to actualize the potential value of W, for 4 at ¢, and P;,. By
drinking or actualizing W,, A is creating a value, i.e. a piece of life-furthering or
life-supporting means.

Another example: a certain piece of information can be stored for many years
in an encyclopedia or in some book of a library. It becomes a value only if person
A reads the information, understands it and then makes it a part of the knowledge
with which s/he can promote her/his life or contribute to the betterment of society's
life. Finally, a family is not a value by definition but only to such a degree to which
it enables its individual members to grow and develop, thereby strengthening and
supporting the society at a time. The mere existence of a father, a mother and one
or more children does not constitute the family as a value, but rather the ambitious
living together, the sharing of good and bad experiences in their lives for the
common well-being which ultimately means also the happiness for each of its
individual members. Shared values like recognition of the individual, order, justice
and loyalty are the core values within a given social group™. Thus, moral values
have their objective roots in nature, including human nature, but are relative or
subjective insofar as each value must be created or actualized by an individual for
the protection, support or improvement of human life. David Aspin makes the point
quite clear: “Values are instantiated in every word we select and speak, every piece
of clothing we wear, the ways in which we present ourselves to each other, our
reading of others’ reactions to what we are saying, the cues we pick up, and the
actions we take as a result (and sometimes get wrong, too!) — they are embedded
and embodied in everything we do, as part of the warp and weft of our and our
community’s whole form of life”?'.

' Gerhard Zecha, A Critique of Value Neutrality in Educational Research, ...
Mary Warnock, Moral Values, in *** Values in Education and Education in Values,
J. M. Halstead and M. J. Taylor (eds.),. London, Falmer, 1996, p. 48 ff.
2'D. N. Aspin, An Ontology of Values and the Humanisation of Education, in: *** Values in
Education. Yearbook of the Australian College of Education 2002, S. Pascoe (ed.), Deakin West,
A.C.T.: Australian College of Educators, 2002, p. 16.
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9.2. TRANSMITTING VALUES VIA VALUES EDUCATION

We agree with Mary Warnock: “Such passions as greed, lust, violent rage,
have always existed. And will presumably continue to exist in humans. This is the
truth in the Christian doctrine of the Original Sin. Morality is the way in which we
learn to control such instincts in ourselves. But for those who cannot control them,
the criminal law exists, to act as a deterrent of an external kind ...”"*

It is the task of parents and teachers to teach children, firstly, what life
supporting potentials are (i.e. the content of values education), secondly, how to
actualize them (i.e. the methods of value realization and virtue acquisition), thirdly,
to do that in appropriate situations or circumstances (i.e. developing the awareness
or prudence to decide which values need to be realized at which occasion).

A first task in values education is to teach the children the content of values
education, i.e. to tell them about the moral agreement that exists in our society.
That has to be brought into existence in school as a microcosm of society. The
teacher has to inform the pupils by example and intervention about those character
traits and moral attitudes that are required by the civilized society and must be
internalized by the pupils to form their conscience. We find the names of them
listed as ‘values’ in many textbooks and educational brochures and articles:
respect, fairness, loyalty and trust, responsibility and tolerance — all of them can be
shared values within a school community®. Or let’s consider the nine values on the
Values for Australian Schooling poster: “care and compassion”, “doing your best”,
“fair go™’, “freedom”, “honesty and trustworthiness”, “integrity”, “respect”,
“responsibility” and “understanding, tolerance and inclusion™*. As last example,
“some qualities identified [by South African educators] as possibly serving to
promote a democratic life style included inter alia: negotiation skills, listening
skills, consultation, respect for others, sensitivity towards others, communication
skills, empathy, flexibility of thought, adaptability, gratefulness, openness, honesty,
team work, unselfishness, loyalty, critical thinking”>. Later, the same authors
suggest a host of values for “exercising discipline in a democratic classroom ...:
consistency, clarity, respect and firmness, non-discrimination, freedom towards
responsibility, clear communication, creativity, support, flexibility, sharing,
ownership”®®. All of these are necessary for living democratically, the authors
suggest, but at the same time they state regretfully: “Unfortunately (or fortunately)
no clear-cut recipe can be given in response to the question of precisely how to live

22 Mary Warnock, op. cit., p. 49.

2 M. Taylor, Voicing Their Values: Pupils’ Moral and Cultural Experience, in *** Values in
Education and Education in Values, J. M. Halstead and M. J. Taylor (eds.), London: Falmer, 1996.

