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CHAPTER ONE 

WHO'S GOOD 

Most of us know that what truly matters, what we really want to 

pass on to our children, is a life full of loving-kindness. As the bible 

has it, the best we can leave behind is our good name. The good 

deeds we perform matter most. Few would want at their eulogies to be 

remembered as having cheated or been indifferent. Rather we hope that we 

will be remembered for having lived fully and added some sweetness to the 

lives of others. We want to believe that we were the kind of person who 

wouldn't have knowingly harmed an innocent person nor let someone be 

hurt by others if it was in our power to stop it. This is what most of us 

mean by being a good person, an ethical human being. We would also 

like to think that in the face of wrongdoing we and those we love will do 

the right thing, that we will be brave enough to stand up to brutes and 

tyrants. 

This is how we want our children to be: 'don't bite,' 'don't push,' 

'Susie needs help, please get her a band-aid.' We value good behavior and 

are disappointed when our children fall short. And we're proud when they 

protect another against a bully. 
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Ordinary People, Extraordinary Behavior 

The most extreme example of tyranny is the Holocaust. We wonder 

what we would have done if we had lived in that time and knew what was 

going on. Many questions arise. How would I have acted? Would I have 

stood up for others? Would I have spoken out? Would I have risked my life 

for someone I had never met? Would I have jeopardized the well-being of 

my children for the sake of a stranger? Or would I have just turned away, 

kept my mouth shut and gone about my own business? 

During the Holocaust there were people who, at great personal risk, 

saved Jews marked for annihilation. In a place where giving just a piece of 

bread to a Jew could mean immediate execution, imagine the commitment it 

took to hide a Jew, possibly for years. And add to it the danger that this 

meant to their families as well. 

Renee Silver nee Kann was born into a Jewish-French family. By 

1942 the Kanns realized that the Vichy government was a willing and eager 

participant in the Nazi program aimed at the Jews. Indeed, Renee's parents 

were so worried about their two daughters that they arranged for Renee, then 

11, and Edith, 9, to stay in Le Chambon sur Lignon, a small village in a 

remote mountainous area in central France. By this time, Le Chambon had 

gained a reputation as a place of pious Protestants where Jewish children 

were being secretly sheltered. (I have more to say about Le Chambon in 

Chapter Nine.) So Renee and Edith went there to stay — they had no idea for 

how long — without their parents. 

Renee was frightened and lonely. She heard nothing from her parents 

and she and Edith were being taken care of by two different farm families, a 

distance away from each other. About a month after arriving, Renee decided 
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to leave Le Chambon and return to Lyon with Edith to find their parents. 

However, the apartment in which she thought her parents were living was 

empty. Renee was sure they had been arrested. To her great relief, however, 

she found her parents staying in the one-room apartment with Mr. and Mrs. 

Caussidiere. The Caussidieres hadn't known the senior Kanns but they did 

know Renee, who was friends with their daughter. The Caussidieres, 

who worked as janitors, had opened their apartment in the Theatre 

Municipal de Villeurbanne to the Kanns because they were afraid that the 

Kanns, who were Jews, were going to be arrested by the Vichy. 

The Caussidieres' apartment was next door to the Vichy headquarters 

of what was the equivalent of the German Gestapo. Today Renee Silver 

writes, "Nightly my parents heard the Police's telephone ring, saw them exit 

the building and later, across the small square on which the theater faced, 

saw people being loaded onto trucks and small buses. Many of their Jewish 

friends were taken away never to come back." 

There wasn't enough room at the Caussidieres' tiny apartment for two 

more people. After a couple of days the Kanns persuaded Renee and Edith to 

return to Le Chambon. This time the sisters stayed there for two months. 

Renee recalls the unassuming courage of the people in Le Chambon, the 

matter-of-fact way they hid the children. She remembers a time when the 

government authorities conducted a search in the village. The Vichy 

suspected that there were Jews in the village. Renee was calmly introduced 

as one of their nieces visiting for the summer. Another time she was sent 

on an unexplained errand nearby. When she returned, she found out that the 

authorities had come once more, hoping to detain and deport Jewish children. 

Meanwhile, the senior Kanns knew that they couldn't stay in Lyon and 

needed to find a safer haven. They arranged for false passports for the entire 

family identifying them as Christians. They left for Switzerland where they 

lived with Renee and Edith until the end of the war. 

"The Caussidieres saved my parent's life," Renee Silver says. "They 
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did not act out of community spirit or to follow an example set by their 

pastor or minister. It wasn't a political act. They had no religious affiliation. 

They undoubtedly did not even think about the danger to which they 

themselves would be exposed. Sheltering my parents was a spontaneous act 

of humanity." 

Renee Silver is grateful for the courage and selflessness 

exhibited by the Caussidieres and the people of Le Chambon. They made it 

possible for them to survive the Holocaust. 

There weren't many people like the Caussidieres or the villagers of Le 

Chambon in France or elsewhere in Europe, people, who at great risk to their 

own lives, were willing to shelter strangers. Few had the courage to do 

what was right; most endorsed the Nazi policies explicitly or implicitly, 

either because they supported such policies or were afraid to resist. 

But there were Caussidieres and others like them and there was 

the entire village of Le Chambon where people risked their lives. So who 

were the rescuers of Jews in Nazi Europe and why did they do what they did? 

Why would anyone put his or her own life in danger for the sake of someone 

who was a stranger? Social psychologist Eva Fogelman sought to find the 

answers. Fogelman, a founding director of the Jewish Foundation for 

Christian Rescuers and co-director of Psychotherapy with Generations of the 

Holocaust and Related Traumas, wanted to know whether there were factors 

held in common by those who saved Jews. She wondered if the 

rescuers were a particular nationality, social class, religion, political 

affiliation or gender. No, is her answer. Some were intensely religious, 

others atheists, and others non-practicing Christians. Rescuers came from all 

classes and occupations — farmers, executives, doctors, blacksmiths, social 

workers, dressmakers. Gender and politics were not factors either. 

So, if none of these were determinants, what was? 

Character, she says. 

"[It was not] just a haphazard collection of individuals who 
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chanced to rescue Jews, but people who have surprisingly similar 

humanistic values. It was not a whim that led these people to risk their lives 

and those of their families, but a response. . . that came from core values 

developed and instilled in them in childhood," Fogelman said at a speech at 

an Amnesty International Chapter on Long Island. 

As children they experienced one or more of the following: a 

nurturing, loving home; an altruistic parent or beloved caretaker; a tolerance 

for people who were different; a childhood illness or loss that tested their 

resilience; an emphasis upon independence, discipline with explanations, and 

caring. 

The values they shared were altruism, independence of mind and 

respect for differences among people. As children, the rescuers were taught 

these principles as part of daily living. "This made virtue a habit," says 

Fogelman. She tells us that the parents of some of the rescuers had involved 

them in helping others by bringing food to a sick person or sleeping over at a 

house where a neighbor was about to give birth and her husband was not 

there. 

Fogelman says, "Learned altruistic behavior, seeing all people as 

equals, gave the rescuers the ability to transcend the propaganda against the 

Jews and to see them as human beings just like themselves. They took the 

responsibility to help because they knew that unless they did something that 

person would die." 

Her research confirms an earlier study by Samuel and Pearl Oliner. 

The Oliners questioned over 400 non-Jewish Germans whose names are 

registered in Israel at Yad Veshem, the center dedicated to the memory of the 

Holocaust. These were people, who at great personal risk, rescued Jews with 

whom they had no personal connection. Over 125 Germans who were not 

rescuers were also interviewed as a control group to see what differences 

there may be between those who acted heroically and those who did not. 

As a group, the rescuers had a greater degree of empathy for the 
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common humanity of all people. They were more accepting of pluralism and 

of various groups. They believed that the values which they prized most 

highly justice, equality and respect — were to be applied universally. Their 

values were not held and acted upon only for those who were like them or 

were to be applied only to those with whom they had previous loyalties and 

ties. Rather the ethical value was to be applied to everyone. Also, the extent 

to which they cared and were moved by pain was significantly greater 

than that expressed by non-rescuers. 

The Oliners note, however, that the rescuers weren't a monolithic 

group. In fact, they divide into three groups. About half were moved to action 

because they believed that they could not live with the guilt and shame that 

would ensue if they did not live up to the standards and expectations of those 

most important to them, their family and friends. To stand by idly, feeling 

but not acting, would be a crushing blow to them. They became rescuers 

because only such action would allow them to live with themselves. Their 

concept of what it meant to be a human encompassed being a moral person. 

Inaction would forever tarnish their character in their own eyes. In 

Jean Paul Sartre's terms, they acted authentically, true to themselves 

and, in this case, being true to themselves meant acting ethically. 

Another group of rescuers, representing about 10% of the total, put 

their lives on the line because they were moved by ethical principles. They 

were mainly indifferent to the opinions of those around them. Instead, they 

had firm ideas about the correctness of moral principles, and their own 

integrity as thinking, independent people required that they act upon those 

principles. Since the principles were reasonable in the first place, they 

couldn't exempt themselves from the duty which flowed from those 

principles. Ethics wasn't a mind game but a passionate belief that doing the 

right thing was an absolute requirement, a demanding and now harsh 

imperative. What was abstract before the Nazis became the motivation for 

heroics when presented with a concrete situation. Those whose principle was 
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justice were filled with anger, they hated the Nazis because they treated Jews 

as things instead of as people, as means rather than as ends. Those moved by 

the principle of care exhibited kindness. 

About a third of the 400 became rescuers because they couldn't deny 

that Jews who entered concentration camps did not come out. They knew 

that when one person is taken away, arbitrarily, brutally, no one is safe. They 

identified with the strangers they saw marched off. Their sense of sympathy, 

compassion and pity moved them to risk their own lives to save theirs. 

Was there anything held in common by rescuers. The Oliners 

conclude that the rescuers were people who believed they could influence 

events — in psychological terms, they possessed an internal locus of 

control. What they did or didn't do mattered a great deal. They viewed 

themselves as people who had some influence over the course of their lives. 

While they couldn't completely control their destinies, neither were they 

pawns in the hands of Fate. Many other Germans viewed themselves as 

victims, subject to the psychic wounds of defeat after W.W.I and the ensuing 

economic chaos. Psychologists refer to attributing events as beyond one's 

ability to influence them as an external locus of control. (I will return to the 

subject of locus of control in Chapter Six, "A Matter of Respect.) 

Furthermore, the Oliners write, "An examination of the early family 

lives and personality characteristics of both rescuers and non-rescuers 

suggests that their respective wartime behavior grew out of their general 

patterns of relating to others." Many of the German non-rescuers who stood 

by while Jews died didn't necessarily remain passive because they overtly 

rejected or hated Jews or other outsiders. Their acceptance of tyranny was 

mainly one aspect of their personalities. The non-rescuers were people who 

distanced themselves from any relationship they considered 

burdensome. Non-rescuers had constricted personalities, while the 

personalities of the rescuers were extensive ones. Non-rescuers hunkered 

down and closed up; rescuers opened their arms and took others in. 
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But how did rescuers get to be the people they were? Why does 

anyone take risks on the behalf of others? Sometimes when confronted with 

the acts of altruism we are left with less than scraps to help us understand the 

setting in which they were born. One person who leaves us with such a 

mystery was Chiune Sugihara, Japan's consul to Lithuania in 1940. Soon 

after the Soviets annexed the Baltic state and shut down the Japanese consulate 

there, Sugihara issued perhaps as many as 10,000 transit visas to Jews 

who wanted to escape from the advancing Nazis. Although he may have been 

sponsored for his diplomatic posting by the faction of the Japanese 

government that favored an alliance with Nazi Germany, Sugihara stood 

against all that, endangering not only his career but his very life. The only 

hint of Sugihara's motives comes from an interview given in 1967. He said, 

"I acted according to my sense of human justice, out of love for mankind." 

Fortunately, research has helped illuminate some of the mystery 

by studying rescuers honored at Yad Veshem. The Oliners were able to 

question hundreds of rescuers of Jews in Germany in order to get more 

insight about the roots of altruism. They found that one of the keys to 

understanding rescuers was the rescuers' parents' method of discipline. 

Rescuers' parents relied upon reason and explanation. When their child 

harmed another, they suggested ways to remedy the hurt. Physical 

punishment was used sparingly. Instead they made great use of persuasion 

and advice. 

The major lesson from Fogelman's and the Oliners' research is that 

altruism can be learned. Morality doesn't emerge from a vacuum. What the 

children learned every day from their parents through acts of kindness and 

tolerance and through encouragement toward independent thinking helps 

explain why they became rescuers. These values became ingrained and 

habitual. Altruistic behavior had been so instilled in them that personal risk 

was not a consideration. They had to do what they did in order to be true to 

themselves. Being a rescuer was almost a natural outcome of their 
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upbringing. Says Dr. Fogelman, "At a time of worldwide upheaval, when 

civilized norms were held in suspension, a few individuals held fast to 

their own standards. They were not saints. Nor were they particularly 

heroic or often all that outstanding. They were simply ordinary people doing 

what they felt had to be done at that time." 

The implications of the Holocaust findings can instruct parents 

seeking to raise moral children. We can help our children to be good people. 

We teach them every day by word and by example. When we assist others, 

we help our children to be caring. When we see people as individuals, we 

teach respect for differences. When we encourage independent 

thinking, we help keep them from being swayed by the mob. 

These are values worth passing on to our children in any time. As Eva 

Fogelman concludes in her book, “ . . . it is appealing to contemplate a day 

when those seeking moral heroes need only look as far as their mirror." 

What Ethical Education Is 

At the center of this book is the conviction that character can be 

shaped and stimulated by others, that parents, teachers and others play an 

important part in imparting moral values and that moral development is a 

natural process, as much a part of growing up as is acquiring an adult body. I 

say this despite the recent research on genetics and twins that suggests that 

far more is controlled by our inner environment — our genes and biology — 

than many have previously thought. In the age-old debate about nature and 

nurture, we are still largely in the dark regarding what belongs to the 

genes and what to the environment. This is just as true in the area of 

moral development as in any other area of human psychology, although most 

continue to side with the nurturers. This is the reason why concerned parents 

are so eager to have their children attend good schools and are willing to 

spend money, through taxes or tuition, to see that they have it. 
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In recent years there has been a push for character education. Many 

are upset by what they see in society, the daily news reports of scandal, 

deception and violent crime. What is happening to society? Where are our 

moral standards? Are we raising a group of selfish, hedonistic, uncaring 

children who don't know the difference between right and wrong? However, 

there is much disagreement about the solutions to the problem. Some 

criticize schools for not teaching values; some attack schools for teaching the 

wrong values. Some want schools to promote particular values; others believe 

that teaching values belongs in the home. 

Is there such a thing as ethical education or is it a quixotic venture after 

a holy grail? The question has been phrased this way: Is ethics taught or is it 

caught? It is hard enough to teach children reading and arithmetic, physics 

and biology but at least in these subjects there is a general agreement about 

the desired outcomes. We know whether children have mastered the subject 

matter. No one disagrees that SATs measure math skills more or less 

accurately. There is less agreement about shaping character or imparting 

values. Moral education isn't like the neat lawn of math but like a weedy 

field with bogs and stands of trees. Whose values are to be promoted, which 

characteristics are most desirable? Who is to teach it? Should education be 

for the benefit of the individual child or for society? 

It is my view that despite the apparent and substantive differences 

between liberals and conservatives there is one area where there is common 

agreement. Luckily, this is also the one area over which parental guidance 

seems to have a huge impact, a factor not inherited but learned. This factor 

some call moral character. Moral character isn't one thing, such as dark eyes 

nor is it one value, such as benevolence. It is more sweeping and 

dynamic than that. Good character doesn't necessarily mean being a 

likeable person, a gentle or sweet one. An ethical person may be neurotic, 

unhappy, a pain in the neck. But we can also specify some of the qualities of 

an ethical person. Good character is composed of the mix of the qualities of 
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trustworthiness and kindness, responsibility and fairness. This may come 

in a sweet or rough package, but it is a quality that ultimately allows one 

human being to count on another. So while we may have little to say in 

whether our children prefer chocolate to vanilla, comedy to tragedy, out-

goingness to introspection, math to literature, vulgar humor to wry, drums to 

violins, we actually have much to say about whether our children will be 

moral in the broadest and deepest sense of the word. 

It is also my conviction that the qualities I am talking about are 

universal. They aren't merely a reflection of my own biases. I can 

present my reasons for taking this position by references to numerous 

studies in the field of moral psychology and many of these will be found in 

the body of this book. But here I want instead to present my position more 

personally. My wife and I were in the Peace Corps in the 1960s and at 

that time worked with peasant farmers in western Kenya in East Africa. 

Through our work in adult education, we met Joshua and Raili Ongesa. I was 

attempting to form a cooperative for soapstone carvers in Joshua's village 

and Lyn was teaching child care and nutrition. After two years, my wife 

and I returned to the States but stayed in touch with the Ongesas 

through letters and when we decided to return 10 years later with our two 

children for a five month stay, the Ongesas arranged for us to live down the 

road from them. 

For more than 30 years now we have maintained a relationship with 

the Ongesas, having returned to visit many times since. Joshua and Raili 

Ongesa speak no English, so we struggle with the Swahili that slips away 

from disuse or rely upon one of their children to translate our English for 

them. While they are monogamous, they come from families where 

polygamy is commonplace. One of his brothers has several wives and 

while we were there we knew the senior chief, who had thirteen wives and 

more than 50 children. The Ongesas have 12 children, live in a house not 

much larger than my living room; we belong to different religions. The two 
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of them have never been any further than Nairobi, 250 miles from their home 

near Lake Victoria. Joshua tends a meager plot of coffee trees, serves as his 

church's president, and makes some additional money by carving soapstone 

objects. Raili manages the family's financial resources by going to market to 

sell maize, beans and bananas she grows. Despite these and other differences 

in our culture and life experience, my family and theirs have become more 

than friends. We now think of ourselves as family. A grandchild of theirs 

was named Morris after my late father-in-law and I have a picture of their 

youngest son on my wall. What attracted me.to the Ongesas? Why did we 

become so close and remain so all these years? It is their sweetness and 

sincerity, their open-heartedness and decency, the generosity of their 

spirit and their kindness. I wish the world was filled with Ongesas. 

I've sometimes wondered if I love them because they possess 

western virtues. I don't think this is so. When I asked other people in the 

Kisii who they admired and trusted, the Ongesas topped most of the lists. 

Similarly, many of the people I didn't like or trust in Kenya were the same 

ones that others spoke about derisively. What seems true to me is that a good 

person is a good person and a scoundrel a scoundrel wherever you go. To be 

sure there are cultural differences — eating with the fingers or with 

forks, initiating into adulthood by circumcision or by getting a drivers 

license, eating termites or lobsters. But I think these are the differences that 

make life interesting. Underneath this resides the bedrock of character 

and this I think is similar throughout the world. People everywhere face the 

same problems in life: eating properly, fending off illness and recovering 

from accident, getting along with others. When we work well together 

humanity prospers. Those who promote this through their actions of 

beneficence, caring, sharing and justice are the people we most admire. 

My own thinking about morality is that it develops along several 

streams at one time: the emergence of empathy, the acquisition of the ability 

to reason at increasingly complex levels, the psychological capacity to act on 
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one's moral convictions and the internalization of social rules. This roughly 

follows the approach of one of the leading researchers in the field of moral 

development, James Rest of the Center for the Study of Ethical Development, 

University of Minnesota. There are four major determinants of moral 

behavior, Rest states. First is the awareness that our actions affect other 

people. Second is the ability to make judgments between possible 

courses of action. Third is being sufficiently motivated to want to do the 

right thing. And fourth is having the ego strength, courage and perseverance 

to follow through on wanting to act ethically. For the sake of clarity, we can 

look at each of these streams by itself. In real life, however, they are not so 

much separate streams as separate currents operating in the same body of 

water. Together they constitute what we call moral character. 

Parents play a substantial part in their children's moral development. 

As with many other aspects of raising children, we can use some guidance, 

particularly at a time when so much is being said by those who are driven by 

fear or resentment and desire to return to a simpler time when answers 

seemed ready at hand and obvious. Some things about raising moral children 

are obvious but other aspects aren't. While there is no prescription, no 

formula and certainly no guarantee, I believe that there is an approach to 

ethical education that people can follow to help their children acquire the 

habits, judgment, and ability to be moral. This approach establishes a 

framework of understanding and is, by its very nature, open-ended. This is as 

it should be for character development since each family is unique, just as is 

each person. 

Parents and children also live within a larger social environment that 

also affects the moral development of children. So while parents have a large 

impact upon a child's moral development, they do so within a wider 

framework that either makes the task easier or more difficult. In a helpful 

society, parents find support for ethical values in schools, work, cultural 

institutions and so forth. There are times, however, when for families the 
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work of raising moral children is difficult. Not impossible but difficult. 

It is my hope that this book will help those concerned with the moral 

development of children to better understand the components of that ethical 

growth. I believe that this book will make clear that good behavior and being 

a moral person isn’t always the same thing. What most people mean by good 

behavior, especially as it applies to children, is that the person follows the 

family's or society's rules. So what is often meant by being a good child is 

that the child does what he or she is told. "Good dog," we say to Rover when 

he obeys our commands. And a convicted criminal who is given probation 

for good behavior is a prisoner who cooperated with the authorities. In other 

words, good behavior frequently means conforming behavior. Ethical 

behavior, in contrast, may or may not conform to the rules of society, as was 

clear with the rescuers of Jews. A whistle-blower is not a good employee but 

may well be a moral person. Good behavior is ethical behavior only when the 

rules being followed are themselves moral. The distinction is an important 

one, for adults sometimes confuse wanting a child to behave well with 

raising a moral child. This book will help a parent and others concerned with 

children to better understand how to raise a child who she can be proud of, 

one who is not a bystander but a person of valor and worthy of being 

known as virtuous. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

IF I DIDN'T CARE 

Mary Ann and her daughter, Linnie, lived in the suburbs. Mary Ann 

commuted to  t he  c i t y  during  the  week.  Desp i t e  a l l  t ha t  was 

wrong  wi th  the  c i t y  —poverty and crime and homelessness, none 

of which Linnie was exposed to at home — Mary Ann wanted her 

teenage daughter to know the city. There were museums, the theater, 

galleries and restaurants. 

