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Introduction: Values Education

Schools in democratic societies have traditionally been expected to reinforce the basic values of these societies and to initiate young people into traditions of critical thought.  

During the 1960’s and 1970’s there was a revival of demands for what was variously called Moral Education; Personal, Social and Moral Education;  and Human Development and Relationships. Among theorists there was an acute awareness about the problem of indoctrination and about the importance of ‘neutrality’ or at least ‘impartiality’ in the handling of     moral and religious values. Thus, there was much stress on Values Clarification, Kohlberg’s ‘content free’ approach to moral development  and the famous little nymphs from the Farmington Trust (Phil and Emp and Gig and Dik and Phron and Krat).

In the 1980’s and 1990’s attention turned elsewhere. Under the influence of the New Right, school systems underwent massive structural change, and were transformed from more or less liberal institutions into agencies of business. A concentration on vocational education and on the measurable aspects of learning transformed the curriculum and the nature of teaching.  Coupled with a down grading of contextual studies (sociology, history, philosophy)  and of subject studies in teacher education, this has led towards a new sort of teacher: a technician rather than an autonomous professional.  John Smyth (2000) has documented this process.
In recent years, the demand for what is now called ‘values education’ has again become strong. Brezinka has explained it in this way:


‘The call for “values education” is a response to


 the orientation crisis which modern society’s 


 rapid cultural transformation has provoked in

 many members of society.’ (Brezinka,1994. p.     123)  

I am rather more cynical. I believe that, at root, the new call for values education signals the recognition that the reforms of the past twenty years have wrought havoc in  social and individual morality. Life in our societies  has become for many much nastier; the income gap has widened, crime, delinquency and youth suicide have increased enormously.  While not accepting any fault, those who promoted the social ‘revolution’ are calling on the schools to mitigate its grosser social consequences. This is often done by advocating a form of moral education based on the ‘the virtues that all can agree on.” There are many problems with this notion as I have pointed out elsewhere (eg Snook, 2000) but key problems are 

1. The lists tend to stress conformity to the power structures rather than working for social justice.  2. The complexity of moral language is ignored or downplayed: What does it mean, for example, to agree on fairness?

Tolerance

Among the values of a liberal society are those of tolerance and free speech.  Much has been written on each of these. Liberals have always differed over the justification of tolerance. Is it, as John Stuart Mill famously thought, good because of its consequences (that it leads  to truth or autonomy) or because it is itself a major expression of our concern for human rights?

There are many  ways of viewing tolerance: in social philosophy it is seen as a procedural principle of a liberal society: it demands that the laws and their enforcement are even handed towards different values systems: all are to be tolerated and the state should not use its power to suppress views or opinions or actions which are disapproved of by a section of society even if it is the majority.

In terms of this paper I will not focus on tolerance as a political principle but as a moral virtue and, hence, the sort of thing that schools might and perhaps should encourage in the young. There are those who deny that tolerance can be a virtue but it seems clear to me that it is a disposition to act in certain ways for moral reasons.  That it can qualify as virtue can be shown I think by consideration of its opposite: intolerance.  We can readily identify the classically intolerant person –the Alf Garnet of TV fame for example. He or she cannot empathise with points of view different from their own and cannot see value in any thought, value, institution or way of life which is not his or hers. No consideration is given to the personhood of another; of their beliefs, hopes and dreams. The person has absolute contempt for the position of others and hence, in the end for the other person herself. The intolerant person is lacking in an important aspect of morality and, arguably, will have trouble with many other virtues: fairness and kindness for instance. On this account tolerance is owed to persons, even if we disapprove of their beliefs and values.

 Following the lead of Aristotle, tolerance can be viewed as the mean between intolerance and indifference. The intolerant person can accept almost nothing in the way of difference; the indifferent person accepts everything because she cares about nothing.  The trick, according to Waltzer (1997. p110) is for tolerant people to have loyalties of their own (to be perhaps, ‘aware of their own assumptions’ and the possible flaws in them). To carry that further, a major motivation for tolerance is a critical awareness of the unreliability of our own beliefs, the gaps in our own thinking, the prejudices in our own feelings, the failures in our own actions.

