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Responsible freedom as an ethical paradigm of our period


The history of ethical systems shows that each period stressed some other aspect or value as the central one or as the basis of ethics. Academically speaking, there is an ethical paradigm of every special period. (The Germans use a different term: Leitmotiv, used as well in English). In ancient times it was virility  and courage, that´s why the Latin word for virtue - virtus - can be derived from the words vis-power and vir-man. Christianity stressed love as the most important value of  ethics.


Nowadays, the most important value is freedom. In which sense is freedom and is it at all an acceptable value as a new ethical paradigm of our period? 


Ethical behaviour is not realized in a vacuum and is not created out of anything. Ethical behaviour is the answer to situations, challenges, which the world, other people - the objects of  behaviour - and for Christians God as well present. Absolute freedom, independent from situations and challenges of society, does not exist. It is  exterior and interior reality which puts questions to me, and they must be answered. It is impossible not to answer (even no reaction is an answer). The possible answers are defined by situations and challenges - but it is me who decides what my answer will be - brave or cowardly, egoistic or altruistic, spiritless or creative.


Moreover, ethical behaviour is a voluntary answer to the challenges which have arisen from  a situation or reality. That´s why I´m responsible for my answer. It is not  a coincidence that in European languages the term responsibility has been derived from the word response (Antwort-Verantwortung, response-responsibility, felelet-felelosség). Whatever my answer is  (even no reaction is an answer), my answer changes the situation in which I am, influences myself, involves people and the environment in which I live. That is the reason why I am responsible for my behaviour, and as well the reason why responsibility belongs among the fundamental ethical categories. Ethics exists because I am responsible for my answers.


As we said, responsibility is connected with freedom. Classical ethics distinguishes between a human, that is a free-will act (which I am responsible for – actus humanus), and behaviour that is not voluntary,  e.g. in the sleep, under the influence of physical violence or drugs, in the state of  lunacy etc. (Classical ethics defined it as an act of the human being - actus hominis, which I am not responsible for). If  I cannot control myself in the state of being under the influence of drugs, I am not responsible for my acts. But I am responsible for the state which I caused myself. 


What  freedom is, that is one of the difficult questions of philosophical anthropology. From the ethical point of view it is necessary to make a difference between freedom from something (from exterior  violence, from political oppression) and freedom to something (e.g. the ability to behave  responsibly). Freedom from exterior violence cannot provide realizing a free-will act, but its lack deeply invades and destroys human society. „The world and the community that we live in and that we build is either a home where we celebrate freedom or it‘s  a prison and a cemetery.“ (Häring, 1989) From the point of view  of ethics, a different  kind of freedom is decisive, freedom to doing good, realizing pro-social behaviour and love, which is possible even under the conditions of extreme oppression (Frankl, 1996 – the author´s personal recollections of the years spent in the concentration camp).


A fully free and responsible act is such a one into which  we put the whole personality, the creative power of our fantasy, heart, and wisdom. The next attribute of desirable ethical behaviour is creativity.                        


Summing up the above-mentioned aspects, the new ethical paradigm of the period is: responsibility to creative freedom, which love gives. Living in this way gives our life meaning and joy. „The creative power to doing good increases in direct proportion to the ability to feel joy with others, carry their suffering, empathize with their anxiety and bring hope, but at the same time also anger in order to reject evil.“ (B. Häring) Such a kind of behaviour brings deep happiness, which differs from the passing joy of the hedonist. „Joy, not the fugitive feast is the meaning of one´s life. Joy is  the state of mind that accompanies loyalty to our humanity.“ (R. May).

Nobody doubts the importance of education to pro-social behaviour and the emphasis put on it in school practice. In this case we are led by the reality we live in and by the importance of the young generation‘s readiness to take upon them their and our future responsibly.

 
When we nowadays mention reality, we, in the first place, think of the world of the society that surrounds us, whose creators and victims we are, too. We have to register the preference of materialistic over spiritual values, and that signalizes a shift of received and generally accepted values. Although on a declaratory level a man, an individual, gets more room and encouragement (expansion of the knowledge on human rights, children´s rights... their  external formal acceptance), reality persuades us every day that that has been reversed. Similarly, the world of  morality and ethics shifts its focus (plexus solaris) from the absolute good to a partial good and it presents that as „the centre of the universe“.


