ETHICAL EDUCATION UNDER A SECULAR REGIME

Marie-Françoise TINEL

Former state-school professor of philosophy

The exposé I have been asked to deliver today comes across my experience at several levels of significance: a state-school pupil from the first form to the end of my university studies, professor of psycho-pedagogy for the training of female primary school teachers, then professor of philosophy within the same secular framework after teaching for four years in independent Algeria, I am therefore what you can call a “product of state-school education”!

Political circumstances have egged on my reflection (the rise of the extreme right, Islamist movements). And I was fortunate enough to be invited by the man in charge of the state-school chaplaincies, of which I was also a member, and thus to be able to work with others on laicity (secularity) within the school, which is situated between the laicity of the state and that of society.1
That experience and that reflection have enabled me to realize that laicity is not merely a legal framework which managed to bring to an end the warfare that went on between Catholics and anticlerical adepts at a given moment in France’s history, but it is also a certain spiritual attitude endowed with values, which must not be confused with laicism, a form of polemical philosophy for which religion is a prejudice or a neurosis or again the people’s opium which must be got rid of. The 19th and 20th centuries did obviously fuel the dynamics of the conflict!

In order to avoid misunderstandings, I will in a first part develop a clarification concerning the vocabulary, which will enable me to lay down the issues involved in the question. In the second part I will further define in what way I can answer the question. In the last part I will precise the limits of the answer to the question.

1. CLARIFYING THE VOCABULARY and POSITING THE PROBLEM

Secularisation and laicity

The fact that social life is developing without any reference to God is a fact which increasingly affects all European countries. That is at least what a keen observer like Jean Paul Willaime noted in his latest book Europe and Religions.2 As a matter of fact we witness the disappearance of the adjective “Christian” or “Catholic” beside various substantives referring to such associations as “trade union”, “sports group”, “infirmary” etc.. The fact we call secularisation is setting in like a ground swell and gives Europe one of its colours. Jean Marie Donegani3, the sociologist, defines it as « the expression of mankind’s departure from religious ascendancy”.

But what characterizes European countries also results from the separation of political from religious powers. The state cannot impose upon its citizens any religion or ideology, nor is any religion or ideology entitled to hold sway on politics. Each of these field is autonomous. There should be no confusion between the spiritual and the temporal. Citizenship must therefore be divorced from adherence to  religion. Religious freedom and freedom of conscience of individuals are recognized in Europe as fundamental rights. To designate this principle, which commands the acts of politicians and religious authorities alike, in France, even in her regions under concordat rule, people will speak of laicity.4
That principle is set within a legal framework more or less pliant according to the countries and their history. Laicity therefore assumes fairly various institutional forms from one country to the other, more formalized here since it expresses itself through a legal code which neatly defines the separation (as it does in France), far less so where there can even be mentioned a state religion in the constitution or what stands for it (in Britain for instance). But however different those instituted forms may be, it looks as if in Europe states and citizens adhere ti that principle of separation of the political from the religious power, and culture itself is impregnated by it.

In point of fact, we can, with J.P Willaime, identify in the various European countries what he calls a cultural laicity, which looks to him to be a common European weal. He gives it a four-point definition5:

1. the respective autonomy of the state and the religions

2. the recognition of religious freedom and the freedom of no-religion

3. the recognition of the autonomy of the individual’s conscience, that is the freedom of men and women in relation to all religions and philosophical entities

4. critical reflexivity applied to all fields, that is freedom of examination and contradictory debate

That phrase “cultural laicity” testifies to a “shared ethos”, that is “an identical spirit, a common heritage of ideal and political traditions”.

One corollary of that separation of the political from the religious as regards communal life is the assertion of the denominational neutrality of the public entity and consequently the relinquishing of any social bond grounded in a religion or ideology.

One can then wonder about the consequences of that context which conditions our way of life today and more particularly the school framework. Our societies have developed a sense of religious pluralism inducing relativism. There is no agreement on truth. How can something common relate individuals to one another? Is not that principle of laicity that we share in common purely negative because merely restrictive and therefore ultimately void? Are a common ethics or morality possible in such conditions? And supposing that secular framework isn’t void, can there still be a binding form of morality? So certain religious officials think that it behoves religions to provide the citizens with this moral dimension. An invitation to reinforce proselytism in civilian life.