2 AUGO, Values Education in Perspective. Report on the 2005 National Values Education
Forum. Australian Government: Department of Education, Science and Training, 2005, p. 16.

5. C Steyn, W. S. du Plessis, J. de Klerk, J., Education for Democracy, South Africa,
Durbanville, Wachwa Publishers, 1999, p. 18.

2 Ibidem, p. 86-89.
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democratically”’. Since such detailed recipes are still missing, teachers and pupils
are forced to take the more troublesome way and learn from their mistakes®.

These listed names of values are all wonderful words which may certainly
designate important attitudes or activities, however they do not give a useful
account of what the pupil is expected to do when s/he has acquired clarity,
communication, loyalty, empathy, respect etc. Therefore it comes as no surprise,
when the interviewing teacher asks a student, “What should schools do more of to
help with values education?”, the student simply says, “Teach students values and
not just tell them to do it™*. Teach the students values —how can that be done? It is
certainly important to explore with the students what these key words (value
words) entail. One practical example are “The 4 Rs” as displayed in a Code of a
British school: ¢ Self Respect: appearance, attendance, homework, doing your best;
* Respect for Others: conduct, other cultures, feelings, other points of view;
» Respect for the Environment: not walking on grass, no litter, no graffiti, no
vandalism; * Respect for the Law: property™".

A second task in values education is focusing on how the pupils should apply
this knowledge in daily life, practice it continually and thus acquire the ability to
actualize values. Like in mathematics education, it is not enough to simply
memorize 2 x 2 =4 and 5 x 6 = 30 once or twice as homework. These calculations
must be repeated again and again, must be applied in different contexts many times
through the years until the students reach a certainty in dealing with the tables that
they will never say, 2 x 2 =30 or 5 x 6 = 72. Similarly, being punctual at school,
not leaving litter (even if nobody is watching), maintaining an orderly appearance,
listening to other points of view, being prepared to share your feelings in
discussions with students including those you do not really like: all of these
attempts to acquire certain habits should be on the daily agenda. The teacher should
excel in being an example in, e.g., acknowledging the pupils as human beings,
being punctual, keeping promises, cultivating her orderly appearance and so on.
It’s a challenge to motivate young people for exercising desirable traits by means
of arranging role plays and competitions, having them writing diaries, reports or
poems, finding donors for awards, and, most of all, engaging in discussions with
reasonable arguments that convince the learners more and more of the relevance of
values education.

A third task in values education will consist of attempting to practice
acquired character traits outside the classroom, outside the school. Pupils should
develop a sense of prudence that tells them when and to what degree a certain
behavior is required.

7 Ibidem, p 23.

2 Learning from Mistakes: Creating a New Spirit for a Democratic School System in South
Africa, in *** Critique & Humanism. Journal for Human and Social Studies, Bulgaria, Sofia; vol. 26,
2008, p. 187-198.

% AUGO, op. cit., p. 17.

30 M. Taylor, op. cit., p. 128.
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This threefold classification is only a rough one, but it is rich enough to
justify introducing “values education” as a new subject at school. Recently, the
importance of citizenship education has been emphasized and its introduction into
the regular school system has been fostered’'; values education, however, is more
basic, more essential, more central to the idea of an educated and morally
responsible citizen than political education and community service learning.
Teachers should be trained in all three areas of values education mentioned above,
corresponding curricula should be worked out, and textbooks need to be written?.
There is a lot of work ahead for the realization of values education.

9.3. ON THE LIMITS OF VALUES, ON THEIR EXCEPTIONS

Values, as defined above, cannot be given, they cannot be changed nor can
they be bought. But we can create or make them by acting in such a way that one
or several requirements (= means) for an end are fulfilled, i.e. contributing to
bringing about the good life. The value of trust can be created only by trusting
others, the values of respect for others or gratefulness only by showing respect or
gratitude. Similarly, the values of freedom and tolerance occur only in a society
where people think, speak and move freely and tolerate each others' life-styles and
cultural peculiarities. Yet from Aristotle, who lived 2300 years ago, up to Sir Karl
Popper, philosophers and educators have emphasized the limits of most of the
values. In his Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle observes that virtues “are ruined by
excess and deficiency but preserved by the mean” like “too much or too little
eating or drinking ruins health, while the proportionate amount produces, increases
and preserves it”>’. In other words, there are limits to many of the values that are
virtues. Similarly, Popper points to the limits of freedom and tolerance and calls
them “paradoxes”. Boundless freedom for each and everyone leads into slavery and
tyranny, as Plato had stated already. Popper confirms this view as the “paradox of
freedom” with the argument that “freedom in the sense of absence of any
restraining control must lead to a very great restraint, since it makes the bully free
to enslave the meek™*. Likewise he describes the “paradox of tolerance”:
“Unlimited tolerance must lead to the disappearance of tolerance. If we extend
unlimited tolerance even to those who are intolerant, if we are not prepared to