One Saturday they spent the day in the city. They stopped at a 

coffee shop for lunch. Linnie ordered a sandwich, but ate only hall 

Mary Ann gently encouraged her to finish it but Linnie wouldn't hear 

of it. 

When it was time to leave, Linnie surprised her mother by asking the 

waitress to wrap the left-over part of the sandwich so she could take it with 

her. 'At least she will eat it later,' Mary Ann thought. 'It won't go to waste.' 

As they were ready to leave, Linnie asked the waitress to give her a 

covered cup of water and napkins. 

"Wait a minute, Mom," she said when they were outside. 

She then walked to a disheveled, bearded man who was sitting on the 

sidewalk next to a shopping cart full of empty cans and discarded things. She 

handed him her sandwich. 

"I saw him when we came in to eat," she said to her mother when she 

returned. "I wanted him to have something to eat, too, so I saved half my 

sandwich for him." 
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There is an ancient debate regarding the nature of morality. On one 

side are those who contend that when we speak of ethics we are referring to 

the application of reason in making moral choices. On the other side are 

those who maintain that morality is more a matter of the heart. 

Those who define ethics as a rational endeavor are undoubtedly 

correct that there are difficult moral problems that require our intellect. 

Consider hospital ethics committees. These committees are faced with 

daunting and complex questions that defy simple answers. Members need to 

bring their collective wisdom to help guide the hospital to fulfill its 

mission as a healing institution. They also work to establish ethical 

procedures. The distinction between right and wrong isn't always clear. 

Sometimes the choice is between the least worse of two bad choices. 

When I was on the Human Subjects Review Committee of a Long 

Island hospital, the following proposal for an experimental procedure was 

brought to our attention. A psychiatrist wanted to investigate the underlying 

biological cause of panic attacks. He proposed testing his hypothesis by 

having the patient ingest a substance that the psychiatrist thought might be the 

precipitating factor. If he was right, then he should be able to induce such an 

attack in his subject. All the forms were in proper order: the procedure 

was explained in layman's terms so the volunteering patient would be able to 

give his informed consent. 

However, when the doctor described a panic attack to those on the 

committee who were ignorant of it, questions were raised about whether the 

committee should let the protocol go forward. During panic attacks, we 

learned, patients are frequently driven to the brink of self-mutilation or 

suicide. Although not life threatening in and of themselves, panic attacks are 

particularly horrible episodes. "That's why I want to find a cure," the 

doctor said. But, some objected, if the way you find a cure is by essentially 

torturing people, then the protocol should be rejected. "I'm not fooling the 

patient," the doctor said. "It is because the attacks are horrendous that people 
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are willing to subject themselves to one in hopes of finding a cure." Find 

another way, some said. It doesn't matter if the patient knowingly volunteers. 

Torture is torture and you can't volunteer for it, ran the counter-argument. 

The committee was about evenly divided between those who thought 

the goal was important enough to justify such a protocol and those who 

thought the means didn't justify the ends. Only a vote by the entire committee 

resolved the issue, sending the protocol back to the psychiatrist for him to 

develop a different experiment, one that didn't cause the illness he was 

trying to cure. 

Judgment and knowledge — the use of reason and rationality — help 

in making a decision between hard choices. But if all that hospital human 

subject review and ethics committees looked at were matters of finding the 

proper balance between means and ends and getting the informed consent of 

patients, something would be missing. Even more fundamental than reason 

and judgment is compassion. Patients want to be treated as human beings, they 

want to be respected, they want tenderness, mercy, and consideration for 

their feelings while they are at their most vulnerable. A hospital isn't like an 

auto repair shop for people. For humans have something that cars never will 

— an emotional life. 

 

Moral Gatekeepers 

When morality is based only on reason, good character rests 

upon a shaky foundation, for good character is the entire fiber of our moral 

being, embedded deeper than rationality and often out of reach of awareness. 

Virtuous people can't turn away from those in need because they are now 

tired of thinking about the needy. Adding up personal gains and losses often 

figures in making ethical decisions, but it is a calculation that is part of a 

larger equation, an equation that includes other people. Acting ethically is 

something more than a rational choice. It is deeper and more abiding. If I 
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didn't care, if my heart really weren't in doing the right thing, then I might 

lose interest in being ethical in the way that I may like cooking today but 

become more interested in weaving in the future. If ethics turned on 

inclinations and calculations, today I may help the blind person across the 

street but tomorrow I may knock him over because I don't want to miss my 

bus. In the same way that I may know how to solve a geometry problem but 

never choose to do it, it is possible to know what the right thing to do is and 

still not choose to do it. 

This "take it or leave it" intellectual approach to virtue helps explains 

why some intelligent people may act immorally. Having a degree doesn't 

insure goodness. You may remember that in Germany in the 1930s there 

were more Ph.D.'s per square mile than anywhere else on earth. The link 

between feelings and virtue is fundamental. What I am saying is that without 

the proper engagement with the inner lives of others all else may well be 

beside the ethical point. People who lack empathy, who cannot feel what 

another person feels, are cold. And cold, distant people disturb us because we 

are afraid they will let us down, turn away from us when we most need 

them or break our hearts without even knowing or caring that they have. If 

morality means anything at all, it at least means being able to count on 

another person. 

I share the view of those who believe that feelings are the gatekeepers 

to the moral world. Moral sensitivity comes before knowledge. We are 

capable of feeling long before we are capable of reason or rational thought. 

Our very existence depends upon our emotional connections that we have 

with others. There is no self without a relationship. 

Carol Gilligan of Harvard University, who has written widely 

on women's experiences as they relate to moral development, states that 

women envision themselves as related to other human beings to a greater 

extent than do men. Males value separateness, while females value 

relationships. An image associated with these observations is that women 
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weave while men build ladders. Women want to connect; men want to get to 

the top. Gilligan's observations are accurate in so far as they describe the 

differences in the goals and values of the sexes. However, I think that it is 

incorrect to imply that the fundamental natures of the sexes are different. 

Whatever men may desire doesn't make them any less social creatures 

than women. Whatever the male philosophy may be regarding 

individuality and success, no one — male or female — does or can exist 

alone. Humans are social by their very nature. Any philosophy that operates 

contrary to this fact of life is bound to create trouble. 

In examining the motivation of rescuers of Jews, Eva Fogelman 

reaches the conclusion that as many men as women were motivated by 

caring and as many women as men were motivated by moral principle. 

She writes, "Gilligan's notions of 'female' morality as contrasted with 

'male' morality would lead one to expect that emotional-moral rescuers 

(morality based on compassion for Jews) and Judeophiles (morality based on 

emotional attachment to Jews) would be mostly women and network 

rescuers (motivated by anti-Nazi ideology) would be male. This is not what I 

found. In all groups, men and women were nearly equally represented." 

Since humans can't survive alone, sensitivity towards the lives of other 

people may be innate. At least there are some biologists who think so. They 

claim that human beings have an instinctive affinity for other lives, even for 

lives that aren't human. Biologist E. 0. Wilson coined the term biophilia to 

explain this phenomenon of feeling drawn towards other humans and 

creatures. You can see it as you watch an infant reacting to other humans and 

small animals. Watch people coo over cuddly animals. "Oh, how cute," we 

say about kittens and pups, baby gorillas and chimps. Our eyes well with 

tears at the sight of harp seals being slaughtered because their eyes look so 

doleful, so human. And we break into smiles at the sight of human infants. 

I seldom hear anyone say that an infant was ugly. They are adorable. 

We want to hold them and take care of them. 
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These feelings may exist, the biologists say, because they provide a 

Darwinian advantage to the human race. They propel us to take care of 

infants who would die without help. The same feelings move us to bond to 

others. Because of that primitive imprint upon our psyches we are later 

willing to become part of a group. It is only through the cooperative 

efforts of people acting in concert — that humans are able to compete 

successfully in an environment in which other creatures are bigger 

and stronger. Cooperative and self-abnegating behavior allows humans to 

act more efficiently, since it is only in concert that humans are able to get 

what they need. Of course, humans are also competitive and aggressive. But 

the instinct that bonds us together with others must also be present. Human 

biology, in other words, favors cooperation and self-sacrifice. Altruism is 

built into our genes. We are born with the capacity to identify with others 

and the desire to be part of a group. This is the beginning of ethics. As 

explained by Frans De Waal, a zoologist, 

We are born to absorb rules and values, many of 
which place community interests above private 
ones. We have been selected for such profound 
internalization that these rules and values become 
literally our own. We have built-in mechanisms 
that frustrate attempts to cheat. No doubt 
these capacities evolved because they served a 
purpose in the highly cooperative and trust-based 
societies of our ancestors. 

It is this capacity to be open and responsive emotionally that we call 

empathy. It is a capacity which is present before our ability to reflect and 

judge. Prior to the development of higher forms of thinking — the stages 

where we can think abstractly and theoretically based upon prior 

experience — there are feelings. They are immediate. Children don't 

think about how they will react to others. Their reactions are much like 

reactions to, pleasure and pain. Something touches them and they respond. In 

the development of human beings, our capacity to experience the world 
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subjectively comes before our ability to think about what we experience. But 

unlike physical pleasure and pain, there are other feelings that direct us 

outward, in a sense away from ourselves. It is the beginning of pro-

social feelings. It is this perhaps innate feeling which draws us away from 

selfishness and brings us into sympathetic contact with others. It is, if 

you like, the first signs of love, a spontaneous response to another's 

subjective experience. And that love is the basis of moral character. As 

anthropologists Richard Shweder and moral psychologist Jonathan Haidt 

express it, "The mind of the moralist is located in the heart. . . . and it is 

through the heart that we come to know moral truth(s)."  

Ethics of the heart may well first show itself even in the youngest 

of children. If you have ever seen a group of infants or watched young 

children in a nursery, you may have noticed what psychologist Martin 

Hoffman calls "global empathy." There is a kind of contagion of distress 

that works its way through the nursery room. The cries of one newborn 

will often set off cries in other infants. The first child is experiencing 

something upsetting (hunger or pain of some kind) and the other newborns 

seem to be affected by the sounds of distress. Others begin to cry, as though 

the disquietude they hear is upsetting to them. This may be nothing more 

than agitation or it may be a precursor to empathy. Hoffman thinks the 

response does lead to genuine empathy because many toddlers, when hearing 

or seeing others in distress, actually offer gestures intended to provide 

comfort. Why does this happen? No one knows for certain. But it may be a 

primitive and instinctive kind of emotional sharing. 

Interestingly, not all infants respond this way. And no one knows if 

those children who do seem to resonate with the distress of others turn out to 

be more caring as adults. But whether at this point or at another, the ability to 

feel hurt whenever another is hurting — to empathize and genuinely 

sympathize — is the very foundation of morality itself. The ability to be 

distressed by another's pain is one of the strong motives that leads people to 
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help those who need our assistance, whether this is the accident victim, 

orphaned child or the frail elderly. George Eliot summed it nicely when she 

asked, "What is life for if not to make things easier for others?" 

Every parent and teacher of young children knows that children are full 

of impulses and aggression. Adults are constantly intervening to put a stop to 

hitting, biting and taking. But it is odd that so much focus has been put on 

this aspect of human nature. It is a dim view of humanity and leads to 

thinking about moral education as the policeman of the soul. If all we see is 

aggression, then we can agree with those who see people as nothing more 

than naked apes. The purpose of moral education would be to tame the beast, 

train the savage. When humans are viewed as being no different than that of 

fanged creatures with bloody claws, then parents had better apply toughness 

and discipline. Moral instruction is analogized to breaking a colt for the 

saddle. 

Although young children are self-absorbed and egotistical, 

concentrated as they are upon their own wants and pleasures, that isn't all 

there is to them. The emotional lives of young children are in fact quite 

complex. While a child believes that he is the center of the universe, that he 

lives in a place where his wishes should come first and foremost, there is 

another stream flowing through him that is just as natural as egotism. This 

other stream is a "global empathy." The child may want all the toys for herself, 

but at the same time she may also feel some sympathy for the child playing 

next to her. The child is both egotistical and altruistic at the same time. 

Global empathy is amorphous, hesitant and tentative. It is a kind of 

proto-feeling, an immature and unripened feeling that paves the way for 

other emotions. You could say that global empathy is to a full emotional life 

what crawling is to walking. And just as crawling gives way to walking, 

global empathy is supplanted sometime during a child's second year by 

tenderness and other gentle feelings. Along with this come incipient 

feelings of guilt and shame and I will have more to say about the role of these 
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two emotions in the development of a moral child in subsequent chapters. 

The observation that toddlers can be sympathetic is a relatively 

modern one in the western world. Traditionally, for Christians at least, 

humans were thought to be born with corrupted souls and harbored within 

them the nastiest and meanest of instincts. Childhood, as a time of innocence, 

is a modern creation. As pointed out by French historian Phillipe Aries, in 

Centuries of Childhood, before the 17th century children were thought to 

be merely small adults, possessing the same qualities and natures as 

grownups. Children weren't little darlings or cute cherubs, as we often refer to 

children today. Rather they were fallen angels, like Lucifer. Consequently, 

children received little protection, were held fully responsible for their 

actions, left home, worked and had sex. Since, in fact, children can't reason 

like adults and have trouble controlling their impulses, their actions proved 

that they really were vile creatures. 

Throughout much of human history, children were viewed as savages 

whose spirits needed breaking like those of wild horses — whips and spurs 

and a boot in the side. However, not every culture understood children this 

way. Confucian philosophy in China, for example, promoted the idea that 

children are essentially good. Well into this century, Chinese school children 

began their day by reciting the following: People are originally endowed with 

a nature that is all good. /And therefore by nature people are all alike./It is 

practice that makes the divergence./ If they are not properly taught, their 

nature will be thwarted. 

There are no historical records of which I am aware that describe the 

treatment of children in traditional China. What we know about children we 

must infer from the body of literature, which is extensive. David Chiu, a 

linguist and Chinese scholar, believes that in fact children were treated very 

well. This was particularly true of male children. Lacking a concept of a 

hereafter, Confucian philosophy makes it a sin not to have a male child since 

children are one's future life. In English we may call children "dear" or 
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"honey." In Chinese children are called "my life." Further support for this 

view of child-rearing comes from the admonition against fathers serving as 

their son's teachers. As explained by one of Confucius' followers, "A 

teacher necessarily resorts to correction, and if correction produces no 

effect, it will end by losing his temper. When this happens, father and son will 

hurt each other, and it is bad that such a thing should happen. . . There is 

nothing more inauspicious than estrangement between father and son." 

The Discovery of the Self and Childhood 

The history of childhood "is a nightmare from which we have only 

recently begun to awake," writes Lloyd deMause in The History of 

Childhood. "The farther back in history one goes the lower the level of child 

care, and the more likely children are to be killed, abandoned, terrorized and 

sexually abused." The Romantics, reacting to this gloomy view of human 

nature, went in the other direction, asserting that if children were savages at 

least they were noble savages. One of the leading figures in promoting a 

new view of human nature and of children was Frenchman Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, a leading Romantic philosopher. Rousseau's view of human nature 

contrasted sharply to that of conservative Thomas Hobbes, who 

characterized life in a state of nature as "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, 

and short." Rousseau viewed human nature as malleable, perhaps even 

perfectible. So while Hobbes may have accurately described life as it was, 

Rousseau described life as it could and ought to be. Rousseau not only 

served as a philosopher in the cause of revolution, he also wrote a highly 

influential book that pointed the way in educational reform. But even he 

couldn't overcome the child-rearing attitudes he had inherited. 

Following common practices of his time, he didn't keep his children at home 

but rather sent them to an institution. Far from being objects of 

sentiment, children were viewed as parasites, literally sucking life juices 
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from mothers, calling on scant resources from the family and acting wildly 

on impulses that most resembled those of animals. Rousseau's five children 

went to various foundling hospitals, particularly malignant institutions. In a 

typical Parisian facility, as many as 70% of the children died. 

Although practice hadn't caught up with theory, there was a 

new-found appreciation for the lives of children during this era. Since this 

was also part of the period in which science began making systematic 

observations of the commonplace, it comes as no surprise, therefore, that one 

of the earliest observations of children's spontaneous inclination towards 

sympathy came in the early 18th century, near the beginning of the Romantic 

period. It was as though for the first time people could see their children 

other than as little beasts. Had children suddenly changed? This is hardly 

likely. Instead, the new-found observation strikes me like a discussion as to 

the color of an object. When I bought carpeting for my home, the 

salesman suggested my wife and I keep samples overnight so we could 

view our choice in daylight as well as under lamplight. The same with 

children, it seems to me. It was as though children had been seen in unlighted 

corners, so their features looked gloomy and fierce, like little beasts. Society 

had changed, children had been brought out into daylight and along with it 

people's perceptions of their nature. 

What had happened to cause this change? Under a series of changes 

wrought by the Renaissance and Reformation and propelled by the 

developing of a market economy and burgeoning capitalism, the feudal 

system, in place for more than a thousand years, cracked and crumbled. This 

opened up the possibility of directed change based upon the optimistic idea 

that the human condition could be improved through human effort. Along 

with this change came the discovery, so to speak, of an inner self. No longer 

were people the sum of 

the inherited parts they played in society. Houses, once a jumble of a place 

used for work and rest, family and workers, became specialized as 
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sanctuaries for husband and wife and children, with rooms and furniture for 

particular purposes. The idea of privacy came along with this. "The romantic 

comes back to the existence of the self as the primary fact," wrote the late 

social psychologist George Herbert Mead. 

Perhaps one of the most significant facts of this period was the 

"discovery" of childhood. Of course, there always had been children and 

therefore childhood but not in the way in which we now understand it. 

More often than not, children were treated as miniature adults. There 

were no separate clothes, food, furniture or space for children. Childhood, as 

a separate and discrete part of human development, didn't exist. If we look at 

the interior of an early bourgeois house, we can get some idea of the radical 

change that had taken place by the time feudalism faded away. Witold 

Rybczynski, professor of urbanism, describes the medieval home this way: 

The medieval idea of the family was different 
from our own in many ways, especially in its 
unsentimental attitude towards childhood. Not 
only did the children of the poor work; in all 
families, children were sent away once they 
reached the age of seven. Children from the 
bourgeois families were apprenticed to artisans, 
while those from the higher classes served in 
noble households as pages. . . But the 
transition from the public, feudal household 
to the private, family home was underway. The 
growing sense of domestic intimacy was a human 
invention as much as a technical device. Indeed, 
it may have been more important, for it 
affected not only our physical surroundings, 
but our consciousness as well. 

A person as a being defined externally by inherited and static roles 

gave way to an understanding of the person as an individual. And just as 

a change in the structure of houses allowed for the newly discovered 

value of privacy, a change in the political economy made it so that it 
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wasn't any longer necessary for small children to be sent out to work away 

from the home. Out of this conjunction of events childhood was born. People 

could now look at children as never before. What they saw and how they 

understood them had altered. Children weren't any less egotistical in the 18th 

century. It was a shift in perspective on the part of adults, a looking from a 

new direction, as it were. Along with an emphasis upon the self came a 

respect for other people as such. Children could now be seen as people, 

not as little monsters waiting to be made into human beings. 

The historical shift has allowed social scientists to look at children 

in their own right, allowing children to be viewed more objectively. As 

mentioned above, children possess the rudiments of empathy from the very 

beginning. This proto-feeling of global empathy is replaced somewhere 

around age two by behavior that indicates a more genuine form of empathy. 

Toddlers will make approaches to others who are in distress. They turn 

toward cries, make tentative approaches and appear to feel distress 

themselves. Some children even go as far as attempting to comfort the 

person who is upset. Siblings will sometimes try to make their upset brothers 

or sisters laugh, presumably as a means of making their siblings feel better. 

Empathy seems to be largely involuntary, is rewarding for its own sake and 

operates outside of cognitive processing. In other words, sympathy 

bubbles up from within all by itself. 

An extensive study at the National Institutes of Mental Health found 

that during the second year children become increasingly sensitive to the 

distress of family members. The older they were the more likely they were to 

do something about someone else's pain. After eighteen months, toddlers 

responded with pro-social behavior about one-third of the time. By the time 

children are two, they are responsive about half the time. 

At this age differences between boys and girls become increasingly 

apparent. If the sexes are inherently different regarding responding to others, 

that difference should show up at about this time. Are girls more likely to 
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exhibit concern over the distress of others? Many parents think so and they 

may be right. It was certainly true of my own children. I remember when 

Kori was about three and Eric five. My wife had banged her head and was 

sitting on the floor in pain. Kori came over and tried to comfort her. Eric 

walked over to her and asked her to help him with something. But no one 

knows for sure whether there really is a difference between the sexes. In one 

study, young girls did score higher than boys, but in another researchers 

found that in daycare settings, boys were more responsive to another's 

distress than girls. So it may turn out that the differences we see between 

males and females depend upon the settings. 