In our reality, rough economic egoism in many appearances has taken a prominent position, and, which is very bad, it has been legalized and presented as a model in diplomacy, management, marketing, tenders, legal opinions etc. Today, success means to win  over others in whatever way possible. Competition is not honest contest, in which after finishing all shake hands and congratulate the winner. The winner is almost always known in advance. After almost every competition  there are complaints and distrust.


The dignity of a human being is, in the opinion of many people, based on one permanent dimension - money. And we do not speak about what „the second sexual revolution“ has brought, or what is the position of the family, of old and sick people. Does that reality call for education? To which aim? To serve as a label? Egoism does not need ethics. Expansion is sufficient ... 

Fortunately, there`s always new life that enters into this new reality, which shows us that, however incompetent and unwieldy the attitude towards human beings is, it longs for something else. It is not satisfied in the sense of an inner equilibrium and joy. Reality, as we mentioned it above, is sick, and that´s why it needs change – change through the new generation, too. It is not easy to raise and educate youngsters in an environment which is not favourable to it and even against it. But it is not impossible. To those who consider and see the education of the young generation as the first and the most essential task it is appropriate to start even under difficult circumstances. 

To the reality in which the young people live, there belongs in the first place the family. In spite of many experiments of not getting married and not creating a lasting relationship, in spite of considerations that a lasting relationship of a heterosexual couple is out-dated and inadequate, the family still remains the optimal place of education. In the family all members are educators and are educated. A direct influence of one member on the other is undisputed. The family has a decisive influence on the development of most people, especially during childhood and teenage years, during two of the most formative stages of life. 


We  would like to stress the primary role of the family in education. Children coming from stable families are able in spite of difficulties to accomplish their educational role, are  predisposed for founding new families and leading a stable harmonious family life (of course, by a continuous effort  to reach harmony).


If we do not reinforce the family in order to fulfil its educative function, education at school, as a consequence, will slowly pass over into the field of resocialisation and repairing inappropriate behaviour, to something that we as educators will not be able to provide, because the child will more and more need a therapist, no more an educator.


The second very powerful reality influencing man during childhood and teenage years is school. That is a place of possible positive influence. Reflexion on the unfavourable social conditions  leads us to the perception that education is more urgently needed.

One of the ways of optimizing our social life is to begin to educate young people. We mean the education to ethical behaviour, which influences the whole personality and then all its output, on the level of attitudes or certain behaviour, of responsibility for personal investment in whatever relationship.


Contemporary school education has such a chance through the project of pro-social education, which is a basis for the subject called ethical education.


This subject perceives ethics as „teaching about a successful life“ (Spaemann, 1990). In ethics, human life as a whole is important, that´s why we ask how to behave in order to give our lives meaning, in order to succeed on the whole, in order to lead a human to self-fulfilment (to happiness). There is a tendency in the human being to understate things, to choose the way of comfort, materialism, and egoism, even though there exists something that searches for  a fulfilment of such tendencies and in his/her heart says: „It does not fulfil me!“ 


A human being living a life orientated only towards himself is not happy. That is the reason why this project of pro-social education took as a basis two psychic needs of human beings - loving and being loved. It is not sufficient if everything turns around you. If  everybody  shows you love. You need an object of love, an effort, a reason for living, too. You need others to be happy. 


Pro-social behaviour is  such a kind of behaviour that is focused on helping or behaving in favour of other people without expecting any reward. Care for other people strengthens our personal identity. It´s not me who decides about the level of my pro-social life, but it´s satisfaction of the others. And that´s why we can speak about the vision of an ethical education at school as about an education to perceiving the needs of others, about an education focused on helping and behaving in favour of others, on tolerance and reciprocity...


What is necessary to develop in order to become a pro-social person? R. R. Olivar,  who provided a theoretical basis for our project, speaks about ten factors which constitute topics in school practice. They have been applied in a school curriculum:

1. 
Open communication. Teaching a youngster to communicate openly is one of the keys to a life of quality. We understand communication as giving and receiving meanings with the aim of understanding each other better, simply said, to get along better with others. Communication among children and young people is often obstructed by different communication techniques, which exclude direct participation of the other person. The first topic focuses on its importance and through the activities there is a chance of improving social communication.
2.
Dignity of the human being - positive evaluation of one’s own. Realizing the value of my own dignity is the first step to accepting the others. „Love your neighbour as you love yourself!“ – the old quotation says. One condition for perceiving the other´s value is understanding one´s own value. Otherwise the person is blocked, has a tendency to compare, and a feeling of discontent does not allow him/her to have a clear view of the others. Many times young people have an exaggerated self-consciousness. This topic leads them to reality, which shows something positive in everybody. Every person is of great value. There is no greater value than the human person. Every effort, individual and social, should be orientated towards his/her promotion and the fulfilment of his/her life.