In its generally accepted core sense, tolerance requires that when we profoundly disagree with others, we refrain from exercising our power over the them if we have it, or would not interfere with them if we could.  Thus, political tolerance is essentially negative, requiring us only to refrain (or be prepared to refrain) from interfering with what another does. But this is surely not enough for the exercise of the virtue of tolerance which requires us to find value in the thoughts and actions of others. There are two ways of finding value: the first is to actually see that a way of life which we do not greatly value may have value for others; thus the active person may bring herself to see that there is some good in the life of the contemplative.  Alternatively, we can value diversity itself even when we cannot find value in a particular expression of it. Traditionally, this kind of tolerance has been the hallmark of a pluralistic society: a society which not only contains a diversity of values but also regards this as desirable.  At root, pluralism requires a commitment to difference even when we dislike some of the differences.

But we cannot tolerate everything. At least three restrictions on tolerance have been proposed:

1. A society cannot tolerate the activities of groups which aim to undermine the very tolerance which the society affords.

2. ‘Toleration surely requires at least a minimal level of trust [emphasis mine].Since toleration makes us vulnerable to others “we” have to trust “them” not to take advantage of our willingness to co-operate.’ (Dees, 1998, p 83)

3. Tolerance requires at least a minimum of rationality.  Some have argued that only rational beliefs are to be tolerated. In my view, this places  too much weight on what are often highly disputable accounts of rationality. But there is a need for some degree of rational dialogue if the full virtue of tolerance is appropriate . We might of course, still ‘tolerate’ irrational positions in the sense of not proscribing them or persecuting their proponents it seems to me that irrational positions do not call for the virtue of tolerance.  This is not to say that it is easy to decide what positions are irrational.  

It is worth spending a little time on the first limitation which is a traditional limitation on tolerance. Plausible as it sounds, there are real difficulties with it. For one thing it can easily lead to harsh judgements which are opposed to a society’s smooth functioning. Thus, famously, John Locke could not extend tolerance to    Roman Catholics or atheists. In the 1950’s The United States tried to proscribe Communism and ended up by restricting the freedoms of many. Today, societies wrestle with the extent to which they can and should tolerate movements such as the National Front. (See Callinicos, 1985, pp 71-72).

In the last analysis, decisions on political tolerance have to be based on utilitarian considerations. Is the harm done to society by banning certain groups outweighed by the likely harm in allowing them to flourish? In this utilitarian calculus, different weights are usually given in relation to speech than to action,  though the distinction is not as clear as some would like: speech is a type of action and many actions such as marching in the streets and wearing badges are forms of symbolic speech.   

Free Speech

Liberal societies also value free speech. This implies that we allow others to say what they think even when (especially when?) we profoundly disagree with them or find their views obnoxious.  This is essentially negative: we are not required to assist others to exercise their freedom of speech (eg by providing a platform or organising amplifiers for their speeches) but only to forbear from impeding them.  Thus, traditionally free speech has been viewed as one aspect of tolerance: In the matter of free speech, A tolerates B when A does not/would not interfere with B’s statements though A does not agree with them and may find them offensive.  

It has long been recognised that neither tolerance nor free speech is absolute: a large literature since John Stuart Mill has insisted that tolerance cannot be extended to the intolerant or to views and actions that are harmful. Similarly, the right to free speech is limited by the ‘harm principle’: we are not, for example, free to defame or to lie.

It has not been so readily acknowledged, however, that there are occasions in which the right to ‘free speech’ cuts across the virtue of tolerance.  John Gray points out that all freedoms have the possibility of restricting other freedoms. The freedom of the racist to propound his theories limits the freedom of racial minorities to go about their business without insult. The citizen’s right to privacy may restrict the right of the journalist to uncover the truth. The freedom of conscience of church schools (Christian and Muslim) not to hire gays, constricts the freedom of gay people from discrimination in employment. (Gray, 200, p.76)  Gray concludes ‘Conflicts among basic liberties are not anomalies, or rare hard cases. They are endemic in law and politics.’ (p. 77)

To extend this: if we view tolerance as a positive value, some ‘free speech’ can be seen as an attack on it: if we allow someone to  lampoon the religious beliefs or cultural practices of others,  ‘free speech’ seems to undermine tolerance. By allowing freedom of speech to the racist or the bigot we deny to their victims the tolerance to which they are entitled.    On this view, tolerance would require us to actively protect the values and sensitivities of others and hence require, not rule out, restraints on free speech.  

But this raises a further problem. There are two ways into this issue and I shall look at each in turn.