Determining exactly what it is that toddlers are responding to when 

they hear others cry or see them upset is problematic. The reason we aren't 

sure how to fully understand how toddlers are experiencing that distress is 

that toddlers often have a hard time telling the difference between themselves 

and others. They don't see other people as distinct physical beings but merely 

as projections of themselves. "Out of sight, out of mind." Psychologists call 

this "object constancy." Hold an apple in front of an infant, and then hide it 

behind your back. As far as the child is concerned, the apple doesn't exist 

any longer. It isn't behind your back; it has disappeared. The same way of 

thinking applies very well to the inner lives of infants and toddlers. When 

they close their eyes, the world disappears. Their crying creates food, makes 

for a dry diaper and so forth. It is a magical world but for infants it is the 

only world they know. It is as though everything outside themselves is a 

projection of their own lives. Around two and three years, children begin to 

understand that they and the physical and social world are not the same. For 

the first time they realize that others have feelings and thoughts of their own. 

Yet until somewhere between six and nine years old, children's sympathetic 

responses are still specific to particular situations. If they see someone 

hurt, they respond. But the idea that someone they don't see may be upset or 

that someone they know may be experiencing distress to general conditions 
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(illness or poverty, for example) still is foreign to their make-up. That must 

wait a bit. Adolescence is the time at which people can, for the first time, 

understand that people are not only individuals but also members of groups 

or classes. Empathy then is generalized so that it is broadened to a concern 

for the condition of humanity. 

But empathy does not yet make for morality. The virtuous person is, 

after all, the person who acts virtuously. In the anecdote at the beginning 

of this chapter, Linnie identified with the plight of the man on the street. She 

imagined what he must have felt like living on the street without any visible 

means of support. But she did more than feel for him. She translated the 

feeling into action. She brought him some of her own food. Feelings lay 

down the floor like a bass in a jazz trio but feelings are not the melody. 

Feelings are like the inner structure of a building, the invisible skeleton that 

holds it all up. As psychiatrist Willard Gaylin explains: "Feeling is — if not 

all — almost all. It serves utility and sensuality. Feelings are the fine 

instruments which shape decision-making in an animal cursed and blessed 

with intelligence, and the freedom which is its corollary. They are signals 

directing us toward goodness, safety, pleasure and group survival." 

The question still remains: does sympathy in fact lead to ethical 

behavior? Common sense tells us that there is a connection but not much 

research has been done to answer the question and the evidence that exists is 

sketchy. But the research does point in a direction that supports our hunch. 

The Oliner study of rescuers, you may recall from Chapter One, found that 

about a third of those interviewed said they became rescuers because they 

were moved by sympathy, compassion and pity. The Oliners found that 

rescuers did not necessarily score higher than non-rescuers on the Social 

Responsibility Scale. Where rescuers differed significantly from non-

rescuers, however, was the extent to which they identified with others' pain. 

Rescuers were tuned into the emotional states of other people more keenly 

than were non-rescuers. 
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But there needs to be a word of caution added here. In fact, 

sensitivity can lead either in a pro-social direction or in an egotistical one. 

Psychologist C. Daniel Batson helps to explain this possibility by making the 

distinction between empathy and personal distress. Batson finds that there are 

two types of sensitivity. One is empathy and the other he terms personal 

distress. Sensitivity experienced as personal distress can make one anxious, 

uncomfortable, cause alarm or worry. If this is the case, then the person will 

try to reduce those unpleasant feelings. One way to mitigate the discomfort is 

to help the person who is the victim. If I am upset by the sight of blood, 

I can put on a band aid. The person motivated by personal distress will 

help if the helping is easy and doesn't cause further distress. But if the 

helping isn't easy, then an effective remedy to these bad feelings is to shut 

one's eyes or walk away. Still another possibility is to avoid seeing the blood 

in the first place. If I get upset by the news, I can stop reading the papers. If I 

get sick at the sight of the homeless on the street, I can find a different 

route to the grocery store so I won't have to see the beggars. Batson says 

that those who feel empathy rather than personal distress are more likely to 

be turned towards the needs of others. Perhaps some people are inclined 

towards feeling personal distress and others towards empathy as a matter of 

temperament. Or it may be that personal distress is empathy gone too far, 

like overdosing on a good thing or getting sick from too much Vitamin A. 

Another possibility is that the highly sensitive person may feel 

overwhelmed by what needs to be done in order to alleviate the sorrows 

of the world. Not capable of being a saint, the person may be immobilized. 

Similarly, the combination of being a perfectionist and being sensitive may 

lead one to doing nothing. The inaction is rationalized as "If I can't do it 

right, I'd rather not do it at all." Perfectionism in an imperfect world often 

leads to rationalizing moral indifference. In these instances sensitivity may 

double back on itself. Rather than serving as the framework for virtue, 

sensitivity may produce the opposite of the virtue of compassion, 
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namely the vice of indifference. This is but one example of Aristotle's notion 

that virtue is the golden mean between two extremes. 

Caring Impaired 

What I have been presenting here is the idea that whatever list of 

virtues we may ultimately accept as most important, all morality must have 

at a minimum a component of caring. When Linnie gave half her sandwich 

to the man on the street, his poverty and presumed hunger meant something 

to her. Linnie cared about the stranger's fate. 

To care is to be related in an emotional way and without that emotional 

connection acting morally becomes a dubious undertaking. Emmanuel Kant 

went so far as to write that if a person were completely lacking in moral 

feeling "he would be morally dead. And if . . . the life-force could no longer 

excite this feeling, then humanity would dissolve . . .." 

Kant may have been thinking of what we now call psychopaths or 

sociopaths. I will have more to say about such people in Chapters Four and 

Five. Here I want to pay attention to the underlying phenomenon itself. What 

is it like to be morally dead and what might its underlying cause be? Antonio 

Damasio's fascinating clinical examples from his work as a neurologist at the 

University of Iowa College of Medicine address this point. In 

one unsettling account, he relates the story of Elliot, a man in his thirties 

whom Damasio was asked to see after the man experienced a change of 

personality following brain surgery. Elliot had been a successful 

professional who had served as a role model for younger colleagues and 

had been happily married and a good father. Surgery removed a tumor the 

size of an orange from his prefrontal lobe. However, like the bad joke about 

hospital care, the operation was a success but the patient died. Not that Elliot 

literally died; the biological entity was saved but somehow Elliot just 

wasn't Elliot any longer. His mental faculties were intact but his personality 
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had been so altered that his life was now in disarray. By the time Dr. 

Damasio saw Elliot, he had been divorced and remarried several times, was 

living with a sibling and was incapable of holding a job. 

Elliot needed pushing to rouse himself from bed in the morning; he 

couldn't keep to a schedule at work. He constantly got trapped in details 

because some small feature captured his attention. He would lose track 

of the main point of his activity, getting so caught up in side issues that he 

seldom finished his job. He then went into business for himself but he 

encountered one set-back after another. He went bankrupt despite warnings 

by his friends that his ventures were imprudent. Despite his intelligence and 

knowledge, Elliot was now acting the fool. He had business knowledge 

but no longer had business sense. His judgment was impaired. More 

importantly, he lacked the will to do anything about it. It was as though he 

were shrugging his shoulders, saying, Who cares? It makes no difference to 

me what happens. 

What was going on? His memory was fully intact. Was Elliot lazy, 

depressed or feeling sorry for himself? 

Damasio suspected that Elliot's change in behavior was not rooted in 

some flaw in his character which could be traced back prior to his surgery 

but rather was a result of the surgery itself. Something had been damaged in 

Elliot's brain. Damasio conducted a battery of standard tests measuring 

intelligence. Elliot performed normally or above on all of them. He was also 

given standard tests to measure his personality. He proved normal on those, 

too. Damasio then turned his attention from Elliot's intelligence to his 

emotions. 

Elliot was able to recount the tragedy of his life 
with a detachment that was out of step with the 
magnitude of the events. He was always 
controlled, always describing scenes as a 
dispassionate, uninvolved spectator. 
Nowhere was there a sense of his own suffering, 
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even though he was the protagonist. . . . In 
some curious, unwitting protective way, he 
was not pained by his tragedy. Elliot was far 
more mellow in his emotional display now than 
he had been before his illness. He seemed to 
approach life on the same neutral note. . . . he 
told me without equivocation that his own 
feelings had changed from before his illness. 
He could sense how topics that once had 
evoked a strong emotion no longer caused 
any reaction, positive or negative. . . . We might 
summarize Elliot's predicament as to how not to 
feel. . . I began to believe that the cold-
bloodedness of Elliot's reasoning prevented him 
from assigning different values to different 
options, and made his decision-making landscape 
hopelessly flat.  

In his book Descartes' Error, Damasio spells out the connection 

between emotion and the neural system and its various components. It is his 

firm conviction that emotions play a basic role in rational behavior. Without 

emotion, without the feeling component, we would be like Elliot: possessing 

the intelligence to analyze but lacking the emotional depth to be interested 

enough to put the skill to good use. Everything would be equal; nothing 

would be more valuable or important than anything else. We simply wouldn't 

care. We would know we are making a mess of our marriages and we wouldn't 

be motivated enough to do anything about it. Our social lives would be in 

shambles, we would understand what we have done to make it so, but we 

would continue letting others down, not keeping our word and so forth 

because we lacked the will to keep our good character intact. 

Fortunately; few of us are Elliots. If we are neurally intact, we 

possess emotions and feelings which help us adapt successfully to social 

situations. We can choose one thing or the other because: one thing matters 

to us more 'than another. Feelings allow us to -possess a value system, to 

prize one thing over another, to have a set of moral priorities. What Elliot's 



 

35 

tragedy demonstrates is that the ability to feel is more than a condition for 

prosocial behavior. It is a prerequisite. 

 

Helping Care 

Elliot makes clear. why caring is central to moral behavior: When we 

feel for someone, when we are touched; we want to act on their behalf.. But 

the capacity to feel —to care — also is more than a motivation for action. For 

it is possible for someone to go 'through the motions and do the right thing 

but still get it wrong; so to speak. This is the distinction between the letter of 

the law and its spirit. While doing; the right thing is vital, it is also important 

that it be done with the correct feeling. There are exceptions, of course, such 

as a gifted surgeon who may care about nothing but his reputation and fee. In 

some cases, competency outweighs kindness. More typically, though, 

most of us want to be • treated by doctors as though our feelings count Most 

of us want a physician who not only is a skilled practioner but also takes 

the time to show us that he cares about us as individuals. This 

demonstration of caring is the quality that makes you want to confide in -

your doctor. You feel that you will be responded to as a full human being. 

A negligent spouse, a wastrel or drunkard has failed his duty as a 

husband. But something is also absent from the dutiful husband who does 

what he' does only because it is expected of him. Children long to be held, to 

be kissed on the brow, to feel a gentle hand on the shoulder. In significant 

relationships, we want people to act from the heart as well as acting wisely. If 

we don't believe in the sincerity of the person offering us help, we tend to 

reject the offer. It feels as though we are being pitied or patronized. It is the 

feeling tone of a relationship that is a piece of what makes the relationship a 

moral one. 
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As professor of philosophy at Georgetown University Nancy 

Sherman writes, "The point of helping in many . . . cases is to reassure 

another that we care — to show patience, loyalty, considerateness, empathy. 

Here the quality of the emotional interaction is inseparable from the act of 

helping. . . . Mutual aid is partly emotional tenor." To paraphrase a 

poet, the world may die of fire but our souls may die first of ice. 

It seems clear to me that emotions are essential for ethics. This raises 

a question, though. Is there any way to educate the heart? Elliot may be 

helpless because his moral defect is a reflection of neurological damage. And 

perhaps it is too late to teach a good bedside manner by the time a young 

man or woman reaches medical school. I believe that feelings, like so many 

other attributes which make us human, can either be nourished or stifled. 

Most of us know this when we think of the negative examples. It doesn't take 

much persuading to convince us that we can easily cause children to shut off 

their feelings, close off the world and become insensitive to others. Our early 

feelings of empathy leave us vulnerable. Too frequent harsh words, cross-

looks and arbitrary punishment can twist incipient feelings of care into harsh 

feelings of cynicism and cruelty. One psychologist contends that children 

from homes where expressiveness is punished learn how to suppress 

their feelings and feel anxious in emotionally charged situations. The 

child's innate sensitivity is being channeled not into empathy but into 

personal distress. On the other hand, Nancy Eisenberg of Arizona State 

University points out, "it is plausible to expect parental willingness to 

discuss the causes of their own, their child's, and others' emotional reactions 

to be associated with children's awareness of, and responsivity to, others' 

emotional displays." 

There are also things that can be done to take advantage of the natural 

inclination towards sympathy and empathy. I think about Linnie and her 

upbringing. Her offering half her sandwich to a stranger, in fact, came from 

witnessing expressions of sympathy and concern within her family. Her 
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mother works for an organization for blind people. Linnie grew up with the 

model of a woman who had devoted her professional life to working with 

people with special needs. Linnie's mother modeled caring qualities by the 

very career she had chosen. Although most adults are not in the helping 

professions, still there are many ways in which children learn from what 

parents do. They may see volunteer work in the community; they overhear 

conversations in which we express our feelings about the less fortunate. We 

may shop for a sick neighbor, contribute to a charity. Often something as 

simple as demonstrating politeness in everyday situations leaves an indelible 

mark on the child. We also teach by the way we react to the harm-doing in a 

movie or an accident reported on the news. We teach empathy by calling 

attention to the emotional lives of others. If our child hurts another, we 

talk about the way this has made the other person feel. If our child is 

suffering, we extend our sympathy to him. Families that raise 

empathetic children are often families that talk about feelings. 

Mary Anne praised Linnie's thoughtfulness, thereby 

rewarding Linnie's considerateness. A few years later, when Linnie was 

sixteen, she and her mother were in a Chinese restaurant in Washington. Six 

men sat at the table next to them and ordered what seemed to be ten dishes 

amongst them. They must have had an appointment because they hadn't 

taken more than a taste of the food when they abruptly left. Linnie looked at 

all the leftover food, then called the waiter. She asked him to put it all in 

containers for her to take when she left 

"There are people outside who could use this," she told her mother. 

"I'm going to give it to them when we leave." 

The people next to them overheard the conversation and said to Linnie 

and her mother that they had thought of doing the same thing but were too 

embarrassed to look like they were taking someone else's leftovers. Linnie's 

desire to help outweighed what she thought others would think of her. She 

knew her mother would approve, as she had once before. 
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Having a nurturing relationship with a parent or some other caring adult 

is critical to developing the capacity to care. Children who have 

empathetic parents tend to be empathetic themselves. But this isn't the 

only way in which empathy is learned. Writing about moral understanding in 

young children, Judy Dunn, who studies children's moral development at 

The Pennsylvania State University, says: 

Children who were showing relatively mature 
behavior in conflict at two years — conciliatory 
acts, teasing, reference to rules, justification for 
prohibition — came from families in which the 
mother, in her interventions in sibling conflict, 
frequently referred to social rules and to the 
feelings of siblings . . . . [P]arental 
explanations to children of the cause of other 
people's distress, especially explanations 
with a strong affective component, are 
particularly effective in promoting altruistic 
behavior. A plausible case can be made for 
the potential influence of family 
conversations about feeling states on the 
development of empathetic behavior, and thus 
moral understanding. 

 

In classroom experiments now involving thousands of pupils, 

psychologist Elliot Aronson and colleagues have found that in elementary 

school classrooms where children work cooperatively to solve problems the 

level of empathy increases dramatically compared to more traditional 

classrooms that rely upon competition for grades and teachers' attention. 

Aronson notes that in competitive situations, children attribute others' 

failures to lack of ability and their rivals success to luck. At the same time, 

they extend the benefit of the doubt to their own failures — I wasn't feeling 

well or the question wasn't fair. However, in a cooperative classroom, 

students extend the same benefit of the doubt to their classmates. They 

were able to be as generous with the other pupils as they were with 



 

39 

themselves. By making students partners rather than competitors, pupils were 

better able to put themselves emotionally in another's place. 

Lyn Brown, Mark Tappan and Carol Gilligan, educators who have 

extensively studied ways to increase a caring response, recommend 

that children be given the opportunity to tell their own stories about real 

moral situations they have encountered. "This leads," they write, "not only to 

an increased sense of authority and authorization on behalf of [empathy], but 

also an increased sense of responsibility for action." This can be done in two 

ways: by teachers providing structured opportunities for students to tell their 

stories to others and by having students write about these experiences either 

by keeping a journal or through essay assignments. Parents can also 

encourage their children to talk about their lives. This can work, however, 

only when the parent withholds judgment. This isn't easy, as we want to 

ensure that our children walk down the right path. However, when a 

parent has already provided a secure moral foundation through her own 

actions and expressed values, then we have to rest confident that the child 

will find his own correct path. Being a good listener is as important as any 

other quality a parent can bring. 

Brown, Tappan and Gilligan also recommend that schools elevate 

history and literature to a level at least equal to math and science. History and 

literature provide concrete illustrations of the lives of others and help students 

understand how and where they fit into society. It helps a person 

understand the importance of context and provides fresh perspectives. 

Literature is a particularly rich source for educating empathy. "Whether 

biographical or fictional, stories provide meaning and belonging in our lives," 

writes Carol Witherell of Lewis and Clark College. "The power of narrative 

and dialogue for educating is in the opportunities they provide for deepening 

understanding of others and for bridging morally diverse communities; 

stories can serve as springboards for ethical action." 

Young children who are read to are set on a road to deepened feelings. 
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And to hear stories and to feel the presence of an adult at the same time is to 

be doubly touched. My family had few books in the home, yet some of my 

fondest memories revolve around reading and being read to. I vividly 

remember my mother sitting beside me when I was sick with fever and reading 

a story to me as I drowsed. I don't recall what she read but I was comforted 

by her presence and by the sound of her voice. I could escape my own 

unhappiness by entering into another life and do it with my mother at my side. 

Later, when I had children of my own, I told them tales and read to them as a 

way of sending them off to what I hoped would be pleasant dreams and 

memories as deeply embedded as mine. 

Children who never read about little engines that could or wild things 

or frogs who are friends or rabbits at tea parties are missing something more 

than pleasure. They are deprived of part of their moral education. I am not 

referring to tales that teach lessons directly or are written to make a point, 

such as Aesop's Fables. Moral tales may be useful but more to the point are 

those stories that make us care about the characters and creatures. Caring is 

the key. Several years ago a psychologist wrote a book updating fairy tales 

that he thought taught the wrong lessons to children. The problem with his 

version was that the characters were wooden and lifeless. They were merely 

props so that he could make his point. His stories failed because the reader 

never identified with the characters. In order for stories to educate one's heart, 

we must first feel for the character. Didactic fiction is useless fiction. 

Literature written with its eyes mainly on political ideologies or the 

marketplace is hardly literature at all. 

Writer Iris Murdoch states that good literature is by its very nature 

moral. "Good novels," she said, "concern the fight between good and evil. 

They are amazingly moral." The key to good literature is the author's 

attitude towards his characters. Professor of English literature John 

Bayley, who is married to Murdoch, explains, "What I understand by an 

author's love for his characters is a delight in their independent existence as 
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other people, an attitude towards them which is analogous to our feelings 

towards those we love in life; an intense interest in their personalities 

combined with a sort of detached solicitude, a respect for their freedom." 

Franz Kafka once said that "a book must be the ax for the frozen sea 

inside us." For adults this may be a laudable goal. But for children I think 

that a book must be breath for the embers of the soul. Caring about fictional 

characters is preparation for caring about real people. When we are immersed 

in a book, the characters are as much as alive for us. We cry or weep or 

become angry at their fortune. Much the same could be said about other art 

forms, but I suspect that especially for children nothing quite matches 

engaging stories in their ability to forge the language of feelings, to touch the 

heart with tenderness. 

Stories serve morality in several other ways. By their very 

nature, full of complexity, ambiguity, surprise and contradiction, stories 

indicate that there are many dimensions to morality. Each story is distinctive 

and is unlike any other story. Stories, therefore, mirror the fact that each life 

is unique, and so, therefore, are the moral lives of those who read the 

stories. Stories, unlike theory and abstractions, present particular 

people, at particular times, in particular places. It is the very specificity 

that narratives present that brings the theory to life, so to speak. 

The implication of caring being a primary component of morality for 

schools is also clear. No matter how important we may think knowledge and 

skills are for children to acquire, in terms of their character they need 

exposure to the humanities. Classic Chinese education, designed to create 

virtuous people, begins with poetry. As explained by Tu Wei-Ming, "Poetry 

refines human feelings and sentiments into artistic expressions of humanity. 

To understand poetry is to have access to these collective feelings. The ability 

to respond to the world in a poetic sense is considered essential to the 

development of the person." 

Math and science are fine, literature and art finer still. Lucky are the 
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children who have stories read to them, who are given fables and short 

stories and novels and books of poetry, who vicariously enter the lives of 

other people who are born and die in other times, in distant places or in 

neighborhoods just like their own. Lucky are they whose hearts are broken 

when Bambi's mother is shot by the hunter or follow the adventures of two 

boys in Mississippi or that of a yellow dog. These children don't know that 

they are learning moral lessons but they are. Reading a story for its 

own sake, they are absorbing deeper messages, subtle ones. Engaging a 

child through imaginative literature leads the child in the direction of, in the 

Oliners' term, an "expansive personality." 

Literature is important in still another way. When a child reads a book 

on her own, she takes a book at her own pace, in her own space. This 

provides room for reflection, an opportunity to think unhurriedly, without 

pressure, a chance to think independent thoughts, to explore alternative ways 

of understanding and relating. While building an emotional groundwork, 

literature is also helping to establish a pattern of critical, reflective thinking. 