3.
Positive evaluation of  the others. That is one of the main points in pro-social education. If we want to do good to the others, to wish them the best, it is necessary to perceive the others in a positive way. It does not mean that a man is infatuated, without a view of reality. In a positive evaluation  of the others we are focused on the effort to get a real view - not to be determined by prejudices which stem from our partial experience or information about others. The key aspect of this topic is appraisal. How can we discover the good in others and how are we able to transmit it? We think about the principle that a man mostly becomes such a person as the others consider him for a long time. Another not less demanding part of this topic is the problem how to perceive the people who we do not see as likeable, who have hurt us, how to perceive negative situations in the light of this topic.

4.
Creativity and initiative. We find a strong inner connection between creativity and pro-social education. Every person owns a certain amount of creativity. That should be developed. A creative person experiences joy from finding, from his/her ability of creating new things different from what the others do. Experiencing joy gives the child, the young person a greater feeling of self-esteem. Together with creativity, self-control realizes its function, it is also important in a concept of self-evaluation. Nevertheless, if a person likes to be pro-social, he/she needs the ability to be creative. Acceptance of  the other person, help in the widest sense is not supported enough by any behaviour according to certain patterns. When we teach children to solve problems, when we help them to create better interpersonal social relationships, creativity is not only useful, it‘s even necessary.

5. 
Expression of feelings. Research confirms that the children who can express their feelings cultivatedly cause fewer conflicts. Maybe because they are more satisfied after having found and understood the parameter which creates pleasantness or unpleasantness. We lead young people to identify their feelings, to name the reasons for their emotional state and to be able to express it cultivatedly. We are  mostly used to expressing our feelings as they were expressed by our relatives or family, only using a different vocabulary, but the basis remains the same. During the time when the young person looks at his/her behaviour, we try to show him/her what happens inside him/her and in the others when he/she expresses his/her feelings. The question of controlling one‘s feelings, but not disregarding them obviously belongs to this topic.

6.
Empathy - one of the assumptions of pro-social behaviour. Empathy means imagining the feelings of the others. We cannot do good to the others according to our thoughts, but according to their needs. We have already stated that the test of pro-social behaviour does not depend on us, but on how the good we do is perceived by the other person. The others should tell about us that we are pro-social.That is why we lead young people to empathy, to this valuable quality for everyday life. Here it is also true that we were born with a certain amount of empathy, but owing to inappropriate education it can be undeveloped or owing to intentional education, developed.

7.
Assertivenes – that means self-assertion. Pro-social persons show an element of direct, clear communication about their legitimate demands. They are able to include their rights, when they decide, they are able to compromise. Asserting their rights they are well-behaved, but stubborn. They do not manipulate themselves because they feel guilty and on their own they try to make their demands on the environment not contain the element of manipulation, due to clear expectations, which make interpersonal relationships transparent and so enable the others to sustain them. Assertiveness is one of the most difficult  topics in the project of pro-social education, because our ways of behaviour in problem situations are generally deeply fixed, so that it is difficult to use artificial situations to influence them. Difficult does not mean impossible. The sooner, the better.
8.
Real and displayed models. The influence of the environment and mainly the influence of the next of kin imprints each of us. In the following period it‘s friends, different ideals, idols out of mass media ... a current topic mainly because of the deep influence of mass media. We offer the young people opinions of experts on the influence of mass media, we teach them to become critical viewers. Slowly but certainly we make them notice that they are responsible for their behaviour. They can be models for somebody else, too (a pupil attending the ninth class for others in the fifth class, a pupil in the fifth class for others in the first class...). In this topic there is enough time to present pro-social models. The pupils on their own search for such people in their surroundings, in the family, in the village, in the neighbourhood ... the anonymous pro-social people who we do not speak about, but  who from our point of view are „obvious“. The next possibility is doing research on the models in literature and other documents, people who engaged themselves for the public good, who could offer what was most precious of them - their lives. In this way pupils present these models in the classroom, they compare their qualities with their own resources. Not all of us have a vocation for academic work, but all of us have a vocation for developing our personalities. Not all of us become scientists, but all can become good. And that is not a trifle.