Firstly, In western democratic societies, religious tolerance has become much more common not just because (or even mainly because) we have grown more tolerant in general but because the Christian churches have become more tolerant towards each other.  Thus, by and large, Protestants do not shout ‘down with popery’ and Catholics do not call Protestants ‘heretics’. Indeed, in many ways, the churches have become more and more like one another and a secular ethic binds them together and enables cooperation in practice even when doctrinal disputes remain. (Tolerance is not, after all, a Christian virtue).

More recently, however, the delicate balance has been disrupted by the growing numbers of people who come from other major world religions (particularly Muslim) and who do not value pluralism, ecumenism or secularism and are not  impressed by the idea of tolerance. Like Christians of old, they cannot tolerate error or wickedness.  At the same time, there has been a growth of Christian fundamentalism. Many of these people too are largely unimpressed by secularism and tolerance. The religious consensus (such as it is) may be breaking down and new forms of religious tolerance may be needed.

Secondly, as stated earlier, a major restriction on tolerance is that it cannot be extended to the intolerant ie to those who will not extend to others the tolerance they expect for themselves. In the 1950’s    Catholics in the US, Australia, New Zealand were criticised because they demanded tolerance for their beliefs and actions, which, in the event of their becoming a majority—and in fact in “Catholic “ countries such as Spain---they would not (and did not)  accord to non Catholic religions. Vatican 11, with its teaching about religious freedom changed that.  

But we are now finding that there are other groups in our society which expect to be tolerated but which themselves are intolerant. I leave aside for now the situation of the New Right which demands that their  way is the only way to economic salvation and severely censors any movement from the Left. In these matters the “Repressive Tolerance” which impressed so many of us in the 1970’s becomes remarkably relevant.  Marcuse (1969,), it will be remembered, argued that in the contemporary world, ideas are not presented for free and rational acceptance and hence the ideal of truth does not get any purchase.  Powerful interest groups make sure that people do not hear any contrary views.  Hence, the ‘tolerance’ of liberal societies is not neutral:  it  reinforces the views of the powerful and encourages the repression of the masses. For all the problems the argument put forward by Marcuse, the position seems particularly relevant today due to the widespread  domination of the media by a few powerful individuals and the dominance of New Right ideas in society, even in the universities and churches.

But I do not want to go down that road here.  Rather I want to concentrate on certain new Christian groups who, of course, demand tolerance as a right but  stridently demonstrate (for example) against civil freedoms for homosexuals. While on one level such demonstrations are part of the democratic rights of the protestors, homosexuals tend to see them as a real threat to their own personhood and even their existence.  This is accentuated by the fact that these groups also tell their opponents (and the liberals who support them) that they are on the way to hell. This need not matter much: it isn’t very tolerant but it can’t hurt liberals (at least not in this life). 

Worse, though, they imply (and sometimes state) that when they gain political control—which they confidently expect to do----many of the generally accepted freedoms will be removed. They do not accept that ‘non-believers’ (which would, of course, include many mainstream Christians as well as those of other faiths and none) are entitled to their opinion or that those whose lives they see as ‘evil’ (eg homosexuals and others living in relationships outside marriage) should carry on undisturbed. They would indeed eliminate the very tolerance which they now depend on.  

In such situations, the virtue of tolerance (based on trust and reciprocity) does not seem appropriate.   This of course, does not imply that such groups should be outlawed, denied their civil rights, or abused. Political intolerance would require a much stronger argument, based as I suggested before on utilitarian considerations.

A further problem arises because a liberal society is committed to truth. (One of the major defences of both tolerance and free speech is that without them truth might be suppressed.)  Since truth requires an active engagement, critical thought is desirable; unless one is critical, truth is unlikely to be found. But, as normally expressed, neither tolerance nor free speech require truth. At most, they require only   sincerity. On this standard account, all beliefs and actions are protected regardless of their epistemological status. False beliefs and nutty practices are as protected as true beliefs and   sensible practices.  In this respect the Christian ecumenism of the past fifty years has perhaps done us a disservice. The churches have politely agreed to disagree without much debate or criticism. Thus, the seemingly extreme demands of some fundamentalists are criticised by those who are non religious. Yet there is much developed thought within the mainstream churches which undermines fundamentalism and insists that commitment to Christianity does not require the denial of basic rights even to ‘sinners.’ But these voices are muted. As a consequence, many non-religious people believe that the intolerant few speak for the Christian tradition.  Robust debate among believers would help rational discussion in the community. For a liberal society needs good debate as well as toleration and free speech

The role of education

And that brings me to the role of the school. The discussion so far has suggested two main questions:

1. To what extent should the school demand tolerance and to what extent should it allow free speech even when it is intolerant? 