There is still another way in which caring is learned and that is 

through volunteer work on the behalf of those in need. Many school districts 

— and religious institutions —throughout the country have instituted 

community service as part of the curriculum. Robert Wuthnow, director of 

the Center for the Study of American Religion at Princeton 

University, contends that teenagers who engage in voluntary service develop 

a sense of caring that can carry over into their adult lives. However, he warns 

that helping others requires understanding. Otherwise, volunteer activities 

may degenerate into condescension. Or the student may work in a soup 

kitchen because it looks good on a resume. It is important that the 

service teenagers engage in be given meaning by the adults around them and 

that the volunteers be encouraged to reflect upon their actions and the effect it 

has upon those they are helping and to understand their own motivations for 

the action. Actions don't stand alone, out of context but are rooted in the 
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meaning and importance we give to them. Wuthnow emphasizes the 

importance of providing guidance and interpretation. "The transition from 

primordial virtue to responsible moral behavior . . . represents a journey 

away from innocence and naive strength to a world in which innocence 

is no longer possible, self-reflection is needed, and greater effort is 

required." Feelings need to be informed because the world is more 

complex than family life, institutions operate differently than intimate 

relations and there is sometimes a conflict between various interests. 

This is why everything we need to know cannot be learned in 

kindergarten. Reason and judgment are indispensable for moral behavior. 

And it is to this cognitive component of moral development that I now turn 

my attention. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE REASON FOR REASON 

I was about ten years old when my aunt brought me a postcard-size 

silk Japanese flag from her visit to the United Nations. It never occurred to 

ask why, so soon after W.W.II, she gave me a flag from a country that had so 

recently been at war with America. But I appreciated the gift and it became a 

prized item amongst my toys. I had never seen anything like it before. All the 

flags I had seen were cheap cotton cloth but this was beautiful to touch and 

look at. 

One day I brought my flag outside with me. Junior, who lived 

next door, was outraged at my insensitivity. He insisted that I show my love 

for America and disdain for Japan by spitting on the flag, throwing it on the 

ground and grinding my heel into it. 

I didn't like his proposal. 

"Why should I do that?" I demanded to know. 

"Japan is no good " he said. "So step on it." 

"It's my flag," I replied. "My aunt gave it to me. I can't ruin it." 

Junior insisted; I resisted. Finally, he ripped the flag out my hand 

and stamped on it. When I picked up the flag I noticed a tear in one of the 

corners, and the dirt from his shoe spoiled its pure silky whiteness. 

Junior couldn't understand why I would want to keep such a 

reviled object. I didn't know what I was going to tell my aunt. For years I 

kept the flag, heartbroken that it was dirty and torn. 
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Philosophers who turn to reason as the basis of ethics say that 

feelings are too fickle to provide a solid foundation for making moral 

choices. Feelings are incapable of providing an objective standard by 

which to live. Feelings may be interesting to psychologists but they 

have nothing to do with knowing what one ought to do. That is in the 

domain of philosophers. 

To some extent, this is true. Reacting emotionally to the world around 

us, while necessary, is not a sufficient condition for a moral life. For 

this we need a more systematic and comprehensive approach, “one that 

resolves the tension between individual and group interests in a way 

that seems best for the most members of the group, hence promotes a 

give and take,” says primatologist Frans de Waal. It is admirable to be 

morally outraged as we witness injustice, but in the wider world we often 

don't personally see injustices done. Our decisions are less dramatic but real 

to us nevertheless. Sometimes we aren't even aware that there is an ethical 

decision to be made and act as though every right-minded person would do 

the same as we. 

I lived in Kenya soon after independence. In my small town 

there was an Englishwoman who was packing her bags to return home after 

years of living in colonial privilege. She couldn't take her pedigree Airedale 

home with her and asked my wife and I if we would like Gypsy. She laid 

down one condition for our accepting the dog: if she had pups we couldn't 

give them away but must sell them. This wasn't to make a profit but, she 

said, as a way of ensuring that those who took the puppies would be able to 

take care of them. This seemed reasonable to us and we readily made the 

promise. During the next year, we became close friends with a couple. 

Indeed, when our son was born, Armand became his godfather. Then Gypsy 

had her first litter and Armand asked for one of the whelps. We were happy 

that he wanted one but, keeping the promise we had made, we asked for a 
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nominal amount. Armand didn't say anything to us but our 

relationship deteriorated. We had no idea what had happened. We returned to 

the States and learned that Armand had moved to England. Many years 

later, when my wife and I found Armand nearly by accident, did we 

discover the cause for the rupture. He had been deeply disappointed in 

us and extremely hurt by our request. If we were like brothers, how could 

even think of charging him for the dog? he wanted to know. For my part, I 

had made a promise and by asking for a small sum I thought I had 

arrived at a satisfactory compromise. I was giving Armand what he 

wanted and keeping the promise, all at the same time. Fortunately, we 

were now able to talk about the incident and able to repair the damage my 

wife and I had thoughtlessly done. I relate this anecdote because it is a tale of 

misunderstanding. This is about a conflict between a principle (keeping a 

promise, even if foolishly given) and a relationship. 

Armand was operating from his heart; I was acting from my head. 

Generally, our feelings and our thoughts co-mingle and inform each other. 

Seldom do we find a person who is pure feeling or pure thought. Even those 

who are near one end of the spectrum still find their thoughts and feelings 

entangled. In fact, the inter-action between them is so intimate that it is 

nearly impossible to know one without the other. What we know occurs in 

the setting of our emotions and our emotions are informed by what 

we know. Nevertheless, we can look at them separately and in that way 

better understand each of them. 

Here I want to explore at the relationship between reasoning and 

morality. "Moral reasoning plays a critical role in the production of moral 

behavior," psychologists Brenda Bredemeir and David Shields state. "In fact, 

even if other factors influence moral choices to a similar (or even greater) 

degree, moral reasoning is critical because it produces the moral meaning that 

an intended action has for the individual." If we accept this as true, then we 

ask: How do we come to think about morality as we do? Is there something 
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about how our minds are constructed that helps shape the judgments we 

adopt? Are there strategies for deciding what is right and wrong that are as 

much part of our biological make-up as is our capacity to empathize with 

others? Just as moral feelings are innate and universal, so, too, our brains 

function in such a way that there is structure to thinking that unfolds with 

time. Children come to moral judgments as naturally as they develop the 

ability to speak. 

How Children Think 

Jean Piaget was an early pioneer in the field of cognitive psychology. 

In the early 1930s, he began interviewing Swiss children to try to 

understand the way in which children comprehended the world. He 

observed children manipulating physical objects; he listened to them talk 

about the past and the future; he watched children play, argue and follow 

rules. Piaget found that their understanding of space, time and morality were 

linked. He concluded that children's minds, like their bodies, matured over 

time. Children were no more miniature adults cognitively than physically. In 

the three areas of space, time and morality, young children believe the world 

is as they see it. As they grow older, however, they are able to make 

inferences about the nature of things despite appearances. A good 

illustration of this is a test done by Piaget as described by a 

contemporary social psychologist, John H. Flavell of Stanford University: 

Piaget's test for conservation of liquid quantity 
illustrates the meaning of this and other . . 
.[progressions]: (1) the child first agrees that two 
identical glasses contain identical amounts of 
water; (2) the experimenter pours water from one 
glass to a third, taller and thinner glass, with the 
child watching; (3) the experimenter asks the 
child whether the two amounts of water are still 
identical, or whether one glass now contains more 
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water than the other. The typical preschool 
nonconserver is apt to conclude, after the liquid 
has been poured, that the taller and thinner glass 
now has more water. . . [She] is more given than 
the older child to make judgments based on the 
basis of the immediate, perceived appearances of 
things. . . The middle-childhood conserver, on the 
other hand, may also think that the tall glass 
looks like it contains more water because the 
liquid column is higher, but she goes beyond 
mere appearances to infer from the available 
evidence that the two quantities are really the 
same. That is, she makes an inference about the 
underlying reality. 

The importance to ethics is Piaget's point that children conceive of 

space, time and morality in the same manner. And the understanding of each 

of these categories changes as the child matures. You can use language as an 

analogy to what Piaget was getting at. An infant's first vocalizations are 

gurgles and noises. Then come goo-goo's and da-da's and these give way 

to simple sentences. Over time children can express most of their desires 

and ideas, and later still acquire language skills that straighten out syntax and 

grammar. Moral reasoning is much like that, Piaget found. At around five 

years old, children are concrete and simple, saying things such as, "Whatever 

mothers tell their kids to do, they have to do." "If you get hit, you should hit 

back but only as much as they hit you." 

The principle behind such evaluations of moral responsibility Piaget 

termed crude equality or "sheer equality in all its brutality." It is the eye-for-

an-eye approach, simple, straight-forward and admitting no exceptions. 

The world is viewed in black and white terms. Nuances and complexities 

have no part in this thinking. This simple understanding of morality gives 

way as the child gets older. At about ten, Piaget noted, the "child sets 

forgiveness above revenge, not out of weakness, but because 'there is no end' 

to revenge." The child's understanding of morality starts to encompass 
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considerations of the future. Morality moves from the here-and-now to the 

then-and-maybe. By adolescence, the ideal of justice admits for other 

considerations, such as motive and context. 

Not only does the child's time-frame expand with age, so does her 

understanding of the reasons for rules themselves. Children move from 

considering only the external and tangible factors to paying attention to the 

motives underlying the action. Children move from superficial to mature 

judgments. 

Parents often find that their young children will present a rigid moral 

code, then do something else. What little hypocrites, we think. What bald-

faced lies. How does Piaget explain this common-place occurrence? He 

notes that we cannot expect consistency from children until they understand 

the underlying reasons why there are moral rules worth following. Until they 

can grasp the reasons, children are motivated by forces outside themselves, 

initially by the fear of punishment, then to the pragmatic tit-for-tat approach. 

They follow rules from others, but the rules aren't internalized. At this point, 

morality lacks roots. Therefore, when a young child isn't in the presence of 

an adult, his desire to satisfy an immediate want becomes too strong to resist. 

They do what they want (rather than the moral thing) because there is no 

adult present who is going to punish them. This type of morality Piaget calls 

"heteronomous," meaning that the rules come from outside oneself. Morality 

is superficial and fickle. 

In contrast to this phase stands the autonomous phase in which the 

motivation for moral behavior feels as though it comes from within. The right 

thing is chosen not because of the fear of punishment or the desire to get 

something back in return. Rather this phase of reasoning resembles the ethical 

dictum that is found in religions through the world. To treat others as one 

would want to be treated in return overrules egocentric impulses. This isn't 

tit-for-tat thinking but something more mature: the ability to imagine oneself 

in the place of another. It is to figuratively stand in another's shoes, to see the 
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world from someone else's perspective, a capacity which comes only with 

age. To illustrate the point, a psychologist asked children about the 

Golden Rule. Many young children could recite the rule accurately: 

Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. However, when he 

asked the same children what the rule tells them to do if they are hit by 

someone, their answers missed the spirit of the maxim. "Hit them back," 

they said. "Do unto others like they do unto you." Young children 

couldn't grasp the meaning of the maxim. They lacked the ability to 

understand the reasons for the rules. 

However, children's reasoning abilities doesn't always fall into neat 

categories. It's as though the physically maturing child is clumsy at one task 

but graceful in another. So the thinking about what's right or wrong is 

sometimes a mixture of contradictory reasons for making a moral judgment. 

Here is part of an interview Piaget conducted with Constance, age 7. 

(Let's pretend that you are the mummy. You 
have two little girls. One of them breaks fifteen 
cups as she is coming into the dining room, the 
other breaks one cup as she is trying to get some 
jam while you are not there. Which of them 
would you punish more severely?) The one who 
broke the fifteen cups. . . (Have you ever broken 
anything?) A cup. (How?) I wanted to wipe it, 
and I let it drop. (What else have you broken?) 
Another time, a plate. (How?) I took it to play 
with. (Which was the naughtier thing to do?) The 
plate, because I oughtn't have taken it. (And how 
about the cup?) That was less naughty because I 
wanted to wipe it. (Which were you punished 
most for, the cup or the plate?) For the plate. 
(Listen, I am going to tell you two more stories. 
A little girl is wiping the cups. She is putting 
them away, wiping them with a cloth, and she 
broke five cups. Another little girl is playing with 
some plates. She breaks a plate. Which of them is 
naughtier?) The girl who broke the five cups. 
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Talking to a child who combines two phases at one time can be 

exasperating. "Can't you see that you have just said one thing, now 

another?" we are tempted to ask. No, they can't. 

 

Knowing What You're Doing 

This contradiction between reciting a moral rule and acting on the rule 

is familiar to all parents. But such disparities between saying and doing 

shouldn't upset us. It isn't that young children are willful in their responses. 

They don't even know what they are doing. It is like the child who can sing 

song lyrics without understanding what he is saying. ("Row, row, row your 

boat/Gently down the stream./Merrily, merrily, merrily/Life is buttering the 

dream," my young son used to sing.)  Young children are literally 

incapable of understanding any better. Only with maturity can they stand 

apart, outside themselves, imagine themselves as another person and then 

make judgments about behavior aware of the complexity of what it means 

to be that person. I discussed some of these ideas in Chapter Two 

regarding the inherent capacity to feel for another person. The difference 

between this later capacity to see things from another's point of view 

and the earlier impulse of empathy is that toddlers do not distinguish 

between themselves and others. The feeler and what was being felt are 

identical. For infants, perception and the perceiver are one and the same. It is 

as though another's pain is literally the infant's own rather than that another's 

pain is like my own. Only later in life can they identify with another's 

feelings without confusing their feelings for their own. As toddlers mature 

into children they begin to differentiate themselves from their 

surroundings. Only as children mature into adolescence do they begin to 

separate themselves as unique individuals distinct from the group of which 

they are a part. 

A major contribution of Piaget's work is in making clear that just 
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as children develop physically in a particular order (for example, first sitting 

up, then crawling and finally walking), there is a definite direction in which 

children's reasoning ability develops. One component of cognitive 

development is that of making moral judgments. Summarizing Piaget's theory 

on moral development, John Gibbs of The Ohio State University, writes, 

"Piaget concluded that there is in general a 'definite direction' in moral 

development from `primitive' to 'more evolved' phases of moral judgment: in 

summary, from an external morality of physical appearance and 

consequence, to a pragmatic morality of tit-for-tat reciprocity, and finally to a 

more internal and autonomous morality entailing consideration of 

psychological contexts and ideal 

The American psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg elaborated and 

refined Piaget's work, accepting the idea that moral thinking grows in a 

particular direction and that this growth is as natural to human beings as the 

development of language skills. This is not to say that the outcome is 

inevitable. Sometimes development is arrested; sometimes it is fostered by 

new and favorable conditions. For example, in the last several generations 

children have been taller than their parents. Nothing has changed in our genes. 

It has been a matter of improved nutrition and fewer childhood diseases. In 

other words, the potential for growth is available to everyone — 

everything else being equal — but external conditions can either stunt 

that growth or promote it. 

Similarly, not every adult will understand the complexities of moral 

situations. To them everything is clear-cut and they want no part of what 

they consider wishy-washy equivocation. In her memoir, The Flame 

Trees of Thika, Elspeth Huxley recalls this conversation with a visitor to 

her farm: 

"I have never been able to understand the 
difference between a bribe and a tip," Robin said. 
"Yet you are a blackguard if you do give the 
one, or if you fail to give the other. It is very 
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difficult." 
 
"I suppose it's a question of timing," Ian 
suggested. "One comes before service, the 
other after. Would it make you think any 
better of us, Hereward, to know that we gave 
him his pourboire after he had smoothed our 
path with Menelik, and not before?" 
 
"You can split hairs if you like," Hereward 
replied gruffly. "Right's right and wrong's 
wrong to me." 
 
"You are lucky to see things so clearly," Lettice 
said. 
 
"There's no luck about it. Right and wrong are 
there for everyone to see. They are often 
inconvenient, and therefore people pretend they 
are obscure as an excuse for dodging them. That's 
all." 

A striking thing about someone like Hereward, however, is how 

convinced he is of his own certainty, that he is the only one who thinks 

clearly and if you don't agree with him you are fooling yourself or you are a 

fool. If others' thinking weren't so clouded by whatever — inconvenience, 

cowardice, irrationality, etc. — they would also see the obvious, too. The 

frustration over what he sees as others obtuseness leads him to dismiss their 

opinions. A Hereward sees himself as superior not necessarily because he 

thinks he is so smart as that he believes that others are so blind. The 

Herewards of the world, full of self-righteousness as they are, are hardly 

models of tolerance. They may indulge ignorance but they certainly don't 

respect it. They aren't committed to their "point of view" for that would 

imply that perspective has something to do with morals and that opens the 

way to relativism. Right is right, nothing more or less. In the view of a 

Hereward, to disagree with him is like a color-blind person thinking that her 

opinion of Van Gogh's use of color in his sunflowers is equal to any other's. 
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The problem with Hereward's self-assurance is that many of life's 

problems are ambiguous and the solutions far from obvious. This isn't 

because we can't think as clearly as Hereward but because there are times 

when the solution isn't obvious at all. There can be several reasons for this: 

the situation may be murky, we may lack all the facts, our knowledge may be 

incomplete, there may be a conflict between two rights or two bads. 

Sometimes we need to choose something less than the perfect right in order to 

compromise. As the Roman Seneca said, "The perfect is the enemy of the 

good." 

There is an admirable side to Hereward's attitude, though. Some 

situations don't lend themselves to compromise but require an adherence to 

principle. The moral standing of Nazism wasn't a matter of one's point of 

view. In fact, there was nothing redeeming about the regime whatsoever. 

Those who resisted the Nazis in Germany did the right thing. And Hereward 

may also be right in saying that some people don't do the right thing even 

when they know it because they may be inconvenienced or they are cowardly. 

But these are extreme examples. Mostly we have to decide things such as 

differentiating between a bribe and a tip, or, as parents often have to do, 

figuring out the difference between rewarding children's good behavior and 

bribing them to behave properly. Hereward may fail to see the distinction 

but then again he wasn't a father. 

Closer to home is the example from the U.S. Congress which makes 

the distinction between money legally given to a candidate and contributions 

which are considered bribes. An article in the New York Times presented 

these two examples: a lobbyist gives a senator $1,000 to introduce 

legislation favorable to his company. The senator makes a down 

payment on a car, then drafts a bill desired by the lobbyist. This 

senator's actions are criminal. In the second case, a lobbyist gives $1,000 to 

the senator's campaign fund. The senator takes $1,000 from the fund, makes 

a down payment on a car and introduces a bill desired by the lobbyist. There 
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is nothing illegal about this senator's action. The first case is a bribe, the 

second is a campaign donation. "Why are the actions of one man considered 

illegal and the actions of the other legitimate? Legally," the reporter writes, 

"the answers rests on distinctions worthy of a Talmud scholar." In other 

words, the distinction may be so fine that there may be no real ethical 

distinction at all. 

Stages of Moral Development 

As you can see from the chart of Kohlberg's stages (p.50), his theory 

of moral development is an elaboration and refinement of Piaget's theory of 

cognitive development. Kohlberg devoted his entire professional career to 

the study of moral development, while Piaget looked at morality in relation to 

larger cognitive matters. No single person has been more influential in 

bringing the field of moral development to the attention of both scholars and 

lay people than Kohlberg. 

While Piaget confined his observations to Swiss children, Kohlberg 

broadened the examination to include children from around the world. Since 

Kohlberg's initial study in the late 1950s, innumerable studies have been 

done. Most have confirmed his hypothesis, namely, there is a natural 

tendency for moral judgments to develop in stages and that these stages 

unfold in sequence. A person can no more move from stage one reasoning to 

stage four by skipping stages two and three than can someone grow from four 

feet tall to five feet tall by skipping the eleven inches in-between. Kohlberg 

used the terminology of stages, conjuring an image much like steps on a 

staircase. While sometimes the changes from one way of thinking to another 

can be abrupt - How come I didn't see that before? — it is more helpful to 

think of the stages as stops along a highway. Between the various 

stages a person may employ a mix of concepts and motivations, until the 

next step fully replaces the one before. 
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There needs to be a word of explanation about the relation between 

age and stage. Moral maturation, like all other kinds, occurs not in 

clockwork fashion but fluidly. Some reach a stage much sooner than others. 

What's more, not everyone reaches the final stages. For a variety of reasons, 

many of which are discussed in this book, moral growth is often stunted. 

Here is a brief summary of the stages described by Kohlberg: 1. 

punishment-obedience; 2. instrumentality - means and ends; 3. good-boy, 

nice-girl; 4. law and order; 5. social contract; 6. universal ethic. Remember, 

this is about moral reasoning and judgments, not sympathy, compassion or 

caring, although there is some overlap. The following chart is adapted from 

Lawrence Kohlberg's The Psychology of Moral Development. 



 

57 

 

 

Level and Stage What is right Reasons for 

doing 

right 

Social. 

perspective 

of stage 
 Avoiding breaking 

rules 

A v o i d a n c e  o f Egocentric

 poin

t of 

Stage 1 backed by 

punishment; 

punishment; 

conceding 

view. Doesn't 

recognize ages 1-8 obedience for its 

own 

to the superior 

power of 

that interests of 

others  sake; avoiding 

physical 

authorities. differ from the self. 
heteronomous damage to persons 

and 

 Confusion of 

authority's morality property.  perspective with 

one's 

own. 
 Following rules only To serve your own 

needs 

Aware that 

everybody 
Stage 2 when it is to 

someone's 

or interests in a 

world 

has his own 

interest to ages 8-12 immediate

 inte

rest; 

where you

 have to 

pursue and

 these  acting to meet your 

own 

recognize that

 other 

conflict, so that 

right is Individualism, in- interests and needs 

and 

people have

 their 

relative (in the 

concrete strumental purpose, 

and 

exchange 

letting others

 do

 the 

same. Right is also 

a 

deal. 

interests too. individualistic 

sense). 

 Living up to what 

is 

The need to be a 

good 

 
Stage 3 

ages 11-18 

expected by people 

close 

to you. "Being 

good" is 

person in your own 

eyes 

and those of 

others. 