31J. Annette, Citizenship Studies, Community Service Learning and Higher Education, in ***
Education for Values. Morals, Ethics and Citizenship in Contemporary Teaching, R. Gardner, J.
Cairns and D. Lawton (eds.), London, Kogan Page, 2000.

32 See some suggestions in Zecha, Gerhard, Suggestions to Institutionalize Ethics in academia,
in *** Teorie vedy / Theory of Science: Ethics of Science, Prague, vol. xiv/xxvii, 2005.

33 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, translated by T. Irwin, Indianapolis, Indiana, Hackett Publ,
1985, 1104a.

3* Karl R. Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, vol. 1 (The Spell of Plato), 4™ rev. ed.,
London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1962, p. 265.
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defend a tolerant society against the onslaught of the intolerant, then the tolerant
will be destroyed, and tolerance with them.”*

Thus, we must be well aware of the limits of moral values and carefully
examine the “amount” of value that we create or, in other words: the actions with
which we produce or fail to produce things conducive for a good life. When we
overlook the limits of values, we may easily turn the values into their opposites and
seriously harm our personal as well as the public life. Yet it is important to notice:
Limits to values and virtues are not limits to values education. Values education
can be pursued continually, in all subjects, at home, in all areas of life. No limits
to values education, in particular no limits to lifelong learning and the practicing
of values.

Virtues do have their limits, yet there are exceptions to this rule: love and
justice. Both can and should be exercised without any limits. Whereas justice is the
essential property of a well-functioning society and of its social institutions, love is
the necessary attitude of the individual from which goodwill, readiness and
strength emerge to live up to the conditions of justice. All qualities or values
essential for a democracy (mentioned above) should flow from these two virtues,
including the necessary but constructive control of the democratic institutions.
Both values are virtues or habits and therefore important goals of values education,
even in our postmodern age. Parents, educators and teachers should remember this
lesson and live accordingly. The effects would be overwhelming, if “loving others”
would be the major didactic principle in school and the driving force in public
democratic life. Curricula and school programs would contain directives for the
pursuit of these values as objectives and make provisions for their practicing in all
subjects daily.

10. CONCLUSION

In the first section of this contribution, I analyze and discuss critically eight
arguments commonly presented in favour of moral relativism and its variants. Such
arguments are in our view blocking the road to values education. Therefore I
remove these obstacles and, in a second section, open up some vistas as to what,
how and when values education is at stake.

What, then, is the moral of our deliberations about the goals and contents of
values education? What about freedom, equality, open-mindedness, self-
realization, justice, recognition of human dignity, knowledge, tolerance and
peaceful coexistence and other values in the schools today? Are Plato's Cardinal
Virtues — moderation, courage, justice and wisdom — the appropriate ones? Or are

35 Ibidem; see also Gerhard Zecha, Alles Erziehen ist Problemldsen: Karl Popper iiber Theorie
und Praxis der Erziehung, in *** Karl Popper — Plddoyer fiir kritisch-rationale Wissenschaft,
Reinhard Neck, Kurt Salamun (eds.), Frankfurt am Main, Peter Lang, 2004.
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social control, critical thinking and responsibility more likely to achieve for good
life for the individual citizen as well as peace and security for the democratic
community? I think that all of them play an important role, but we need to learn the
language of peace, the language of morality which ethicist Richard Hare describes
as follows: “What then is the language of peace which we have to understand if we
are to live at peace in cities? It is the language of morality, and the language of
love. To think that love and morality have different languages so that one can be at
variance with the other, is a mistake often made by those to whom love means sex,
and morality means a book of rules the reason for which everyone has forgotten.
But in truth morality is love. For the essence of morality is to treat the interests of
others as of equal weight with one's own. Its supreme principle, as Bentham saw, is
that everybody is to count as one and nobody as more than one. ... In the modern
city, hate between rich and poor, rulers and ruled, is much easier to preach than
love; but unless love is both preached and most skillfully practised, our cities [and
we add: our schools and our society as well] will fall apart.”*
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