Ethics and morality

But before going further in our reflection we must also define what we can mean by such terms as ethics and morality. Often mistaken one for the other, they remain blurred and hazy. Both terms refer to the same domain: both refer to what makes man’s greatness, to what pertains to his human worth. But they lay the stress on different or complementary aspects of that greatness. It can be shown at two levels. In the usual sense of the word, ethics refers to mores, that is to the ways and manners of a human group, ways and manners which testify to the values round which its life is organised. We can say that ethics is here a practice, that it is of the order of the fact and that it concerns a whole. Thus we will speak for instance of the ethics of business enterprise or the ethics of medicine.

Morality also concerns one’s way of life. But it insists on what is deliberately willed and chosen by an individual. Value is not here measured according to its practical dimension, which can be relative to such or such situation, to such or such context, and which can even have lost all moral characterization. It is assessed according to universal rules. What is of worth here, can it be of worth for all? And if such is the case, I am in duty bound to that value. And thus is laid down the idea of moral duty. Here morality must command ethics, that is the mores of human groups. But it does not necessarily do so, either because my moral exigency is very easily satisfied by the proclamation of its ideal without submitting itself to the test of practice, or because human groups care very little for their moral worth and resist their transformation in keeping with human greatness. 

At a second level we can, with the philosopher Paul Ricoeur, see ethics and morality as the two sides of the same coin. Ethics then designates liberty in so far as it recognizes and chooses the value or the values which confer his dignity to man. Morality, for its part, insists on obligation, that is on the constraint man elects because it exalts him to the level of his human worth. For instance in seeking what is right rather than what satisfies my sole interest, in willing the truth rather than lies or flattery, in making room for the other man instead of shutting myself up in my egocentrism, in learning how to will etc..

These two notions are inseparable from each other. There is in fact no morality in the sense of obligation if there is no liberty. Morality is not defined by exterior constraint but by the obligation which a conscience can accept for itself. And a human being will be recognized to have acquired that moral dimension only when he/she is able to behave out of his/her own initiative and not under the threat of an exterior constraint, punishment or blackmail. Only a free agent can feel himself/herself obliged. On a logical plane, morality therefore presupposes liberty.

But on a chronological plane, educative constraint (I insist on the term) is the way whereby we discover our liberty in the noble sense of the word, namely in that it is attracted towards values which cannot be reduced to the sole satisfaction of desires but open out onto the other man and universality. The reason why morality is on the side of universality lies in its taking into account the reality of the other man, of the others, thus wresting the person from the self-centredness of the child. As a stage on the way to growth, self-centredness is a formative moment for the human person, but if it persists and prevails as unique horizon, it has a belittling effect on man, who has become incapable of welcoming the other and building with him a world inhabitable for all humans.

As the words ethics and morality can change their meaning, we will stick to the contents they hold and which we have begun to define.

Our question can now be put as follows: Laicity appearing as a legal framework which enforces neutrality towards the diversity of religious or ideological values, can we expect that it should propound universal values that could legitimate the commitment of a free mind to the point of actually implementing those values? Can it present a human group, school or national community with practical modes which bear witness to values worthy of humanity? To what extent?

2. IN WHAT SENSE IT IS POSSIBLE TO SPEAK OF ETHICAL EDUCATION UNDER A SECULAR REGIME 

In answering that question I am now referring to my personal experience. In the workshops each of you will be able to refer to his/her own experience, thus contributing to our common reflection.

Within the particular context of present French politics, concerning on the one hand the development of the extreme right movement of Jean-Marie Le Pen and, on the other hand, the issue of the Islamic veil at school, I have been led to ask myself two overlapping questions concerning what the school is purporting to be: On behalf of the idea of neutrality are we in duty bound to tolerate in a school any forms of thoughts or behaviour? What is the significance of the reserve which is required of us? The analysis that follows testifies to the contents of my reflection in answering these questions.

The French secular (laic) school

It is within the school that the issue of laicity forcefully arose for all the actors of the French educational system since Jules Ferry’s school laws of 1886, and closer to us since 1989 on occasion of the problems set by the veils of young Muslim girls.