Aware of shared 

feelings, 

a g r e e m e n t s ,  and 
 important and 

means 

Your caring for 

others. 

expectations which 

take Mutual

 interpers

onal 

expectations,

 

rela- 

having good 

motives, 

showing concern 

about 

Desire to maintain 

rules 

and authority

 which 

primacy over 

individual 

interests. 
tionships, and

 inter- 

personal 

conformity 

others. support stereo-

typically 

good behavior. 

 

 Laws are to be 

upheld 

To keep the 

institution 

Takes the point of 

view 
Stage 4 except in extreme 

cases 

going as a whole or 

the 

of the system that 
ages 16-21 where they conflict 

with 

imperative of 

conscience 

defines roles and 

rules.  other fixed social 

duties. 

to meet your 

defined 

Considers

 indivi

dual 

Social system and R i g h t  is

 a l so  

obligations

 (e

asily 

relations in

 terms 

of 

conscience contributing to 

society, 

the group, or 

institution. 

confused with 

stage 3 

belief in rules and 

authority). 

place in the 

system. 

 Being aware that 

most 

A sense of 

obligation to 

Perspective of a 

rational 
Stage 5 values and rules are law because of 

your 

Individual 
over age 18 relative to your 

group. 

social contract to 

make 

aware of values 

and 
 Some nonrelative 

values 

and abide by laws 

for the 

rights prior to

 social Social contract or 

utility 

and rights like life 

and 

welfare of all and 

for the 

A t t a c h m e n t s  an d 
and individual 

rights 

liberty, how-ever, 

must 

protection of all 

people's 

contracts.

 Cons

iders 
 

be upheld in any 

society 

and regardless of 

majority opinion. 

rights. moral and legal 

points of 

view; recognizes 

that 

they sometimes 

conflict. 

 

The first stage of development is the most concrete form of thinking. A 

young child's reasoning, influenced by size and physical consequences and, 
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not surprisingly, by her understanding of why things are right or wrong, 

reflects this. Rules are obeyed in order to avoid punishment. What is right is 

what authority says is right. And who is that authority? As one child told 

Kohlberg, "The father is the boss because he's bigger." The world is 

understood in egocentric terms and there is confusion or the inability to 

recognize that other's needs may be different than one's own. Only as the 

child begins to recognize herself as someone apart from others — the 

world 

doesn't disappear when she closes her eyes — is it possible to make 

different kinds of moral judgments. 

Stage one thinking is thoroughly self-centered. At this point children 

are practical, calculating right and wrong like little accountants balancing their 

books and paying attention to the bottom line. Can I get away with it? Who 

can punish me? A child at stage one is after getting as much as she wants 

while avoiding as much pain as possible. It's as if the child were running 

around shouting, "I'm #1, I'm #1." Actually, the child couldn't understand 

the implications of such a statement (that there are others who are #2 and so 

on) because a child's mind can't conceive that other people have needs and 

wants that matter as much as his own. The child can't understand what it 

means not to be who she is and not to want what she wants. The only 

reason as small child goes along with a rule contrary to her own desires is 

that someone bigger has commanded it. If you ask a young girl if she has a 

sister and she says 'yes,' ask her if her sister has a sister. She will 

say 'no.'  This is a rudimentary understanding of both the physical 

and the social world; it is the only perspective she is able to grasp. At this 

stage, morality is understood as totally externally oriented. I'll only do it 

because others tell me to and if I don't I'll get punished. 

Children move on to the next style of reasoning (stage 2) somewhere 

between eight and twelve. What makes judgments here different than 

before is that stage two is the beginning of taking other people's 
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interests into account. Self-centered reasoning is supplanted by a 

pragmatic form that is more social in nature. At this stage, children are nice in 

order to get along. It is tit-for-tat thinking. I'll be nice to Chris; then Chris will 

be nice to me. I won't lie to Pat, so Pat won't lie to me. At this stage children 

discover a phrase that haunts nearly every household where there is more 

than one child: It's not fair! He has more candy than me; she is allowed to 

stay up later than me; his piece of cake is bigger than mine, ad nauseam. All 

explanations about justice appear to fall on deaf ears. It all comes down to 

the same thing, It's not fair! Appeals to authority may stop the whining 

but it doesn't soothe the aggrieved conscience or stop the whimpering. To 

the child crying foul, all explanations are rationalizations. What is fair is 

obvious. Being fair is being equal and equal means the same. A slogan such 

as, Each according to his needs, is incomprehensible to the child. Equal= 

same is no different than 1+1=2. Benevolence and equity haven't yet entered 

into their thinking. They can no more reason with these factors than a child 

first learning to add and subtract can understand division and multiplication. 

To understand what is going on, it is useful to know a little 

about stage two thinking. While more abstract than the previous stage, it is 

still very specific and applied to particular situations. The social world is 

unbending and exacting. Robert Kegan illustrates this type of reasoning by 

relating an experience he had as a 7th grade teacher. In one of his classes he 

had his students read a short story about a boy their age who played a 

baseball game. Marty was a rotten ballplayer and hoped that he could get 

through a game without having to catch a hit ball. But on this day he has to 

make the key play of the game. Flailing. about, he chases the ball only to 

muff the play and lose the game for his team. Poor Marty. His friends 

ridicule his performance. Then one day a new kid moves into the 

neighborhood, someone more clumsy than Marty. When sides are chosen, for 

the first time Marty isn't last to be taken. And sure enough the new kid 

finds himself in the same position as Marty did earlier in the summer: a 
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ball is coming his way, he runs this way and that, misses the ball and loses 

the game for the team. He walks back to the dugout a dejected, pathetic 

figure. Humiliating taunts are heaped on his drooping shoulders, the jeering 

led by none other than Marty. 

So, the teacher asks his class, what do you think the moral of the 

story is? Kegan summarizes his pupils responses this way, "The story is 

saying that people may be mean to you and push you down and make you 

feel crummy and stuff, but it's saying things aren't really all that bad because 

eventually you'll get your chance to push someone down and then you'll be 

on top." Kegan thought that his students must have been putting him on. It 

wasn't the moral that was so obvious to him. He asked them if they 

thought that what Marty had done was really all right? 

 

It was more than okay; it was the right thing to 
do. 
It was the only thing to do. 
Look, we were six graders last year, right? — 
the oldest in the school. We pushed the little 
kids around. Now we're the little kids and 
we're getting pushed around. Wait till we're 
seniors! Fair is fair! 

Kegan's initial exasperation at the students' insensitive responses 

gave way to new understanding and insight as he placed their comments in 

the framework developed by Kohlberg. Instead of hearing their answers 

as immoral, Kegan now understood them through the theory of moral 

development. Students were using different levels of moral reasoning. 

Kegan realized that it was unrealistic to expect his pupils, who were 

still maturing, to think as he did. In fact, when he applied Kohlberg's 

stage theory to his pupils, he understood them as expressing sentiments 

appropriate to their age. They weren't immoral or amoral. In fact, they were 

little moralists, knowing precisely what was right and anticipating the 

hand of justice. They had no doubt that Marty's teammates had 
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mistreated him. They had done him wrong. They also had no qualms 

about evaluating Marty. He was wrong for what he did to the new kid. But 

they couldn't condemn anyone, since they were all doing what comes 

naturally. That's the deal. Big kids always pick on little ones and when little 

ones grow up they will get their chance to pick on those coming up behind 

them. The students could understand how others felt, Marty first, then the 

new kid. What they couldn't do is to make the connection between the 

various characters in the story and understand all the feelings 

simultaneously. 

No sooner have children integrated stage two reasoning when 

they begin to incorporate a wider way of thinking and making ethical 

judgments. As Kohlberg explains, "Stage 3 . . . allows one to understand 

reciprocity as going beyond concrete notions of equal exchange to 

maintaining relationships, mutuality or expectations, and sentiments of 

gratitude and obligation." At stage three, the child is very much tuned into 

other people — what they want of him, what is important to them, what they 

value. Much of his identity is tied to his family, but the web of identification 

often includes friends, neighbors and the nation as well. The identification 

frequently is very strong. 

The anecdote I told at the beginning of this chapter can be viewed as 

an argument between two boys who understood the nature of loyalty 

differently. It is also an interesting illustration of two examples of stage three 

thinking. Junior's jingoism is typical of stage three. It is pseudo-patriotism, 

though. What did he really know about the differences between Japan 

and America other than during the war the Japanese were despicable while 

Americans were heroes? Neither of us understood the profound differences 

between a democratic system and a totalitarian one. Whatever either of us 

knew or understood came directly from more immediate sources, our 

families. I suspect Junior still despised the Japanese after the war because he 

thought (correctly or incorrectly) that is what his family expected of him. 
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Junior was the enforcer of the code that came not from textbooks but from 

family talk. My Japanese flag represented the enemy, no questions asked. 

Many moral matters are clear-cut to ten year olds. "I am a good boy. My 

family thinks this is right. Good boys think the right thing, so I think the 

same as my family." 

The incident made a deep impression on me because it took me by 

such surprise. I wasn't a traitor. I hated the Germans and the Japanese as 

much as he did, a least in the movies. My cousin had been wounded in Iwo 

Jima, another had flown in planes in the European theater. But the war was 

over. And now some of my tinny toys were made in Japan and I knew people 

who bought German cameras. But I understand Junior's pride nevertheless. 

After all I loved the Dodgers because, well, because they were from 

Brooklyn. And I remember my chest swelling as I watched marchers in a 

Brooklyn Day parade and the fluttering banners and thinking how special we 

were that we went to school in Brooklyn and had an extra day off because of 

it. 

However, when it came to the flag, in Junior's eyes, I wasn't a good 

boy. I didn't conform to his expectations. I wasn't supporting America 

as hard as he. I was being unpatriotic. Of course, I thought Junior was 

wrong for soiling my flag. I couldn't understand why he thought it was 

so wrong that I enjoyed the Rising Sun. Both of us were taking our cues 

from our families and evidently our families parted company on the 

persistence of defining Japan as an enemy. If Junior, for the sake of this 

discussion, had come out to play wearing a swastika that an uncle had given 

him, I probably would have reacted as he had. Germany was despised in my 

home the way Japan had never been. We were both reflecting the different 

importance our families had given to the values of holding on to particular 

past injuries. While both our families agreed that Nazis couldn't be 

forgiven, we differed about post-war Japan. None of this was spelled out 

for us. It was part of the atmosphere of family life. 
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Junior and I defined our goodness in terms of what others thought of 

us and our desire to conform to what we thought they demanded from us. 

Kohlberg points out that at this stage, duty means fulfilling one's role 

obligations and doing what is expected of a good person in that role. At the 

moment Junior took the flag from me he was doing what a good American 

should do: defile the enemy's symbols. But I wanted to do what a good 

nephew is supposed to do: enjoy a present. 

There are good reasons why stage three thinking generally gives way 

to stage four. Let's look at the Golden Rule, first through the lens of stage 

two. If you ask people at this stage what the rule means they say something 

like 'you should hit him back since he has hit you.' And why should someone 

follow the Golden Rule? It's because you get back what you give. Stage 

three reasons that if you hit someone, he won't like you. Being accepted is 

operating here. In the next step, forgiveness replaces revenge. "The 

sociomoral order is conceived of as primarily composed of dyadic 

relationships of mutual role taking, mutual affection, gratitude, and concern 

for one another's approval," writes Kohlberg. 

Stage four reasons for the Golden Rule differ. Because you are 

now capable of putting yourself in someone's position, you can 

imagine what it's like to be him or her. Therefore, you begin to factor 

their needs into decision-making. At this stage, children can imagine what it 

is like to be another person even if they have had no personal experience of 

their situation. Our relationships with other people no longer turn on 

exchanges but on an ideal of equity. So we help not because we expect to be 

helped in return but because society functions best when there are stable 

relationships. 

This level of development works well for small groups, such as 

family and friends. It rests upon a concern about what others think about us. I 

know you, you know me, and I want you to think well of me. Both Junior 

and I pleased our families by our conforming to their expectations of us. But 
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you can see where this kind of thinking is limited. First, it doesn't help in 

deciding what to do when there is a conflict with others who aren't part of 

our group and don't share our way of doing things. Junior took his cues 

from his family, me from mine. The second limitation is that there is a strong 

tendency towards conformity. If I am concerned about pleasing other people, 

I'm not going to go out of my way to think for myself or do very much that is 

going to get me into trouble with the group. Most of the time when we say 

that an infant is such a good baby, what we mean is that she doesn't fuss 

much. A content baby is a good baby. But it is obvious that contentment 

or conformity isn’t identical with goodness. Making bullies conform to a 

higher standard is a good thing, but making decent people conform to 

injustices is obviously an awful thing. 

Not until we were a little older were Junior and I capable of 

understanding larger matters. At ten we couldn't know how society at-

large worked. Our families, yes, our school maybe. We knew these from 

experience. But units much bigger than that were foreign and opaque. If 

we thought about them at all, we assumed that they functioned just as our 

small worlds did. Some time during adolescence our understandings 

broadened and we began to appreciate that there were standards 

independent of and superior to our families themselves. No longer were 

rules right because that was how our family and friends did things and 

not right because they said so. At this stage I began to do the right thing in 

order to keep institutions on track. If there weren't rules or laws, everyone 

would do whatever pleased them and society would come to a halt. Then 

everyone would suffer. 

When I was 14, my friends wanted to play organized basketball but 

there was no local team for us to join. We found a league nearby but 

we needed institutional sponsorship. So we decided that under the 

umbrella of a nearby synagogue we would create a social. club and the 

club in turn would sponsor the team. Since the synagogue didn't have a 
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youth group, they were glad to receive our proposal. The only thing that they 

required of us is that the club live by a set of by-laws spelling out the rules 

and regulations. We didn't have rules like this for the park, so why did we 

need them now? That's what clubs do, we were told. Since none of us 

knew anything about by-laws, we were handed the boilerplate variety by 

our new advisor. And once we had them, we enforced them with a 

vengeance. "If you are going to be in this club, you better come to the 

meetings. If you don't pay your dues, you're going to be thrown out. If you 

miss more than two practices, you may as well hang up your sneakers. We 

can't let you get away with it. If everyone did that, we wouldn't have a club. 

If you don't like it, tough. Go back to the playground where you belong." 

We elected officers, held meetings, collected dues and arranged for 

dances. We had our club of good, close friends — neighborhood basketball 

buddies. Everything was great. The halcyon days abruptly came to an end 

when one friend sponsored another kid for membership. I don't remember 

why I objected to him. It was probably as simple as he wasn't my friend 

to begin with. Whatever it was, I felt we just couldn't have him. There was 

a lengthy and heated meeting about whether to accept his application and in 

the end we voted him down. But on what grounds? our advisor wanted to 

know. I told him we didn't want him. Why, the advisor asked. I said that 

he didn't fit in; he wasn't our kind. That reason wasn't stipulated in the 

by-laws, so we couldn't reject him. So we voted on a bylaw change to 

make it legal. "Hold on," Mr. Heller said. "The by-laws can be altered, if 

you wish." he said. "There is a procedure for that. But you can't create the 

rule to fit what you want after the fact. If you thought you had good reason to 

keep certain kinds of people out, you had to put that in the constitution 

before he wanted to join, not after it. What's more important," he said, "it 

just isn't right to keep a person out for such flimsy reasons." 

I argued with Mr. Heller about this. It was our club, we could do 

whatever we wanted. If we chose, we could take our club elsewhere, he 
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said. That was our prerogative. But there was something important here. We 

reluctantly accepted his conditions — what other organization would have 

us? — and admitted the petitioner. This was an important lesson for me. 

When I cooled down, I could see Mr. Heller's argument. We were abusing 

our power. I had become the bully myself. Soon after that meeting I began to 

see the connections between my actions and matters of law and democratic 

procedures. I learned about due process and the importance of protecting the 

rights of people even if I didn't personally like the individual. Mr. Heller's 

reasons made me see the limitation of my own thinking. He showed us how 

on a personal level we had mistreated the applicant and on a larger scale how 

our thinking violated the rights of an individual. Our decision couldn't rest 

simply on what was good for us as a group but had to consider the 

abstract notion of rights. He got us to see the underlying principles that 

need to govern our lives. Taking a vote on the matter wasn't necessarily the 

fairest way to handle the issue. The majority, we learned, isn't always right. 

In Kohlberg's terms, we were moved from a conventional thinking to 

a principled level of thinking. I initially accepted Mr. Heller's ruling 

because I thought I had little choice. I came to realize he had been an 

impartial observer and was judging our actions from a larger perspective that 

took into account the welfare of the greater community. 

 

Educating for Reason 

What I have been describing is the progression from a superficial to a 

mature form of morality. It shouldn't surprise us that children's thinking 

ripens in this way. This unfolding is mirrored in other aspects of their 

lives. Studies of ego development, how children explain social phenomena 

and their comprehension of narratives all reflect the same developmental 

trend. Combining these observations with those of Piaget regarding space 

and time, the evidence seems overwhelming that the structure of moral 
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judgments is a natural process. How we think about morality derives from 

our being social animals. We all need to make sense out of the world we 

inhabit with other people and that means creating thought patterns that 

structure our experiences so that we are able to cope and be successful. To 

this extent, then, morality is universal. 

A feminist critique has been made that placing reason so centrally in 

morality is a male bias. Females, the argument claims, develop differently 

than males do. The two sexes use different modes of thought — different 

voices, as it is poetical put. If we were to use Piaget and Kohlberg theory, it 

is claimed, we would find women wanting since all that really being 

measured is the male mode of thinking. A review of the research done since 

Carol Gilligan of Harvard first made this argument more than a 

decade ago hasn't supported her contention. When we look at males and 

females who share the same socioeconomic characteristics, we find that there 

is no difference between them. 

According to Ann Ferguson, a professor of philosophy and women's 

studies at the University of Massachusetts, it is because women have been 

disadvantaged by society that they have not been allowed to develop 

reasoning skills commensurate with those of men. This view is shared by 

philosopher Claudia Card of the University of Wisconsin. "Often our 

reasoning reveals survival strategies and, less flatteringly, vices 

complementary to those of the privileged," she writes. James Rest reviewed 

studies of moral judgments comparing males and females and found that 

there are no sex differences in the scores. My own research on the moral 

judgments of male and female social workers corroborates this position. I 

found that in measuring the ethical reasoning of social workers, women held 

a slight but negligible edge over men. My explanation for this is that in a 

profession where women aren't in an inferior position, such as is social work, 

women are given more opportunities to exercise their reasoning abilities and 

therefore reason as well as do men. The implication of this is that if women 
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don't reason as well as men it has nothing to do with them as women per se. 

Their poor scores in moral judgment is more a reflection of social conditions 

they find themselves in. If men dominate, females do poorly relative to 

males. If women dominate, they do better relative to males. 

Gilligan's contribution to the field of moral development is in noting 

that men and women don't always share the same values. It's as though 

the two sexes are different cultures, possessing some characteristics in 

common but also differing from one in another in matters of perception, 

interpretation and valuing. (In Chapter Eight, I will discuss morality and 

conflicting values.) 

Can anything be done to promote moral reasoning? In the previous 

chapter I wrote about the use of narratives to promote empathy. Whether 

stories educate the cognitive component of morality is an open question. 

"Just as dictating the solution of a calculus problem to a typical first grade 

student does not lead to mathematical understanding, reading moral 

stories does not moral conceptual competence make," writes Darcia Narvaez 

in one of the few studies undertaken to see if reading moral stories has any 

affect on moral judgments. Narvaez's point is that what children take from a 

story depends on more than just the text. Different children draw different 

conclusions from the same story. That was the lesson Robert Kegan learned 

after having his class read the short story about Marty. So while stories may 

help develop a child's feelings, they may not do much for their thinking. 

Other approaches are needed to foster moral judgments. Piaget 

and Kohlberg believed that such reasoning develops more or less 

spontaneously as children find themselves in social situations that present 

moral conflicts. When children cannot resolve the conflict at hand, they 

search for different responses that will work. Moral development is spurred 

by others whose sophistication is slightly more advanced than their own. It's 

as though awareness arises because someone is holding out a light just a little 

in front of them. A five year-old can no more understand a lecture on social 
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justice than can a first grader understand differential equations. Many studies 

have been undertaken to see whether the theory holds up under scrutiny. The 

answer is that it does. As explained by James Rest, "This active practice in 

moral problem-solving, buttressed by interactive exchanges with peers, 

seems to speed up the natural development of moral judgments." This insight 

is a reiteration of the educational dictum that you must teach at a level close 

to but not identical with a child's level. Morality is no different than math in 

that respect. You start with what the child knows, then push ahead a little at a 

time. 

However, moral development is not like learning math in this regard: 

morality isn't best taught directly. At least for the older child, Rest 

explains, the biggest factors in fostering the development of moral 

judgments don't occur when specific moral experiences are designed. Moral 

education programs, moral crises or thinking about moral issues aren't nearly 

as important as helping children to learn about their social world and their 

place in it. What many studies indicate is that those who show the greatest 

sophistication in moral reasoning, says Rest, 

 

are those who love to learn, seek new 
challenges, enjoy intellectually stimulating 
environments, who are reflective, who 
makes plans and set goals, who take risks, 
who see themselves in the larger social contexts 
of history and institutions and broad cultural 
trends, who take responsibility for 
themselves and their environs. On the 
environmental side of the equation, those 
who develop in moral judgment have an 
advantage in receiving encouragement to 
continue their education and development. They 
profit from stimulating and challenging 
environments, and from social milieus that  
support their work, interest them, and 
reward their accomplishments . . This 
pattern is one of general social/cognitive 



 

70 

development. 

One study with high school students indicates that moral reasoning is 

fostered when a three-pronged approach is taken. Norman Sprinthall and 

Jacqueline Scott show that students who are tutored by others slightly older 

than themselves, who read articles on psychology and participate in seminars 

designed to elicit thoughtful responses by being part of a reflective seminar 

show improved ability to make mature moral judgments. It isn't at all 

certain what programs work in helping younger children develop 

better ethical judgments. It may well be that deliberate interventions in 

this area amount to little or nothing at all with those younger than 

adolescence. 