9. 
Pro-social behaviour in concrete form. This topic acquaints with forms of pro-social behaviour - cooperation, friendship, help, donation, sharing ... The previous topics created some kind of assumptions for the 9th and 10th topics. The young people experience  relations of a certain type of behaviour in simulated situations, as well as in practice, and then they discuss them. They perceive the main distinctive sign of pro-social behaviour –unselfishness - giving something without expecting a reward. They think about its presence in concrete types of pro-social behaviour and get feedback on their behaviour by means of this criterion. 

10. 
Complex pro-sociality. That term is focused on society at large. So no more only from man to man, but it includes pro-social behaviour of an individual towards a group and among the groups. The topic provides consideration about what leads people to be engaged for the common good. We find out that only a person who behaves unselfishly  in an individual relationship can focus this kind of behaviour on others, who he/she does not know, who belong to the „social crowd“, who live in some other country or continent ... In specific actual activities – „What can I do for our school, for our neighbourhood, our village ... eventually: What can we together do for other groups of people?“ The pupils have a chance to prepare common projects of helping others and have a chance to realize them.

Those are ten basic topics which occur in the curriculum of the subject ethical education in our schools. By well-realized ethical education  the pupil and the school can make progress, because after finishing this subject, they are ready to become the carriers of the social skills which are represented by each topic. The teacher can develop their application in concrete surroundings. Application topics present realization of the above-mentioned social skills in everyday life. There are six up till now, but  their enlargement is inevitable. They are:

1. Ethics - its roots, reasons and possibilities. The pupils of the secondary schools orientate themselves by the theory of pro-social education. They reflect the reasons for ethical behaviour, the phenomenon of moral values and norms. They understand the importance of basic decisions for the good which must be long-lasting. They look for  answers to what conscience and virtue are, whether they can find a place in the life of a  modern person.

2. The family I live in. In this topic the core is focused on the application of pro-social behaviour among the next of kin. It helps the young person to overcome problems which  are connected with adolescence, especially in the relationship to the family. He/She re-evaluates his/her behaviour, thinks about his/her own and the parents‘ expectations. He/She perceives the value of siblings‘ relationships and relationships to relatives. The pupils from incomplete families have an opportunity to start relationships with the  absent members of the family, however, on the level of considering such an attitude and its acceptance. „If every person is worth my interest, why not my father, or mother?“ Even if they obviously offended against it.

3. Education to marriage and parenthood.  This topic  illustrates  the relationship between boys and girls and speaks about their sexual behaviour openly, sensibly, in an experienced way, with a sense for responsibility and mutual respect. As the topic accepts the concept of the education to marriage and parenthood approved by the state, we there find a basic orientation towards the family, which assumes a normal development of human offsprings.

4. Economic values. The reason for that application topic is searching for an appropriate place for materialistic values in human life. The pupils have experienced the importance of money, but not the necessity of their pro-social behaviour. Focusing on moral, aesthetic, intellectual, and spiritual values, which are disappearing from our life, is at least as important as focusing on economic values. The main goal of the topic is realizing   that money should be an  instrumental not a target value of human beings.

5. Religions. As living in a religious environment and as, on the other hand, religion has, for many years, been  presented in our country as something decadent and enslaving man, the topic shows the importance of religions, which have been storing moral values for many centuries. However, the main idea of the topic is tolerance to religion-oriented people and tolerance between religions and those who do not follow any religious orientation.

6. A respect to nature and environment. That means application of pro-social behaviour also in the relationship to everything alive - even to nature. The topic is balanced and bewares of two extremes - mystification of nature (overstressing it - the topic does not lead to vegetarianism etc.) and  its exploitation. The main idea is being a good warden of nature. It has got many resources, which it would like to give you. Behave towards it, as you would like it should behave towards you. Show your attention and respect to it. Think of the next generations, so that it will be generous to others who come after us.

During the education to pro-social behaviour microchanges are realized in the pupil´s thinking, a re-evaluation of reality. He/She learns to contemplate what is good and bad, perceives the importance of moral responsibility. The changes happen in the attitudes and decisions and finally in the individual behaviour of the pupils.


It is not easy to present our  project in brief. The subject is called ethical education and there is one lesson per week. But I believe that the time spent during these lessons is well-spent and should be supported in every way.
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