The objective set to the school by Jules Ferry was political: it concerned the unity of the nation. Within the context of late 19th century France, unity could not be achieved through religion. The mission was consequently assigned to the school of the Republic. The 1886 laws therefore promoted religious neutrality at school. Religious instruction was abolished, teachers were to renounce all kind of proselytism. The morality previously taught by religions became secular and civic. That morality then shared by everybody was Kantian, that is secularised Christian morality.

But since the 1970s adherence to that morality has been crumbling. The libertarian conception of liberty has prevailed in society, and primary school teachers have given up the weekly lesson in morality which was part of their timetable. The pluralistic development of society gave rise to relativism and doubt over the legitimacy of any form of morality. Religious indifference steadily increased. And there grew at the same time a consumerist individualism which restricted liberty to the satisfaction of one’s own cravings and one’s immediate pleasures. During the 1980s consumption somehow worked as a national cement much to the detriment of teachers, until we were sent back to the political issue on account of both the rise of the extreme right with Le Pen, and the question set by the veil from 1989 on. Those events provoked reflection in the country over, on the one hand, the unsurpassable limits for a political issue to be acceptable in a democracy (racism being outlawed), and on the other hand, the matter of laicity and its role in the nation.

The reflection led to a clearer awareness of the issues at stake in the secular school system. The issue of religious neutrality, so far taken as a matter of course, assumed fresh relevance with an Islamist attempt to infiltrate the school and French society. And still the issue called for fresh expression. To put it in general terms, the secular framework regarding both the contents of subjects taught and communal life, does not lead on to unconcern towards values. The secular school carries a number of values. That is what I now intend to demonstrate in two stages.

First stage: the contents

If one considers the link between the subjects taught and the political principles on which the French Republic is founded, three values can be discerned that impart ethical and political meaning to the teacher’s work.

The first value is freedom of conscience recognized for everyone. It is alive in the inmost heart of conscience, away from the pressure of any authority, whether from religion, the family and the community, but also from the state. That is the reason for the instituted reserve towards religious proselytism. That value is given further strength by the Republic founding its political system on a second value: the individual and not his/her community. In this light, each individual is seen on a par with the other, because he/she is a free agent having therefore equal dignity with him/her. The foundation of equality is ethical (dignity) and political (right to vote). Therefore are set within parentheses all kind of differences which characterize the singularity of each individual. Hence the criticism often levelled at the French school of ethics to address an abstract entity, since they mean to see in him only that self-willed agent who can determine his own choices. School bulletins testify to that insistent call to the pupil’s good will or to the reproach of ill-will which can easily stand for an alibi for teachers with a slight concern for pedagogy. 

But for a conscience to be really free, instruction is necessary in order to help it out of ignorance and prejudice. The third value therefore is the development of reason as critical instrument. The latter was at first considered as scientific in the perspective of the Enlightenment. It is often reduced to its calculating dimension as found in the scientific, technical and economic fields. But it also has a moral and philosophical dimension. It is then open to the human factor and in quest of meaning through literature, a critical approach which teaches pupils to refrain from adherence prior to examination, a capacity to reconstruct the past and think over collective life thanks to philosophy, history and economics. Those three values therefore inform the contents identifiable in school syllabuses.

Now those values rule out other possible conceptions of man: hence the difficulty of certain populations from the Muslim world to accept such contents. Some will refuse the lessons in natural sciences relative to the human body or sexuality, mixed bathing in swimming pools, the legitimacy of a rational discourse on existence divorced from religious belief. Others will try to wok up a communitarian hold in colleges at the time of Ramadan in order to impose the practice of one community etc..

Those values do not come up against the same obstacles as in former times, but their relevance remains in characterizing the contents of the teaching delivered under a secular regime in France.

I leave aside the religious question, which is generally dealt with by Dr. Richard Potz.

Second stage: communal life at school

True, exchanges have multiplied, cultures have been so mixed up that relativism and its corollary, the absence of landmarks, seem to be self-evident. Let everybody have his/her own values! The phrase “it’s my choice”, which shuts everyone into his/her individual self, sounds like a blunt refusal of anything that would look like an invitation to investigate further. It is often followed by the overt claim “it’s my right”. But the laicity of the school framework, namely the teacher’s reserve towards religious beliefs and the refusal of proselytism, invite to something else.