Piaget's and Kohlberg's developmental theories provide us with a 

useful tool in understanding how children employ reason in making moral 

judgments. It is helpful to know that the egotistic and inconsistent 

moral behavior we see with young children gradually gives way to a 

more encompassing, stable and responsible view of themselves in relation to 

society. When we remember this we will be less disappointed that our young 

children are selfish, and we don't need to be so hard on ourselves when our 

children assure us that they know the right thing to do but then do another. 

We aren't failures as moral teachers. "They are going through a stage," 

we might say, and we're right. The developmentalist theory tells us to 

be patient. Moral growth takes time. Of course, we knew that already. But 

it is good to have the evidence support our inclinations. 

 

 

 



 

71 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

THE NATURE OF PREJUDICE 

Charmagne, a black woman who cares deeply about social justice, is 

trying to raise her five-year-old son without prejudice.  She wants 

Sean to accept people regardless of their color or background and 

hopes to raise her son to follow the ideal expressed by Martin Luther 

King, Jr.: to act so as to judge people by the content of their character, not 

the color of their skin 

So Charmagne tries hard to create an atmosphere that avoids the 

insensitivities that plague the larger society. She selects books for him that 

depict characters of all kinds in a positive light, she monitors his 

television shows, she makes sure that she has conversations with him 

about the contributions of many different ethnic and racial groups. 

Charmagne scrupulously makes sure never to refer to people by their 

color. She wants Sean to be "color blind, " knowing people by what they do, 

not by what they appear to be. 

One day Sean went on a class trip to the zoo. 

"Did you like it?" she asked him. 

"Yes," he answered. 

"What animal did you like best?" 

"The horse," Sean answered immediately. 

"Really?" Charmagne said. She then asked what he liked about the 

horse and he told her. 
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"And what color was the horse?" she asked out of curiosity. 

Sean replied proudly, "African American." 

Children must learn to be prejudiced. At least that is the 

conventional wisdom. In Rodgers and Hammerstein's South Pacific, a naval 

offers reflects on his own reluctance to marry a Balinese woman whom he 

loves. Realizing that he harbors racist sentiments, he sings "You've got to be 

taught before it's too late/ Before you are six or seven or eight/ To hate all 

the people your relatives hate./ You've got to be carefully taught." These 

lyrics present a popular view that if children were left alone unmolested by a 

society burdened with prejudice and bigotry, they would meet the world with 

an open heart, without bias. 

Doing What Comes Naturally 

There is some truth in this proposition. If we mean that there is 

nothing natural about despising another simply because of his sex or 

religion or race, then this is true. But the sentiment isn't completely true. For 

in another sense children come by their biases all by themselves. It is fair to 

say that discrimination and prejudice are built into us from the moment we 

are born. Indeed, human beings cannot do without either discrimination or 

prejudice. Here is what I mean. One important survival skill that human 

beings possess is the ability to sort one thing from another: safe foods 

from poisonous ones, sharp from blunt, up from down, pleasure from pain. 

Infants recognize the difference between mother and father, caretakers from 

strangers. They thrust themselves into the arms of those who are familiar and 

are wary of those whom they don't know. A child falls asleep easily in a bed 

he knows and is often restless in a room with new sights and smells. 

Sorting through the world by categorizing is what is called 
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discrimination, putting like things with like. Without the ability to 

discriminate, we would be placed in great peril. Discrimination, a form of 

judgment, is an essential survival skill. A child or adult who cannot 

discriminate will be in great trouble. Naiveté leaves us vulnerable to a natural 

world that is indifferent to our individual fate and to a social world in which 

there are those who all too readily take advantage of us. 

It's not only children who think this way. Actually, it is a way of 

thinking that is critical to mature thought as well. Philosopher and educator 

John Dewey analyzed different modes of thought that developed in 

philosophy over the centuries. He found that there are four major types of 

thinking represented first by ancient Greeks, second by European 

rationalism, third by British empiricism and fourth by scientific 

experimentalism. 

It is the first type of thinking which is most related to prejudice and 

discrimination. Introduced by Socrates and refined by Aristotle, 

systematizing and classifying became a means of better understanding the 

world. "Socrates taught," Dewey writes, "that no matter how confusing the 

situation might be, men could, by diligent searching, discern common 

elements among diversities . . ." Socrates tried to find common patterns in the 

many things, morals included, that he and his students argued about. 

Aristotle's method of thinking is derived from Socrates'. Both were 

concerned with bringing "order out of confusion, system out of chaos," 

Dewey writes. Classification and organization of knowledge became the basis 

of science as it was understood until the beginning of the modern age and it is 

still used extensively in science, particularly biology. Classification makes 

it easier to find things. For example, books in public libraries are 

classified according to the Dewey Decimal System (having nothing to 

do with John, the philosopher), thereby making it easier to find what you 

are looking for. 

John Dewey writes: 
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Nature comprises more things than can be 
counted, but when natural objects are classified 
into species they come into manageable 
compass. As an example, there are innumerable 
kinds of trees — oaks, elms, mulberry, and so 
on; but when they are all embraced under the 
species of tree, we are provided with a concept 
with which we can easily deal. Since there are 
uncounted numbers of individual objects, 
each different in some degree from all the 
others, we have to search for common elements 
and group the objects into species, ignoring the 
differences among those grouped into any one 
species. We can say that all trees are the same 
with reference to the common characteristics 
which lead us to classify them as trees, or, in 
the same way, that all men are the same. Such 
classification enables us to deal intelligently 
with the phenomena of nature which, 
considered as individual objects, would 
overwhelm us with confusion.. .When one is 
walking in the woods, for example, and 
asks the identity of a tree or a weed, and he is 
told that it belongs to such a species, he can 
place it right away, and recognize its 
relationship to other trees or weeds. The 
greatest single contribution of Aristotle was his 
invention of the concept of species, a concept 
which enables us to classify things under 
common headings in accordance with their 
common characteristics. 

Categorization is also important because it is a way of avoiding 

needing to always learn from experience. By creating classes of objects we 

know that most things like this (vegetables) are good for us when we put 

them in our mouths, most things like that (rocks) are bad for us when we 

swallow them. We don't have to eat every rotting vegetable to know that 

we don't like rotten food. This is what prejudice is: pre-judging. We make a 

judgment about something without actually knowing it first hand because we 

have had an experience of something like it before. It is a short-cut way of 
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learning. Discrimination leads to pre judging and this in turn leads to 

generalizations. Generalizing from the specific to the not-yet met similar 

conditions is an essential part of learning. 

 

Nature and Culture 

Aristotle's formulation is a recapitulation of the mental process which 

human beings undergo as they move from infancy to adulthood. Children 

categorize things around them spontaneously. Our minds are structured in 

such a way that we put what we think of as like objects together with other 

objects that seemingly possess the same properties. Before they are two, 

children are distinguishing between circles and triangles, blue from red. 

This sorting process and categorization isn't imposed upon children 

by society. It isn't socialization. It happens to children everywhere, 

whatever their culture. Socialization is layered on top of cognitive process. A 

useful way of thinking about the process is by comparing it to walking. 

Children don't need to be taught to walk. All things being equal, children 

learn how to walk and would walk even if they never saw another human 

being to imitate sometime around their first year. But not all groups of 

people walk the same way. The manner in which we walk is partly a matter 

of socialization. For instance, the walk of the Maasai in East Africa is quite 

distinctive. It is a kind of loping, a long-stride with a bounce. That they 

walk is natural; that they lope is cultural. That people categorize is 

natural; what we put together with what is a matter of culture. 

The ability to discriminate is also essential for morality since it is the 

source of judgment and judging one thing better than another is what we 

mean by valuing. As useful as this way of thinking is, it also has serious 

limitations. For one thing, by classifying something in a particular way, we 
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sometimes don't see what is truly there. For example, Aristotle defined slaves 

as animated tools and classified them not with human beings but with 

animals and plants. This then became the justification for slavery. Since they 

weren't human by definition, there was no need to be concerned about their 

liberty or well-being. 

The problem is that by generalizing we easily make the mistake of 

putting people in categories where they don't belong. There is a difference 

between being discriminating and being bigoted, but you can see how one can 

lead to the other. Philosopher Abraham Kaplan calls this the fallacy of simple 

prediction. "Foregone conclusions classify the individual as a member of that 

group rather than the countless others always possible; however a minority 

may be defined, its members always belong as well to majorities in 

countless other respects." 

Prejudice may either be positive or negative. We can either be 

prejudiced in favor of something or prejudiced against something. For 

example, growing up as I did, I was predisposed to like other Jews. It 

wasn't that we necessarily shared the same interests. Rather it was the 

expectation that somehow because they were also Jewish they possessed the 

qualities that made for the kind of person that our family called "good." I 

started with that proposition before getting to really know them. 

By itself there is nothing wrong with this. The problem isn't 

that prejudice predisposes us to like some things. It is the negative type of 

prejudice that is the problem. Often the negative prejudice is the opposite 

side of the coin of positive prejudice. Unfortunately, when we make a 

positive association with a group of people, those who don't fit into that 

category are viewed negatively. By viewing an entire group of people — in 

my case, Jews — as being by their very nature good, I viewed everyone else 

in a less favorable light. Our family had gentile friends. I remember spending 

many Sundays afternoons with my parents' Italian friends. We would 

sometimes marvel how much we had in common. They were like us, almost 
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honorary Jews. I suppose they also saw us as honorary Italians. 

A whole set of expectations about people had been set into place by 

this kind of thinking and could have easily slid from discrimination to 

prejudice then to bigotry. There was a sense, unspoken but there 

nevertheless, that somehow Jews were better. Abraham Kaplan terms this 

kind of thinking "the fallacy of comparison," the mistake in believing that the 

worth of one group must always be compared to that of another, thereby 

making one group better and the other worse. 

Although our minds naturally put things into categories, how we 

evaluate the categories is determined by the culture in which we live. 

Here is an example of what I mean. Many years ago when my then five-

year-old son said that he didn't like brown people very much. They didn't 

seem very nice to him. 

"Well, who don't you like?" my wife asked him. 

He mentioned one of the boys in the neighborhood. 

"He likes to fight a lot," Eric explained. 

Was there anyone else he didn't like? 

He couldn't think of any. 

We then asked him about his nursery school and reminded him of 

some of the boys he played with there. Some were white, some brown. 

He mentioned two or three schoolmates who fought a lot and he didn't 

like them either. 

They weren't brown people. 

We then asked him the names of the children he did like. 

"Roger and Wayne," he said. They lived next door. 

They are brown. 

And we mentioned Eric's sister, our adopted daughter Kori, who is 

also brown. He likes her, he said, but sometimes he doesn't like her. 

After this conversation with Eric I thought about my daughter, 

then 2 1/2. She didn't know one color from another yet. She's from a 
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black father and white mother. So she's also brown. She's also black. 

Kori's really more white than black. But in a society more white than 

black, a society with a history of the enslavement of Africans and a long 

history of racism, she's black in many people's minds. Objectively, she is not 

black but not white. White but not black. We're a white family mixed with 

the African race. 

I have often thought about Eric's remark that he didn't like brown 

people. It stands in contrast to the idea expressed in South Pacific, that we 

must be carefully taught to be prejudiced. And the story about Charmagne 

and her son's description of the horse makes plain that children aren't — can't 

be — colorblind. We didn't teach Eric not to like brown people. In fact, we 

had consciously tried to do the opposite. Our family is multi-racial, we have 

black friends and live in an interracial neighborhood that has both middle-

class and poor people. We hadn't taught Eric to put people into categories. 

He had done this all by himself because this is the way in which the mind 

works. Since that experience with my son I have believed that the teaching 

we must do is helping our children to learn how not to be bigoted. This 

doesn't explain why Eric chose color as the salient characteristic of the 

boys he didn't like. Why didn't he choose height or eye color or something 

else they had in common? It is that racism is deeply embedded in the culture 

in which we live. Racism is to America what anti-Semitism has been to 

Europe. It is so part of the national fabric that it is an attitude nearly bred in 

the bone. No matter how we tried to avoid racism in our own family, it was 

impossible to escape. This is why we don't need to be carefully taught to be 

bigoted but rather it is necessary for American families to undo the racism 

that will be picked up by our children simply by living in America. It 

isn't enough to be unbiased oneself. Something more needs to be done. 

Why Bigotry Persists 
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Elliot Aronson identifies four basic causes of negative prejudice. They 

are economic and political competition or conflict, displaced 

aggression, personality needs and conformity to existing social norms. 

Let's take these one at a time. 

There is much evidence that points to an increase in bias and 

bigotry when resources are limited. When Chinese scrambled in the 

California gold rush, they were called bloodthirsty and inhuman, unfair 

competitors. A decade later they were needed to build the railroad. No 

longer barbarians, they were now described as trustworthy and intelligent. 

Many immigrant groups faced similar experiences. If those already in the 

country thought that their jobs were threatened by the newcomers, 

immigrants were stereotyped negatively. If jobs weren't at stake, immigrants 

were viewed as welcomed contributors to the American scene. It's not so 

different with children. It seems clear to me that when children are placed in 

a position where they must compete for scarce resources — being number 

one in the class, qualifying for a spot on a team where there only a 

limited number of positions available — those who don't get what they 

are after are more likely to view others negatively. 

When people are thwarted, they tend to displace their frustrations by 

speaking badly about or taking some action against a group about which 

they already have negative attitudes. A number of laboratory 

experiments support this point. For example, in one study two groups 

stated their opinions about various minorities. In return for their 

participation completing the questionnaires, subjects were promised to be 

taken to a movie. However, when the first group was done, the experimenter 

told them that they couldn't go to the movie and instead had to complete 

another and somewhat difficult task. The first group went to the movies. 

Subjects in the second group were, not surprisingly, disappointed and 

frustrated. Finally, both groups were asked to restate their opinions about the 

minority groups they had commented on in the original questionnaire. 
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Interestingly, whatever negative attitudes towards those minority groups the 

first group had expressed initially had intensified by the end of the process. 

They disliked certain minority groups more, even though the groups had 

nothing whatsoever to do with their frustration. The second group, which 

hadn't been frustrated, didn't change its attitudes towards minority groups. 

Bigotry is likely to surface when we feel that we haven't gotten what 

we (or others) merit. Then we feel resentful and are more likely to focus on 

the hurt than on righting the condition. Frustration arising from a sense of 

unfairness may turn resentment to righteous anger and spur some into 

becoming champions of the underdog, protectors of the weak or providers 

for the needy. But when we think of ourselves as the injured party and 

we believe that there isn't much that we can do to change conditions, it is 

more likely to breed something quite different: resentment, jealousy, and 

anger. The frustration may well be turned outward towards others who 

are defenseless. Germans in the early 1930s experienced not only an 

economic depression but also social chaos. Jews became ready targets. They 

became scapegoats for all that was wrong with Germany. Thomas Mann, as 

quoted by Clive James, summed up the logic of these supporters of the 

Nazis by writing, "I might be nothing, but at least I'm not a Jew." In 

Germany today, as the country undergoes the travails of bringing together 

former communist East Germany with capitalist West Germany, social 

conditions for some are once again difficult. The scapegoats of the day are 

now Turks and Gypsies and others who under better conditions had been 

invited in as guest workers. 

The importance of the first two causes of negative prejudice — 

economic and political competition or conflict, displaced aggression — for 

parents and teachers is the need to be aware that children who have been 

frustrated will develop stronger prejudices against groups they don't like. In 

some families and in many schools, being frustrated in reaching some desired 

goal is a common experience. After all, only one student is at the top of the 
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class and only one team wins the game. And if a parent finds himself short of 

time for his children because of the demands of other children and work, 

then the child who feels left out may well displace her unhappiness in what 

feels like a safer channel. So now his daughter dislikes boys or Chinese or 

children from the next town. 

There are also larger social conditions with which children need to 

contend. When the obstacles are so great that safety and stability exist as 

unrealizable ideals, then raising children who live up to moral values is a 

difficult task. Children need challenges but the challenges may be 

overwhelming. Children also need a sense of security and this is 

sometimes difficult to come by. A few who study the moral development of 

children draw the link between parents and society. Ervin Staub writes, 

 

Methods of disciplining children and modes of 
relating to them are also affected by the 
parents' own life conditions. For loving, 
affectionate relationship with children, the 
use of reasoning, the use of nonforceful 
modes of control, it is necessary that parents 
have relatively ordered and secure life 
circumstances. If the basic needs for food, 
shelter, health care, and emotional support 
are unfulfilled, and if they lack a feeling 
of reasonable control over their lives, 
positive socialization becomes less likely. 
When unemployment increases, reports of child 
abuse increase, and periods of economic 
problems are associated with increased 
societal violence. 

Families have always faced stresses and strains. In a number of ways, 

things have never been better than they are today. I need only compare my 

life to that of my Kenyan friends. In Tabaka there is no running water, no 

electricity, no heat, and floors are made of dirt. Respiratory illnesses are 
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common, as are deaths of infants. Malaria and TB are rampant. Toilets 

are latrines, school is conducted either in dark rooms or outdoors, and 

many sleep on hard, damp floors. When people get sick, they are treated in 

clinics so poor that needles are reused. Sterile bandages and medication is 

scarce, as are beds and linen. 

So why are Americans worried? In part it is because the young here 

are five times more likely to be killed than are those in the rest of the 

industrialized world. Estimates are that every day 100,000 children bring 

guns to school and every day 15 children are killed by gunfire. Boston City 

Hospital reports that one out of every ten children seen in their primary care 

clinic witnessed a shooting or stabbing before age 6. Half of those incidents 

occurred in the home. In Washington, D.C. 31% of fifth- and sixth-

graders reported having witnessed a murder. In New Haven, 40% of the 

students in the 6th, 8th and 10th grades reported having witnessed at least one 

violent crime in the last year. Every day more than 8,000 children are reported 

abused or neglected. The consequences of this? According to psychologist 

Steven Marans of the Yale Child Study Center, children who witness such 

acts of brutality may withdraw, become depressed, have difficulty at school 

and in social life. "It is just as likely that he or she might assume the role of 

the oppositional, aggressive perpetrator, organizing a sense of self around the 

active involvement in just that type of experience which initially was so 

threatening." 

Why is it that children who witness brutality are more likely to be 

bullies than to become rescuers? One reason is that we absorb what we see 

around us. If violence is commonplace, it becomes an acceptable way of 

behaving for children. However, there are reasons other than imitation or 

socializing, both of which I will address later in this book. There is 

something about the way in which we think that helps us understand 

particular conditions that lend themselves to bigotry. This is related to the 

fact that we all create categories. Here I want to return to Jean Piaget's theory 
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of cognitive development. 

Piaget notes that between the ages of 6 and 10, children engage in 

what he calls "concrete operational thought." This is when children not only 

create categories but also believe that the categories are stable. They think 

that the category itself is a fact of nature. The child believes that everything 

is fixed and specific. In the previous chapter, I related Piaget's experiment 

with two pitchers of the same volume but one being tall and thin and the 

other short and squat. Very young children simply can't understand that both 

pitchers contain the same amount of liquid. The 6-10 year old can grasp the 

idea that both hold the same amount. How? "Pour one into the other and you 

can see," is a typical answer. At the next stage, called "formal operational 

thought," abstract thinking begins to replace the concreteness of the prior 

thinking. So not only are there actual objects (in this case two beakers), but 

there is also the abstract and theoretical world (the concept of volume that one 

can think about independent of any actual objects). When someone can think 

this way, theory doesn't need to begin with the actual (literally pouring liquid 

between the two beakers), but can begin with theory and work backwards to 

the actual. Now it is possible for someone to think, All humans have certain 

properties, such as feelings. I've never met a (fill in the blank) before but he 

will also be a human and also have feelings. 

What does this have to do with bigotry? The concrete thinker creates 

categories that remain fixed. If something comes along that challenges the 

category, then an exception is made for that one person. If someone puts 

Puerto Ricans into a negative category but then meets a Puerto Rican he 

likes, this does not necessarily destroy the prejudice. The person who can 

think "formally" can transcend categories and create new ones. The ability to 

transcend fixed categories, on the other hand, allows for the possibility of 

overcoming inherited negative stereotypes. 

Moving from one stage to the next, though, can be threatening. 

Concrete thinking brings order out of chaos. But as soon as the categories are 
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created, they are threatened by external events. Ten year-olds are concerned 

about their bodies and want to know about physical limits. They want to 

know how many — bones, muscles, cells, gallons of blood, miles of 

intestines does a person have? They are also intensely concerned with 

wanting to know what happens if — I get sick, break a bone, drink 

alcohol, smoke cigarettes? As Robert Kegan writes, ". . . order, regularity, 

and stability of the world give the child the capacity to master it in a way 

never before possible. This mastery is threatened by unpredictability, and 

questions that ask 'What if . . .?' are seeking not only information but 

control." 

The child who lives amidst turmoil, upheaval and physical threats 

remains stuck at the level of anxiety. This makes it increasingly unlikely that 

she will be able to take the next step that allows for critical thinking, self-

reflection and a higher level of categorizing and reconceptualization. In other 

words, the need for certainty re-enforces concrete operational thinking. 

Certainty doesn't allow for ambiguity or subtly in thought. Ambivalence is 

threatening and purity is desirable. In Nazi Germany the medical 

profession, Robert Proctor notes, racial hygiene and Nazi politics interacted 

with one another. One part of this pattern was the German emphasis upon 

health. Nazis were health fanatics. The head of the German Physicians' 

League ordered all Germans to eat only natural foods, in particular high-fiber 

vegetables, fruit and whole-grain breads. He also demanded that people 

reduce their meat consumption and the amount of fat in their diets. Part of the 

Nazi platform was a campaign against artificial coloring, chemical fertilizers, 

caffeine, heavy metals, asbestos and radiation. Two items were listed as 

'genetic poisons:' alcohol and tobacco. Dachau was not only a 

concentration camp. It also became a center for the cultivation of 

herbal medicines. The Nazis were afraid of contamination and ambiguity. 