2. To what extent should the school focus on tolerance (based on empathic understanding with beliefs and values which we do not share) and to what extent on the development of critical thought which, of course, can often seem intolerant?

As to the first question, the school should try very hard in its organisation and practice to foster tolerance. This it can do in two major ways:

1. By having policies which are broad enough to include most of the students who are entitled to enrol (in state schools, this means everyone in principle.) It follows, I think, that the school should model this tolerance to the highest degree possible. The decision of the French government to outlaw Muslim dress is, on this account, a bad one. Similarly, the decision by some schools in New Zealand to prohibit wearing of any ‘religious’ symbol is, I think, wrong in principle. The basic role of the school in the matter of tolerance is to model and uphold tolerance as an apprenticeship in the art of ‘modus vivendi’. 

2. In the matter of school rules and their enforcement, children need to learn that they have a right to free speech but that this is often limited by the right of others to (positive) tolerance ie to hold their beliefs, values and cultural practices without insults or expressions of contempt or hatred. Whatever may be the problems associated with the proscription of ‘hate speech’ in the community, all forms of it should be forbidden in the school.

As to the second question, Horton (1996) makes the point that, especially in connection with multiculturalism there is the dilemma of tolerance vs critical examination or judgement. He argues that educators are right to combat “ignorant and ingrained ethnocentrism” but that on their own such lessons in tolerance are insufficient. What is also needed, he argues, is the recognition that “any inculcation of the virtue of toleration…must attend to questions about what is reasonable to object to, as well as about which those things which are objectionable should be tolerated and which should not (p.37).

In principle this seems undoubtedly right,for schools    in a liberal society are supposed to foster critical thinking.  Yet in connection with basic beliefs, values and life styles, there are two problems:

Firstly, A programme of critical thinking rigorously applied to religions would surely uncover the fact that many (most? all?) religious beliefs rest on assumptions that are, to say the least, highly dubious. To point this out in relation to the beliefs and practices of students may generate intolerance towards them and may also prevent them exercising any genuine freedom of speech. Thus, in the interests of promoting critical thought, the school may find that it has ceased to preach tolerance and the students may cease to practise it. Thus there is a real dilemma for the school: it cannot promote both tolerance and critical thought so which should it promote?

An answer is foreshadowed by the view that a way of life cannot be either justified or criticised from the outside. All positions, including that of the liberals who want to encourage autonomy and critical thought, are traditions which stand on their own. No external criticism is possible or justifiable. Thus MacIntyre (1999, p 118 ) asserts that  “ There are in our present society a number of rival and incompatible views of he virtues—each taken by its adherents to be warranted by rational argument and each unable so far to refute the claims of its rivals by appeal to generally shared and agreed criteria.”  From this plausible premiss, MacIntyre goes on to rule out the possibility of any moral education in state schools.  This is going too far. As Katayama (2003) has argued, there are shared values and virtues (such as justice, truth, and fairness) and these can—in some sense-- be taught in schools.  It is true that such virtues are indeterminate and there is therefore need for sensitive discussion as to what they might mean in practice. I myself have indeed argued this constantly and I believe that it is at the heart of moral education.(See Snook, 2003). But, contrary to MacIntyre’s assumptions, the state school is in no worse position than the confessional one: issues of justice, for example, are just as controversial within the Catholic tradition as outside it and matters of sexual morality are just as controversial within Christian traditions as outside them. Thus moral education in religious schools will require the same sort of sensitive teasing out as in state schools. It is clear from debate in the churches that issues of homosexuality and co-habitation are as problematic within as without. 

Nevertheless, MacIntyre is surely right about the impossibility of judging the rationality of basic ways of life from outside. (Though there is, of course, a lack of precision in talk of “ways of life” which the brief discussion of justice makes clear. There is not time here to pursue that issue.)