What the practice of a secular space does indeed allow by suspending the religious assertion of one’s identity is the foregrounding of something we have in common beyond the mere tolerance of our differences, something human to share and build together, when our religious and ideological options distinguish and separate. Reserve on a religious plane can be understood as a form of respect addressed to the other man by renouncing to invade the public space with all that characterizes my person. There is a restraint in the relationship to the other person in the secular space, even though today the opening to the religious dimension in society permits exchanges within the secular framework that were unthinkable in France some thirty years ago. In my way of entering into relationship, of discussing, debating and thinking things over, I must integrate the fact that what is a certainty for me is not necessarily one for the other. I learn to hear the way the other sees me, the way he sees my religion or my atheism. Ceasing each of us to consider ourselves as sole possessors of the truth, we are thus equally invited and mobilised to accept ourselves different and to look out for points of agreement and disagreement in order to build something common to either. We can thus enter into a relationship with those who do no belong to our side and learn from them. Such a thought process amounts to a recognition of the other man and a refusal of a bumptious approach of truth. It is a matter of ethics or morality since what is at stake, is the commitment of one’s freedom for the sake of a universal value, the other man, a value to which we are in duty bound. Hence the importance of learning to listen to one another and debate, to be informed and express oneself clearly.

Consequently it does not seem correct to me to look at the secular framework as something empty: so often do those who, for having lived in a religious milieu, have no experience of such a thing. The secular framework obliges you to think yourself linked up to the other and to take him/her into account in the way each of us behaves, in the way each of us relates him/herself to what he/she considers the truth. It invites us to seek out something in common to share, namely something human in us, before settling down in our differences.

On such a basis, is the elaboration of a common morality unthinkable? Guy Coq pleads for its reintroduction into the school framework.6 It seems to him that the human rights can serve as a fulcrum for that morality, provided one realizes that any kind of demand does not necessarily belong to it. Emile Poulat7 likewise proposes to look up the civil code and retain what is not acceptable to do to man. True, the interdict isn’t enough for an ethics but the interdict refers as a hollow mould to a value that can inspire action. Obviously, the elaboration of a common morality is certainly not unthinkable. But there remains the fact that the secular framework is characterized by certain limits.

3. THE LIMITS OF THE SECULAR SCHOOL FRAMEWORK

as inscribed in common social life

The school framework has a political purpose. Its essential contribution is to provide the individuals with an identity as citizens and to supply them with the means of that citizenship along with the means of their cultural integration. But does that expunge the other aspects of identity? As a matter of fact, the common public space is rife with various identities, social, religious and ethnical, We are sent back from what makes us similar to what makes us different; from a laicity lived within the school framework we are here sent back to the laicity lived by the whole society. How are those identities legally recognized and accepted by society? To what extent must they be? How do they articulate with our identity as citizens? How does each individual work out that articulation for himself?

Obviously, freedom of association is something essential in such a secular context. School and family frameworks are indeed inadequate in providing the conditions for individual freedom to build up. Other educational places are necessary for its own flourishing as well as for the exercise of its responsibility.

Those are the questions which cannot be answered forgetting the common morality that serves as a reference, when at the same time you mean to keep your original culture or your religion keenly alive. See for instance the issue of excision: Must not the common morality be the rule in a European country?

I want here to stress the importance in the first place of an added value given to the sense of what we have in common prior to foregrounding what makes us different. How indeed can we create any social bond if we emphasize in the first place what divides us? To cultivate one’s difference can amount to a form of individualism which has nothing to do with the individual as the foundation of politics. It can also derive from a corporatist reflex testifying to a loss of a sense of the common weal. Lastly, it can derive from a communitarian trend so much alive today. Those three forms of exacerbation of the differences derive from a strong quest for an identity that feels itself threatened in this pluralistic society of ours. It is therefore essential to keep alive in social life that common morality carried by the secular regime. Obviously the context of social life is overlapping with the school framework. That is the reason why yet another limit of that framework has to be mentioned: It will never replace the actors at work within the space it determines.

The role of the actors

A legal framework is never of itself sufficient. It can never be a substitute for the commitment of the actors whose space it circumscribes. Indeed only real men and women can give its weight of reality to what is made feasible by a legal framework. And the implementation inflects matters one way or other.