They wanted to be pure in everything, from food to race. This concern for 

purity even carried over into the garden where the Nazis promoted native 
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plants, thereby making the backyard and fields free from foreign influences. 

Fear of ambivalence, purity and xenophobia go hand-in-hand with the 

politics of fascism. 

In his memoir, The Periodic Table, Primo Levi writes about his life as 

a young man in Italy. Although he went on to become a world-renowned 

author, he began his career as a chemist. He recalls one of his chemistry 

classes at the university, in particular a lesson devoted to zinc, "a boring 

metal." 

The course notes contained a detail which 
at first reading had escaped me, namely, that 
so tender and delicate zinc, so yielding to acid 
which gulps it down in a single mouthful, 
behaves, however, in a very different fashion 
when it is very pure: then it obstinately resists 
the attack. One could draw from this two 
conflicting philosophical conclusions: the 
praise of purity, which protects from evil like a 
coat of mail; the praise of impurity, which 
gives rise to changes, in other words, to life. I 
discarded the first, disgustingly moralistic, 
and I lingered to consider the second, which I 
found more congenial. In order for the wheel to 
turn, for life to be lived, impurities are needed, 
and the impurities of impurities in the soil, too 
as is known, if it is to be fertile. Dissension, 
diversity, the grain of salt and mustard are 
needed: Fascism does not want them, forbids 
them, and that's why you're not a Fascist; it 
wants everybody to be the same, and you are 
not. But immaculate virtue does not exist 
either, or if it exists it is detestable. 

The desire for purity has its attractions, for everything has its place: 

the saved and the damned; the civilized and the savages; us and them. But is 

also has a pernicious side, as Primo Levi pointed out. In America it is 

frequently race that is the category that is supposed to remain pure. But 

what does it mean to keep a race pure. This assumes, in the first place, that 
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race is an objective thing where one race is clearly and obviously different 

than another. But is this really true? For example, what does it mean to be 

black? Is it a condition referring to the color of one's skin? If it were, then 

Sicilians and Algerians would have to qualify. There are also black albinos. 

Does being black mean having a broad nose? Ethiopians generally have 

narrow noses. What about curly hair? Southern Indians have very dark 

skin but straight hair. In fact, there is nothing inherent in the category "black 

people." Several years ago a light-skinned African-American family 

moved next door to a white family not far from my house. When the little 

girl from the white family met the mother from the new family for the first 

time, she said, "My Momma will be so glad to meet you. She was afraid a 

black family was going to move in." 

The woman replied, "You tell your Mommy that black comes in all colors." 

Psychologist Jefferson Fish reports how differently the races are 

classified in the United States and in Brazil. In the U.S., the classification of 

"race is based on the concept of blood." In this country when parents come 

from different backgrounds, their children are classified as belonging to the 

lower status group. The result is that children of couples with one parent who 

is classified as white and one parent who is classified as black are all 

classified as black, not white, which is just as plausible a choice. Brazil, in 

contrast, creates many categories of racial types to cover such diversity. The 

Brazilian system of racial classification — tipos — is based upon 

appearance, not blood. "Since large families abound," Fish writes, "it 

would not be unusual for a couple in the city of Salvador, Bahia, to have 

children of a half-dozen different racial tipos." Someone may be classified as 

louro (blond), branco (white), moreno (a kind of white), mulato (a kind of 

black), preto (black), sarara (someone with red or blond hair and blue or 

green eyes, light skin, broad nose and thick lips) or cabo verde (someone 

with black straight hair, dark eyes, dark brown skin, narrow nose and thin 

lips). The Brazilians have even more categories than this. 
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It is clear that the way we classify people and what race we believe they 

belong to is not a biological fact but a social one. And as a social category, it 

can be altered or modified. So it is that the U.S. Census Bureau every few 

decades changes its racial and ethnic categories. What race are Hispanics, 

how do you classify children whose parents are from different races? What is 

the racial classification of Asian Indians? What about Somoans? The answer 

to these questions can't be found in science or biology. It is hardly rational. 

But some go on acting as though the categories were permanent features, like 

Plato's universal forms, instead of categories created out of the psychological 

need to make order out of chaos. 

Birds Don't Know They Fly In Air 

Some bigotry continues as a matter of inertia. Still to this day there 

are those who hold historically dated and stereotypical views of Jews. 

Several years ago I interviewed a priest from a parish on Long Island. I 

asked him about the relationship between Jews and Christians. "Jesus 

Christ was a Jew, you know," he said. "But of course Jews did kill 

Christ. They are responsible for his death." While most Roman 

Catholics accept the Vatican's repudiation of anti-Semitism, it 

evidently hadn't penetrated this cleric's consciousness. In fact, he 

couldn't understand why Jews would be upset with his stating what he 

considered an historical fact. He didn't know he was anti-Semitic. He might 

even have said that he liked Jews, some were his best friends. 

Sometimes biases exist all around us and we absorb the attitudes as 

though they were perfectly reasonable. If an entire society believes that 

others are inferior, then prejudice becomes the standard for behavior. 

The bias doesn't have to be rooted in anything true. Sometimes the 

prejudice hasn't anything to do with the person who is the object of the 

prejudice. When I was in Changchun, Manchuria I met an exchange student 
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from Zanzibar. I asked him what it was like being only one of a handful of 

blacks in a city of three million people. We met in the lounge of my hotel 

but when he saw a Chinese person sitting nearby he was reluctant to 

speak freely. I suggested that we speak in Swahili. Only when we spoke 

in an African language, so he was certain no one else could understand what 

he had to say, could he tell me what was on his mind. He explained to me that 

he was eager to return home. Although he was a track star for the polytechnic 

institute, when he left the track he was as much as invisible. Banners waved 

for him when he ran but not once during his five years there had he been 

invited into a Chinese home. Students avoided him in the cafeteria. Lauded 

as an athlete, he was shunned as an individual. 

Several years later, on another trip to China, I met with a group of 

local university students. I was curious about Ali's experience and asked 

my hosts about Africans in Beijing. 

"There are students from Africa at our university," one of the students 

told me. He then volunteered, "We don't like them, though." The 

others assented. 

"Why not?" I asked. 

He told me that there had been problems. 

"Africans are disrespectful of Chinese women," he said. 

"Why do you say that?" 

"Once there was a party and Chinese women were raped by them." 

"When did this happen?" I asked. 

"Oh, a while ago," he said. "Maybe ten years." A little later he told 

me that the alleged incident took place in Shanghai, nearly a thousand miles 

from where we were meeting. 

These Chinese students didn't like Africans because of what 

they had heard happened a decade before, at the other end of the 

country. They didn't like Africans because of what they defined as the 

Africans' uncontrollable violence and sexual appetites. The disposition to see 
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Africans this way fit in easily with the traditional Asian depiction of the devil 

as black. In Kenzaburo Oe's story, "The Catch," a black American airman is 

shot down over a small Japanese village during the Pacific War. Not knowing 

what to with him until receiving orders from the prefecture office, the 

villagers decide to imprison him in the basement of a home. Curious children 

come to look at the stranger, who because he was black, is considered by 

everyone not so much as an enemy — who would be executed immediately 

— as a captured animal. Children peer through the window, they sit around 

him, they look at him, they even dare to touch him. They are fascinated by his 

movements, his body. The young boy relating the story says, "After long 

searching of each other's eyes and long consultations, we determined to 

remove the trap from his ankles. After all, he did nothing but sit in silence in 

the cellar, hands clasped around his knees, his eyes veiled with some thick 

liquid that might be either tears or discharge — just like some black, dull-

witted animal, in fact. He was only a nigger, after all. . . The Negro was as 

well-behaved as any domestic animal. . . . The Negro was as gentle as a tame 

animal — by now the idea had seeped into the minds of all the villagers, 

children and adults alike." 

The adults had little interest in the airman and he was left to the 

children's care. Like an animal, they decided to take him out for a walk. 

The grownups didn't protest or complain. They simply moved out of his 

way, "Just as they would step aside into the undergrowth out of the way of 

the village bull. . . Even the women lost their fear of the Negro, and would 

sometimes give him food directly from their own hands." But the prefecture 

finally asked for the airman to be turned over to the military. The children 

were despondent that their summer would turn empty without the airman to 

amuse them. The protagonist, however, had developed feelings of attachment 

and worried about the soldier's fate. He ran home to warn the airman. 

"As I looked into his expressionless eyes, the realization swept in on 

me that the Negro soldier had changed back into the black wild beast that 
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defied understanding, the dangerously poisonous substance that he had 

been when he was first brought back captive." When the airman realizes 

that the boy had come to warn him of the danger he was in, he grabbed the 

boy to use as a shield. In everyone's mind, including the boy's, the 

airman had become a wild beast, a mad bull, deserving not sympathy 

but death. The villagers bludgeon the raving beast with hatchets, not with 

the hatred shown an enemy soldier but with the savagery shown a rabid dog. 

The boy is now ashamed for having trusted the airman, "shame, it 

seemed, would dye everything black inside me, from my throat, down my 

gullet and right to the lining of my stomach." His brother remarks that the 

hand broken during his rescue stinks. He replies, "It's not me that smells. 

It's the smell of the nigger." 

The airman had nearly become human to the boy but never quite. He 

remained more like the family pet, a wild animal caught and domesticated, 

one that he had grown fond of, the way Charlotte did her pig. And the 

villagers had tolerated the airman because, they too saw him as something 

other than human, a catch to be kept in a cage. The airman had never 

possessed human qualities in anyone's eyes. The villagers were so insular 

and lived in a society so homogeneous that they couldn't conceive of him as 

human. 

This brings us to the last two reasons offered by Aronson regarding 

the roots of bigotry. Aronson states that prejudice can also arise from simple 

conformity. In America, thinness is prized for women. Millions of dollars are 

spent yearly by women who want to be thinner. In Africa, it is just the 

opposite. One year I went to Kenya with a friend of mine who is very thin. 

When we were visiting my friends, Joshua and Raili Ongesa, my friend was 

invited to Raili's cooking house, a place reserved only for women. The 

room was dark, filled with the smoke from an open fire upon which 

women were boiling tea with milk and sugar. Then they took my friend by 

her hand and stood her in the center of the room. They walked around her, 
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touching her long blond hair, feeling, her body. They talked amongst 

themselves in the local language. 

"We want to know, are you sick?" one who spoke English asked. 

She assured them she wasn't. Why did they think she was? 

"Because you are so skinny." The Kenyan spoke to her friends in 

Gusii again. They shook their heads. "So," the woman continued, "if 

you aren't sick, then your husband must be mistreating you. You aren't 

poor. You are an American. So tell your husband to feed you better." 

In America you can't be too rich or too thin. In Kenya, at least until 

recently, you couldn't be too rich or too fat. 

Occasionally the pressure to conform can be strong and overt, such as 

when racism is written into the law. But conformity can also be subtle. One 

study showed that negative attitudes increase when someone overhears a 

derogatory comment about a racial or ethnic group. Subjects were given a 

transcript from a criminal trial. The case involved a white defendant who 

was represented by a black lawyer. The lawyer's photograph was appended 

to the transcript. While the subjects were reading the transcript, two people, 

confederates of the researcher, walked by. They called the lawyer as a shyster 

and then used a racial epithet to describe him. When they walked near 

another group of subjects, they referred to the lawyer as a shyster again. 

This time they made no reference to his race. The researchers then asked 

the subjects their opinion of the competence of the lawyer in the case. 

Those who heard the racial slur rated him lower than those who only heard 

him called a shyster. Since the only difference between the two groups was 

that one heard a derogatory comment about the lawyer's race, the researchers 

concluded that race alone was enough to account for the lower rating given 

to him by that group. 

The last cause of negative prejudice mentioned by Aronson is that of 

a particular personality type, the so-called authoritarian personality described 

by Theodor Adorno soon after W.W.II. Adorno wanted to know if there were 
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certain kinds of people were prone towards fascism. He found that there 

were. Such people tend to be rigid in their beliefs, possess conventional 

values and are intolerant of weakness. Furthermore, they tend to be punitive, 

suspicious but at the same time deferential to authority. Authoritarian 

personalities are more likely to harbor negative attitudes towards other groups 

of people than the typical person. 

Adorno and his colleagues believe that such people come from homes 

that are characterized by harsh and threatening discipline. Authoritarian 

personalities often had parents who withdrew their love from them as a way 

of disciplining them. As a result, they were children who were insecure and 

highly dependent upon the parent. They were frightened children. "This 

combination," Aronson writes, "sets the stage for the emergence of an adult 

with a high degree of anger, which, because of fear and insecurity, takes the 

form of displaced aggression against powerless groups, while the individual 

maintains respect for authority." 

In the following chapter, I will look more closely at two young men 

who closely fit this prototype as outlined by Adorno. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

HOW WE TEACH 

Drew and Tanya lived near each other. The ten year-olds played on 

the street with one another, spent time in one another' s houses and 

were in the same class. As far as Laura, Drew' s mother, knew, 

Drew and Tanya were good friends. Drew as white, Tanya black. 

Drew was a well-behaved and good student. So Laura was surprised 

to get a call from the school one day that Drew had gotten into trouble. 

"What happened?" she asked the principal when she arrived at his office. 

"We had a very serious incident today," she explained to Laura. "Your 

son got into a fight with Tanya." 

"I didn't hit her," Drew said. 

"It was worse than that," the principal continued. "He called her a nigger." 

Laura's breath was taken away. She was more than 

embarrassed; she was mortified. 

"We never use language like that," she assured the principal. "What 

happened, Drew?" 

Her son said that during recess Tanya asked him for a piece of 

candy. He told her that he had only one piece left. If he gave it to her, he 

wouldn't have any for himself. What's more, once others found out that he 

had given her a piece, everyone would be after him. 

When he walked away, she followed him, asking him again. Then she 

hit him with her coat. Drew kept quiet. Then she kicked him in the shin, re-

opening a sore and causing bleeding. 

"I couldn't hit her back Ma," he said. "I wouldn't hit a girl. I asked her 
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to leave me alone and she wouldn't. So I called her a name." 

The principal ordered Drew to stay after school for a week, reading 

books about race relations. Laura told Drew how ashamed she was and told 

him very strongly that he 

was never to use that word or any like that ever again. What he had done to 

Tanya was extremely hurtful and completely unacceptable. 

The next day she took Drew to Tanya's house to apologize to her in 

person. Laura also wrote a note to Tanya's parents expressing her regrets 

and proposing that they meet together to help find a way to prevent such 

incidents from happening in the future. 

Both feelings and reason exist naturally. Neither needs to be created 

but both need to be cultivated. Feelings and reason, however, can flower or 

atrophy, depending on circumstances. The primary factor that determines 

whether a child will develop to her full moral potential is the quality of the 

relationships to adults. It is here, in the interaction between adult and child 

that nurture builds upon nature. The lives of the following three people — 

Ruby, Hank, and Ingo — help illuminate some of the factors involved in 

raising moral children. 

A Dim View of Human Nature 

Ruby Bridges lived in New Orleans. As a six year old, she was 

thrust into the middle of a great moral drama: after a century of segregation, 

her city's schools had been ordered to open their doors to children of all 

races. Segregation was unconstitutional and the Federal government was 

ready to enforce the law. However, many whites put up a defiant front. 

They weren't going to abandon their separatist policies no matter who 
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ordered them — the U.S. Supreme Court or the president. Confederate 

flags flew as banners of resistance. On the other side of the dispute were 

countless people of goodwill and courage who risked their lives to bring 

about a nation where one law applied to all, where discrimination based upon 

the color of one's skin would be irrelevant. Civil rights workers had been 

beaten and murdered, sheriffs and governors had intimidated thousands 

of blacks. 

Many were ordinary people thrust into the center of the storm. 

Young Ruby Bridges was such a person. Robert Coles, working in the 

South in the early 1960s, chronicled her life over a period of several years. 

In The Moral Life of Children and elsewhere, he writes about the 

remarkable fortitude and equanimity of this girl who, in 1962, modeled 

the life of a moral hero, not by any grand gesture but by her everyday 

actions of forgiveness and generosity. 

What could Ruby know about social justice and constitutional law, 

the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow? A six year old wants to play, not 

make history. It was her unemployed parents, just having moved from the 

country as sharecroppers, who decided what she was to do — they sent 

Ruby to a previously all-white public school. In fact, Ruby was one of the 

few children of either race in the school. Whites had organized a boycott of 

the school, so Ruby was often only one of a handful of pupils in the 

entire school. I'm not sure I can really imagine how difficult this was for her, 

to be six years old and be singled out for negative attention. At that age, 

children want to blend in, become part of a group. What was it like to be 

a six year-old walking past taunting, placard-waving, angry adults 

shouting epithets, some of which must have been incomprehensible but 

obviously vile? The government so feared for Ruby's safety that Federal 

marshals were sent to protect her. They met her at her front door in the 

morning, accompanied her to school and brought her back in the afternoon. 

Coles tells of the time that a woman spat at Ruby and Ruby smiled at 
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her. A hostile man waved his fist at her and she smiled at him. From the 

top of the school stairs she smiled at the mob. Ruby told the marshals 

that every night she prays for those in the crowd. She said that in church 

she was told "to pray for everyone, even the bad people, and so I do. . . 

They keep coming and saying the bad words, but my momma says they'll 

get tired after a while and then they'll stop coming. . . The minister says if I 

forgive the people, and smile at them and pray for them, God will keep a 

good eye on everything and He'll be our protection." 

Four years later, Ruby described her experience this way: 

I knew I was just Ruby trying to go to school, 
and worrying that I couldn't be helping my 
momma with the kids younger than me, like I 
did on the weekends and in the summer. But I 
guess I also knew I was the Ruby who had to 
do it — go into that school and stay there, 
no matter what those people said, standing 
outside. And besides, the minister reminded me 
that God chooses us to do His will, and so I 
had to be His Ruby, if that's what He wanted. 
And then that white lady wrote and told me 
she was going to stop shouting at me, because 
she'd decided I wasn't bad, even if integration 
was bad, then my momma said I'd become 
'her Ruby,' that lady's, just as she said in her 
letter, and I was glad; and I was glad I got all 
the nice letters from people who said I was 
standing up for them, and I was walking for 
them, and they were thinking of me, and they 
were with me, and I was their Ruby, too, they 
said. 

Coles spent time not only with Ruby but also with other children in 

New Orleans, white as well as black. Hank, for one, lived a mile from Ruby 

and her family. His parents refused to send him to the desegregated school 

but gave in by winter. Hank knew all about the danger Ruby faced each day 

as she walked past the angry mob. He told Coles that he thought Ruby was 
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crazy for risking her life just to go to school. Hank, Coles writes, 

confided in him that his sister "felt sorry for the nigger kid, and mum said 

she'd better not talk like that or there'd be trouble to pay for all of us." 

Hank wasn't an easy boy to get along with and frequently got into 

trouble. While quiet in the classroom, he often fought in the school yard. 

He had a snide attitude and teased his classmates until infuriated by him 

they in turn picked on him. Hank turned these encounters around so that he 

saw himself as the victim of others' unpleasantness. His teachers saw him 

not so much as a troublemaker but as a complainer. Hank had a list of 

complaints: teachers who allowed others to mistreat him, a friend who 

didn't intervene when he was being picked upon and so forth. Hank 

blamed a lot on the school and couldn't wait to go to high school. He 

wanted to know why "all this desegregation" had taken place. 

Several years after the court order, Hank said he still wished that they 

had never allowed "colored kids here, but it's all right. I'm leaving. I used to 

feel sorry for them, but they're pretty tough." He told Coles that his mother 

continued to think blacks were uppity and his father continued to swear at 

them. Whereas Ruby's moral guidance came from her mother and minister, 

Hank's came primarily from his father who explained his philosophy this 

way: 

 

This is a tough world we live in, and I tell 
my children that it's sink or swim, once 
they're a certain age! It's an eye for an eye, 
and a tooth for a tooth, a hand for a hand and a 
foot for a foot, my dad told me. . . all a father 
can do is instill some fear, some respect in his 
kids. The mother hugs and kisses them, and the 
father has to tell them what a lousy, rotten 
world this place can be a lot of the time. 

Hank's father was a heavy drinker who often talked about all the 

trouble the "niggers," Jews, doctors and wealthy Louisianans were causing. 
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He yelled at his children, opened the window and shouted to whoever could 

hear, sometimes would hit whatever he could with a fly swatter, his hands or 

even a belt. 

The difference between values espoused by Ruby's family and that of 

Hank's —and the way they treated their children — couldn't be starker. 

Ruby's sight was focused upon graciousness, understanding and 

forgiveness, and she reflected these virtues in her demeanor. Hank learned 

that he had to look out for himself in a world that most of the time was out to 

get him, and he skirted on the edge of danger as if to prove the point. Both 

families were crucibles of moral instruction but what different moralities — 

and children — we have. John Stuart Mill's observation that our moral 

faculty is susceptible of being cultivated in almost any direction, either 

towards some moral virtue, such as we see in Ruby, or towards malice, as is 

demonstrated by Hank. 

Morality has its origins in the nurturing relationship between child 

and primary caretaker. "[L]ove is not the result but the foundation of 

conscience," Eli Sagan writes. We love not because we are good people; 

rather we are good people because we have been loved. We don't have to 

look any farther than the daily newspaper to see the price we pay for the lack 

of love between parent and child. 