John Gray goes even further and argues that the traditional  liberal notion of tolerance has outlived its usefulness. He points out that from the outset, there have been two contradictory “faces” of liberalism. The first assumes that rational consensus on important matters is possible and desirable: tolerance is justified on the grounds that it  promotes truth and autonomy which are steps on the way to consensus. The second presumes no such thing. On this account, humans can flourish in various  ways and the tolerance we need is not traditional liberal tolerance but  finding ‘terms of peace.’ The aim is not consensus but coexistence. (Gray, 2000, pp 2 –6 et passim)
Gray is not advocating relativism. He agrees that some virtues (eg. courage, prudence and sympathy) are needed for any kind of human flourishing but there is no universal principle of autonomy and no reason to believe in a universal reason. In short, the arguments for tolerance which presume a certain homogeneous commitment to liberal values  are not valid when what is at stake are “ways of life” (p.11) These are incommensurable.

The significance of this view for education is great though I do not pretend that I can fully tease it out. In brief, it suggests that in a culturally diverse  society we should not try to use the schools to foster the critical comparison of various traditions, secular or religious, for rational comparison is not possible and attempts to weigh traditions will inevitably be biased by the ‘liberal assumptions’ which underlie the endeavour.  ‘Liberalism’ Gray says provocatively, ‘can be a form of fundamentalism.’ (pp. 20-21) 

Of course, schools can teach critical thinking within conventional disciplines (eg. history, chemistry or literature) and by modelling the attitude (for critical thinking is basically an attitude),hope that it gets transferred to other aspects of the lives of students including their political and religious convictions. At advanced levels, too, there is the possibility of ‘internal criticism’ eg for a particular religion by the various aspects and internal dialogues which mark it and for dialogue in which there is respectful but rational discussion of various world views.

3. But, apart from this, I am led to the conclusion that in our diverse society tolerance must trump critical thinking. And the kind of tolerance we can legitimately foster is not one predicated on the hope for rational agreement but one which teaches that there are many different ways of living, many different forms of human flourishing. And since these now exist in the same society (including the school) the school cannot take sides, even under the guise of ‘neutral’ critical analysis. The most it can do is to encourage empathic understanding of various ways of life rather than initiation into the art of rationally choosing a way of life. For though it may be possible to choose a way of life (autonomously) this is not how most people (including most secular liberals) come to it.

I reach this conclusion very reluctantly. My whole philosophical life has revolved around trying to make the school both a critical place and an ethical place and I never imagined that these could be in conflict.  If anyone can show me that my arguments are faulty and my conclusion unwarranted, I will be the first to thank them.

To return to my early remarks about values education. Having conceded, even reluctantly, that there cannot be an impartial view of basic values, it is important to ensure that this is applied also to dominant views. Thus, educators must not allow business interests to have special access to schools, as is currently quite common. If basic religious and philosophical positions have no privileged status it must be said that a fortiori  those of interest groups such as business should have no status at all. It is an indication of how pervasive one set of interests has become that programmes training young people for the ideology of business should be seen as ‘neutral.’

Secondly, although in some sense there are basic values which the school can teach, it is important  to recognise that these are not unproblematic. Virtues like ‘responsibility’ and ‘loyalty’ are drawn from an ideological set which reinforce the status quo. Other virtues such as justice must also find a place if ‘values education’ is not to be initiation into the values of the   powerful. We may all agree on the importance of obedience, kindness and fairness. But this is true only at the most abstract of levels. Obedience is sometimes a vice and disobedience to oppressive regimes a necessity.  It is arguable whether people should be loyal to governments which break their word, or to schools which treat them unjustly. And what does it mean to be fair in a society in which people are treated unfairly? Is it fair, for example, that some people are paid more than 1000 dollars per day while others don’t earn that in a month? Is it fair that most New Zealanders and Australians eat well while millions in other parts of the world die of starvation? We may all in some sense support fairness but differ strongly about pay parity for women, affirmative action for Maori, and legal rights for homosexual couples.  Some proponents of private schools ask for “fairness in funding.” What this means is that they think that a private school with huge resources and fees of $7000 per year should receive the same government subsidy as a struggling state school. To many of us this would seem the very opposite of fair.

Conclusion

I have argued that because of the incommensurability of fundamental ‘forms of life’ the school should focus on helping students to understand, empathise with, and be tolerant towards those of others. At the same time, however, this does not prevent the school entering into values education in regard to basic virtues. But since these are often somewhat indeterminate, care must be taken to ensure that students are taught how to apply them and there must be scope for the critical values especially those related to justice. The school should not afford privileged access to interest groups particularly those from business. A central feature of morality is that it is controversial. No one should be allowed to suggest that it is anything else.
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