And so there can be at least two ways to look at the secular framework. It can be envisaged as enjoining a minimal tolerance towards the other man, bearing up with one another and ignoring one another in polite indifference; that is a most frequent attitude in the teaching profession, each one being retrenched behind the discipline he/she has to transmit without ever inscribing his/her action within the school ensemble and being aware of the pursued goal. But that secular framework can also be made use of in a perspective which presumes both the awareness of the variety of the actors involved and the determination to establish a link between them by relying in the first place on what common humanity we share. Here the limitation of the legal framework is clearly visible if it is not animated by a real commitment of the actors.

Enlarging the scope or beyond morality

The moral perspective we have identified within the secular framework obviously does not do credit to all the dimensions of moral life. One might for instance find it a rather light affair to found morality on the respect and welcome of the other man, on the recognition of the dignity of the human person.

A reflection on the religious foundation of morality remains of course legitimate and, for some people, it can even appear necessary to bolster up the latter. The Christian actors in the secular framework can indeed support and enliven the ethical relationship they entertain with their fellow men by relying on Christ’s mighty words: “What you do to the least of my brethren, you do it to me.” Or again: “I was naked and you clothed me, in prison and you came to me.” But one realizes that in a pluralistic society the relevance of such a foundation may no longer be acknowledged by all. Conversely it can be relevant for Christian actors, who can draw from it a dynamism and creativity that will be profitable to all, provided they do not let themselves be mesmerized by the mermaids of the identity cult for whom keeping one’s kith and kin is paramount. Firmly adhering to secularity is a chance for the faith of the Christian believer: It prevents him/her from falling back on his/her convictions with those who share them, compels him/her to open up to humanity and accept to learn from those who do not share his/her faith. But for the Christian to adhere firmly to his/her faith is also a chance for the secular space is so far as Christians place the service of mankind at the centre of their actions and can as actors irrigate social and political life.

There is a limit to ethics and morality, just as there is to politics. It consists essentially in the fact that they come within the scope of a form of rationality and reciprocity which rests on a conception of communal life for which the other man is considered as a kindred soul. Now this way of understanding our relationship to the other man disregards the essential dimension of singularity and otherness, both of which are paramount in speaking of man. Indeed, before being someone akin to me, the other man is first of all for each of us a “thou” taken up in a “we”, someone unique about whom throughout our lives we are going to discover that he/she evades our holds and our frameworks.

In a book in which she questions the nature of brotherhood, Catherine Chalier shows how much the other man’s frailty demands “a responsibility for the other”, which does not pertain to that rational morality nevertheless so necessary to build up a harmonious life in righteousness. Brotherhood seems to her to relate to a meta-political dimension. C. Chalier thereby means to say that you cannot make brotherhood stem from any contract which men could set up between themselves. It presupposes that reference be made to a vertical transcendence. It cannot be made to stem from the autonomy so dear to modern man and does not accordingly pertain to a symmetry or obligatory reciprocity.

Brotherhood is an appeal, a hope, a promise which testifies to the fact that humans cannot totally shut themselves up. In them the wish for brotherhood is a trace of the call of the God of the Covenant. It does not concern mankind which sees us all similar and different; it is reception of the singularity of the other man, of his otherness. It is a matter of disinterestedness, not something on a fifty-fifty basis. Called by his/her name in the very act of creation, man is first of all (or always at the same time) a singular being before he/she can even understand him/herself as a kindred soul. It is the call of the God of the Covenant which invites us to take care of the brother he gives us on creating us. Brotherhood, as C. Chalier, following Emmanuel Levinas, understands it, is “a concern for the other man’s life”8. She finds in it the trace of “that modicum of goodness that human depravity cannot expunge. Of that almost nothing that transforms the other man into a brother, were it in the thick of disaster, from the very moment he answers you instead of carrying on regardless of you, in haughty indifference, or threatening you”.9 This “pre-origin” brotherhood is understood as a call to responsibility for the other man and in the meantime as a hope and promise for humanity.

The secular regime is clearly not to be seen as divorced  from ethics, yet it must be understood that what can be experienced of it within the school framework or in social life is far from exhausting our relationship to the other man. One also understands how important it is to ponder our lives from the point of view of that “modicum of goodness” which “transforms the other man into a brother”. For how can this world be inhabitable if such a kind of relationship passes away? Lastly we understand that nothing, barring the freedom of the actors, precludes, in a context of secularisation or in a secular school framework, our experiencing such a relationship to the other man that can irrigate the whole society.

(Translation by Maurice Montabrut)
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