An example of stunted and corrupted morality — but ultimate 

redemption — is seen in Ingo Hasselbach, the founder of the National 

Alternative Party (an unabashedly neo-Nazi group) in Germany. As 

Hasselbach writes about his life in his autobiography, we learn that his 

father, a dedicated communist, was imprisoned for three years for promoting 

an anti-constitutional organization. Upon release from prison he moved to 

Berlin and, although married, had an affair with the woman who became 

Hasselbach's mother. His parents never married nor lived together, but for 

many years Ingo received visits from an Uncle Hans. He had no idea this 

was his father. His mother's work for an East German press agency often 
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took her away from home. 

When Hasselbach was three, his mother married her boss, a man who 

began to beat him. At the same time, the family moved to an apartment in a 

building which Hasselbach describes as prison-like. He lived for the time 

when he visited his grandparents. When his step-father began beating him 

regularly with a clothes hangar, Hasselbach went home only to sleep. As a 

young man Hasselbach moved in with his biological father but was 

unceremoniously tossed out when his father discovered that Ingo had been 

secretly meeting his mother. 

Hasselbach spent a year in prison for demanding the fall of the 

Berlin Wall. In prison he met unrepentant Nazi war criminals, men who 

celebrated Hitler's birthday. Hasselbach esteemed fascists, seeing them as 

enemies of communism, a system he now detested, bound-up as it was 

with his hated father and stepfather and largely absent mother. 

Hasselbach had come to despise the status quo and those supporting it. 

His rebellion against communism had taken him to fascism. Soon after being 

released, he founded the N.A., one of the strongest radical right-wing parties 

in Germany. 

Hasselbach viewed himself as a victim in several ways. He 

embraced the philosophy of the communist government, which taught its 

citizens that Germans in the east weren't to blame for the horrors of the 

Holocaust but were victims themselves. He also saw himself as a victim of 

his family — abandoned by his father, beaten by his step-father. And lastly, 

he felt victimized by the oppressive communist government. Nazis, in 

his mind, had become a means to overcome stifling conformity and 

victimization. "Fanatics like to have the feeling that hatred and violence are 

almost acts of nature, over which they exercise only the most perfunctory 

control," he writes in his autobiography. "I was never consciously aware of 

the point when I changed from victim to culprit." Hasselbach transcended his 

victimhood in the standard way: he victimized others. 
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Hasselbach sought out Nazis from the Third Reich who taught 

him how to recognize Jews and instructed him in how foreigners and Jews 

were destroying the environment. He was instructed that Jews from New 

York and Washington were engaged in a conspiracy to control the world. He 

and his followers began roaming streets, beating Gypsies, foreigners and left-

wingers, and blowing up cars. They collected an arsenal of 20 bazookas, 100 

machine guns, hand grenades and a stockpile of ammunition. Hasselbach 

conducted paramilitary training camps, indoctrinated young people in Nazism 

and was one of the chief contact points between German Nazis and American 

militia groups. 

Being Afraid 

Today Hasselbach is no longer a Nazi. What prompted the change of 

heart? Nel Noddings, Dean of Education at Stanford University offers a clue 

when she proposes that human beings respond to other people because we 

carry within us the memory of being cared for by another person. The voice 

within us that says "This I must do," is created as it builds upon the feeling 

of global empathy that is present in infants. The sentiment arises because 

someone once took care of us. Something like this seems to be true 

for Hasselbach. Against the sense of victimization, in the recesses of his 

mind, there remained the voices of his grandparents. No matter how dim, the 

voices served as a kind of moral guides. Hasselbach had spent parts of his 

childhood with his grandparents whom he remembers with much 

fondness. His grandmother told him how she had once been arrested by 

the Gestapo because she looked Jewish. She told him how his grandfather 

had been threatened with arrest because he refused to fly the Nazi 

flag. "I think my grandparents meant so much to me because at heart they 

were the least ideological people I knew." 

Hasselbach's complaint about ideology is really a complaint 
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about not being accepted as the individual that he was. As writer 

Edwin Muir explained in his autobiography about the communists who 

came to power in Prague after World War II, "[Communists) could 

understand a good worker, but a good human being was an 

abstraction which fell outside their sphere of thought and therefore a source 

of confusion." 

When Hasselbach joined the Nazis, his grandfather stopped 

talking to him. Hasselbach implies that his grandfather's rejection bothered 

him. His grandmother was already dead — "and thank God, for it would 

have pained her," Hasselbach writes. The word he chooses to refer to his 

grandmother's supposed reaction is significant, as he focuses upon her 

psychic pain, pain for which he knew he would have been responsible. While 

Hasselbach with no apparent remorse smashed faces and kicked others until 

they were senseless, he could still identify with the pain of at least one other 

person. His grandmother's feelings mattered to him and he could imagine 

what she would have felt knowing what he had done with his life. 

Despite his strong defenses against humane feelings, Hasselbach had 

retained a modicum of ethical sensitivity. Fortunately, the spark of empathy 

hadn't been completely extinguished. But it took a stranger to re-ignite it. A 

film maker quite accidentally caused Hasselbach to examine his life 

objectively for the first time. Hasselbach had been skeptical of journalists in 

general but "[Winfried] Bonengel seemed interested in me as a person. He 

listened carefully to the answers I gave to his questions and then asked even 

more probing questions." One day Hasselbach watched Bonengel interview 

another leading Nazi. "It was the first time I'd ever listened to people talk like 

this with someone else in the room —someone I respected who was entirely 

outside the Movement. I began to feel ashamed to be associated with these 

hate-filled, drunken pigs." 

Hasselbach said that through respectful questioning he had been 

given a chance to reflect rationally upon what he believed. This in turn 
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caused him to have doubts, doubts which were further driven home when he 

watched Bonengel's completed film about the Nazis that featured him as the 

designated Fuhrer of the party. Hasselbach felt physically ill seeing himself 

with a drunken grin on his face as he talked about slimy Jews, even though 

he had never met a Jew in his life. When the film was shown on German 

television, Hasselbach's mother came to his apartment. "What have I raised 

for a son?" she cried. He tried to console her. Although he hadn't seen his 

mother in several years, he thought that he would always have her 

unconditional support, the way some convicts' mothers support their 

criminal sons. Now he wondered if he had gone too far. 

Hasselbach had become a moral monster but the love of his 

grandparents, as tenuous as it was, kept him from irremediable damage. 

Hasselbach's account of his life reveals one of the components of moral 

motivation: shame. Traditionally, shame has been understood as one of the 

prods of moral motivation, the other two being guilt and fear. These three 

have stood as though prongs of a pitchfork, the pokes and prods pushing the 

child in the direction of desirable behavior. I say that these traditionally have 

been the Big Three because each has received ample criticism as an approach 

to child-rearing. 

As for fear, we know that it is a motive for acting morally but only at 

the most rudimentary level. Beyond that, however, doing the right thing out 

of fear is a weak foundation for ethical behavior. Remove the source of 

fear and the ethical behavior collapses into confusion or selfishness. Fear 

blocks independent thinking, thereby stunting the ability to reflect upon the 

rules under which one lives. We are fearful because someone has power over 

us. There is no understanding of why something is good or bad. Fear 

reinforces egotism since it centers on the person and power rather than the 

person and the relationship and behavior. When authority figures use fear as 

a tool for making moral children, they haven't taught their children to care 

more deeply. At the same time, their children tend to get stuck at the lower 
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levels of moral reasoning. 

Ruby was loved and respected by her parents. Although she may 

have been too young to have been a fully developed moral person, she 

had all the requisite attitudes because of what her parents had given her. 

Hank, and Ingo, on the other hand, came from families where love was a 

rare commodity. In addition, they were frequently beaten by their fathers. 

As Joan Grusec and Jacqueline Goodnow point out, there is "a consistent 

picture of child rearing effects: namely, that parents who tend to be harshly 

and arbitrarily authoritarian or power assertive in their parenting practices 

are less likely to be successful than those who place substantial emphasis on 

induction or reasoning, presumably in an attempt to be responsive to and 

understanding of their child's point of view." 

Assertive parenting practices are also associated with power in the 

family generally. If children see their fathers intimidating their mothers, then 

they learn that force or threats of force are acceptable. This is not to say that 

parents shouldn't be authoritative. Comments from rescuers make clear that 

many of their homes were far from permissive. However, their 

punishment wasn't capricious or without explanation. What matters in 

children acquiring a solid moral sense is that discipline be flexible but not 

arbitrary, that it be accompanied by explanations that are appropriate for the 

child's level of understanding and that the level of punishment be related to 

the severity of the infraction. In summing the literature from the field, 

Laurence Steinberg of Temple University, states, "Since the late 1950s, 

literally hundreds of studies have been conducted that examine 

acceptance, firmness, and autonomy support and their consequences for the 

child's development. The gist of these studies has been remarkably consistent: 

children develop in more healthy ways when their parents are relatively more 

accepting, relatively firmer, and relatively more supportive of the child's 

developing sense of autonomy." 

Parents who abuse their children are more likely to use only 
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one discipline technique regardless of the misdeeds of their children. They 

are also likely to be erratic in their disciplining. Unable to differentiate 

between the significant and the trivial, they are incapable of helping their 

children reason clearly about moral matters. The discipline that seems to be 

effective presents empathic reasons, for example, "Sharing makes other 

children happy." Such a statement is more likely to be accepted and 

internalized by the child than a statement that appears to be a reason but really 

isn't, such as "It's good to share." Children are more likely to accept a 

parent's value system when the parent disciplines the child with a mild 

assertion of power and when the discipline takes place in private. 

Children may do what parents want — at least in the short term — 

when they are threatened or abused. However, conforming out of fear is 

very different than acting morally out of honor or respect or love or 

reflection. This is why so many of Aesop's fables are poor moral 

educators. Rather than promoting moral growth, they frighten children 

into conforming. Instead of educating for feelings or reason, they cause 

children to cower. Moralistic stories don't help form children with extensive 

personalities. Rather they stunt the ability to think for oneself and 

therefore tend towards shaping restrictive personalities. Fear is no friend 

of moral virtue but rather its enemy. 

A typical example of the use of fear as a technique in teaching 

morality is Aesop's tale "The Gardener and His Dog." In this story a man's 

dog accidentally falls into a well while playing. Hearing the dog's yelps, 

the gardener climbs down the well to rescue the poor dog. On the way up, 

the dog bites the man's hand. "If that's the gratitude you show to the hand 

that feeds you," he says to the dog, "then pull yourself out of the well." With 

that, he drops the dog back into the well. What's the lesson? If you. don't 

behave, you'll be punished. Conversely, only if you behave properly will you 

get what you want. In other words, morality is instrumental. The reason to 

act morally is that if you don't, you'll be punished. Morality here is a means 
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towards self-centered ends. It has nothing to do with other people; it 

doesn't place the child in a social context. It does nothing other than 

frighten the child into doing the right thing. 

It is important to remember one of the findings of Eva Fogelman's 

research on rescuers of Jews in Germany. She writes, "The essential 

characteristic of moral individuals is . . . [t]heir conscience can 

transcend an evil society because that conscience is independent and 

has its origins in early childhood." Rescuers became activated because 

they could think independently of the crowd around them. For some, 

they knew their hearts were truer than propaganda; for others they knew 

that their moral principles were more correct than the messages of hatred that 

surrounded them. 

The Aesop fable is correct in one way, though. It speaks to young 

children at their level. Young children define morality in terms of fear 

(Kohlberg's stage one thinking). Then why not employ it to make your 

moral point? The shortcoming is that adults need to present a view to 

children that is a step ahead. They need to gently pull children up to a higher 

level, not keep them down by offering no better alternative. 

This is not to say that fear should play no role in moral behavior 

(laws which have the teeth of punishment are useful; fear may keep us from 

doing something we would later regret having done, such as sticking a finger 

into an electric outlet), but rather that parents who rely upon fear as the 

major teaching tool for moral behavior are not preparing their children 

adequately for a complex world full of difficult choices. 

Feeling Guilty 

Many thoughtful parents want to shield their children from 

feelings of guilt or shame in much the same way that they want to spare 

them from fear. Guilt and shame as methods of discipline are to be eschewed 
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along with raised hands and leather straps. Fear, guilt and shame as methods 

of moral instruction are seen as failures in decent parenting. Parents want 

their children to be happy and how can you feel happy when you are feeling 

guilty, fearful or ashamed? If we were really convinced that using fear, guilt 

or shame as methods of discipline worked, though, we might be more ready 

to use them as techniques. But we aren't convinced that this is the case. 

We won't have more socially responsible people if fear, guilt and shame 

are part of their disciplinary diet as children. Instead, we will simply have 

unhappy people. Responsible behavior has nothing to do with the 

traditional methods of raising moral children. 

This doesn't mean that guilt isn't an important feeling. It is. Guilt 

helps keep people on the right moral track. But guilt is a derivative emotion, 

one that follows from having violated an internalized moral standard. This 

is far different than making someone feel guilty in order to create the 

standard in the first instance. 

My wife once edited a magazine about hunger. A view held by 

many associated with the sponsoring organization claimed, "You can't get 

people to give money to starving children by making them feel guilty." So 

the magazine didn't show pictures of starving children, children with doleful 

eyes. Instead, there were photos of women in the fields, portraits of peasant 

farmers and pictures of political organizers. But the publishers weren't 

completely right about believing that guilt-inducing pictures doesn't lead to 

moral action. In fact, it was the graphic pictures of starving children in 

Somalia that called the world's attention to the dire situation there. The 

power of television is that it does bring images of others' tragedies directly 

into our home. No rational analysis can do the same. When we are moved 

to pity, we should also be moved to action. If we don't do anything, then 

we feel guilty. We become part of the problem we see and feel guilty for 

letting bad things happen to people. How can I, good person that I am, let 

this continue? What has pricked the conscience here are guilty feelings. 
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Perhaps the most famous account of the origins of guilt is Freud's 

Civilization and Its Discontents. His theory is that guilt arises because 

there is a conflict between the demands of civilization and that of an 

individual's instincts. In Freud's view, inside each person there is a seething 

cauldron bubbling with sexual passion. No society can survive if people 

acted upon this instinct at will, so we have laws which put a lid on 

libidinous behavior. But that doesn't make the sexual drive go away. It 

merely represses it. This creates a serious problem, though, since humans 

also have a need to release their tensions. What we have, then, is an ongoing 

conflict between passion and the law, between sexual energy and society. 

Civilization, Freud says, exists upon the very discontent it has created. 

The analysis doesn't rest there. Freud goes farther by noting that 

most of us, as adults, don't experience civilization as something external to 

ourselves. Rather we take it in as an active part of our very being. We 

internalize the voices that told us as children, "Don't do that; no, you can't 

have that." This internalized voice is the superego. It functions as society's 

watchdog and it watches over us, Freud writes, "like a garrison in a 

conquered city." 

The importance of the superego, from society's perspective, is that 

it acts in place of parents, courts and the police. When it is operating fully, a 

person doesn't even need society to punish him for his misdeeds. Our 

guilty consciences make us feel terrible enough, so bad that we won't 

make the same mistake again. The process operates largely unnoticed, as it 

exists in part in our unconscious minds. Our sense of guilt, then, is a result of 

suppressing our instinctive natures for the sake of the larger good we call 

civilization. Freud thought this was inevitable and even necessary. Guilt is 

the price for having a conscience. 

Guilty feelings arise when we have violated a moral norm that we 

accept as valid. A person who feels guilty, notes philosopher Herbert Morris, 

is "one who has internalized norms and, as such, is committed to avoiding 
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wrong. The mere fact that the wrong is believed to have occurred, 

regardless of who bears responsibility for it, naturally causes distress. When 

we are attached to a person, injury to that person causes us pain regardless of 

who or what has occasioned the injury." We needn't believe that we had 

control over hurting (or not helping) another person in order to feel guilty. 

Psychologists Nico Frijda and Batja Mesquita of the University of 

Amsterdam find that people feel guilty about having harmed someone 

even when it was accidental. Nearly half the people they interviewed 

felt guilty for having caused unintended harm, such as hurting one's mother 

when leaving home to marry. Unintentional harm may lead to as strong guilt 

feelings as intentional harm. In other words, being careless is as much a 

source of guilt as intentional harm. We say, "If only I had been more 

careful," "If only I had paid more attention," "If only I were a better driver." 

The fact that a court may not even bring charges against you in the first place 

may help to assuage some of the pain but it doesn't remove all the feelings of 

guilt. The feeling is useful in so far as it makes us more cautious, makes us 

better drivers or moves us to socially responsible action. The sociopath 

never experiences such feelings and therefore poses a danger to society; the 

neurotic experiences so much of it that he can't function normally in society. 

Feeling guilty for harm you have caused when you aren't responsible 

is possible because there is a more generalized readiness to accept 

responsibility for your actions. Guilt arises when we think we have had 

choices and then have made the wrong moral choice. Guilt and 

responsibility appear to go together. If we do harm and feel no guilt, then 

we don't believe we are responsible for what we've done. This means that we 

see ourselves as victims — of circumstances, of coercion, of ignorance and so 

forth. To return to the Oliner study once again, rescuers believed they had 

some control over their fate and that of others, even under a totalitarian 

dictatorship; they didn't define themselves as victims. They maintained their 

capacity for moral action. In the face of a mob at the school door, Ruby 
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could smile and believe she could change the hearts of the hecklers. 

Remember that people who think of themselves as victims do so 

because they believe they have no control over events in their lives. They 

don't feel responsible and therefore don't feel guilty either. Several tactics 

can be used in disavowing responsibility: following the crowd, it is 

someone else's problem, it was done under duress. A student once told me 

that he wouldn't be in class the following day because was going to court to 

defend himself against a speeding ticket he had received. I asked if he had 

really broken the speed limit. "Yes," he said, "but it wasn't my fault." I 

wondered how that could be. "Other people were going faster than I was. I 

was only trying to keep up." Did he really believe this, I wondered? He 

smiled. I suspect that a part of him believed it but with a little more reflection 

he would develop a different attitude. 

Inducing Guilt 

In the incident between Drew and Tanya, Drew was held accountable 

for his actions both by his parents and by the school. Strangely, the school 

took no action against Tanya, even though she initiated the altercation by 

hitting Drew when he refused to give her candy. While Drew's parents 

took appropriate action by telling him that his words were 

unacceptable and therefore irresponsible, Tanya might have learned another 

lesson. By not telling her that hitting was wrong, the school may have 

conveyed the message that black girls are held to a lesser standard than white 

boys. The silence about her wrong-doing may have said to her, "You can 

do what you want." The indirect message this may have conveyed to 

Drew is, "If you are black, you can't be expected to control yourself." 

Some eschew responsibility by claiming that they had nothing 

to do with the situation. "It's not my problem," is the refrain. I have heard 

people decry the state of the environment as they get into their cars to drive a 
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few blocks to the supermarket for a small bag of groceries or people who 

complain about rudeness on the part of youngsters and have no 

compunctions about mistreating waiters. They refuse to see their part 

and by refusing to see, feel no responsibility. These people then claim 

the moral high ground without having a rightful claim to it. They feel good 

in their self-righteousness. 

There is also the bad faith, sleek conscience that acknowledges the 

harm done but takes no responsibility since he had no choice. Tikhon 

Khrennikov, for 40 years the head of the Soviet Composers Union, 

illustrates this position nicely. As the union chief, he carried out Stalin's 

repressive policies directed at composers deemed traitors to the revolutionary 

cause, such as Shostakovich and Prokofiev. In 1948 Khrennikov delivered a 

speech that justified censure and repression for years to come in the 

Soviet Union, a message long remembered in the Soviet music world for 

the chill it sent. In an interview nearly fifty years after the fact, Khrennikov 

claims that he didn't write the speech but rather it was handed to him just 

hours before he delivered it. "I'd like to see someone get an order from the 

Central Committee to do something and refuse," he said. "You have to live in 

that" atmosphere to understand what was going on." Khrennikov is right: 

none of us knows for sure if we will have the courage to do the right thing. 

The objection to him today isn't so much what he did but that he takes no 

responsibility for it. He has learned nothing from his actions since he believes 

he had no control over them. 

Khrennikov lived in terrible times. People did horrible things to one 

another. If we were to dismiss him as unimportant to us, this would be 

unfortunate. Those times were extreme, just as was the Nazi era. But they 

remind us what people and society are capable of when we lose our moral 

sense. The importance to me is that it reminds me that none of us is perfect 

and that we live in an imperfect world. This means that we can't avoid hurting 

others. As the Japanese poet Shuntaro Tanikawa expresses it, "As surely as 
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the earth turns, we will do harm again. In the silence of our hearts . . . there 

we must make a promise to ourselves, a promise we must try to keep. This 

is the promise to harm less often, speak less sharply, tear less cruelly. Only 

we can repair the tears, mend that which we have rent." If we accept this, then 

we have to accept guilt feelings as a consequence of being moral people. 

Guilt has its place in morality. The Oliners, you may remember, 

found that about half the rescuers of Jews were motivated by guilt. But guilt 

that leads to responsible behavior results from violating moral standards that 

have been accepted and internalized by a person. The work of Leo Montada 

bears directly on this point. He studied what he terms "existential guilt." This 

kind of guilt arises when, for example, a person is the sole survivor of an 

accident or escapes persecution or survives a concentration camp. Primo 

Levi was so consumed by this pervading sense of guilt, having lived through 

the Holocaust as an Italian Jew, that he committed suicide decades later. This 

feeling is easy to understand when the survivor was close to those who 

perished. Montada wanted to know if such guilt is also felt in less extreme 

circumstances and whether it is experienced in regard to socially distant 

individuals or strangers. He found that three factors were necessary to 

produce such guilt: they accepted the fact that there were people less 

fortunate than themselves; they believed that the needy were not deserving of 

their fate; and they believed that their well-being was linked to another's 

misfortune. And the guilt they experienced motivated them to take action on 

behalf of the needy. In other words, those who felt guilt already had a set 

of ethical values. 

The clear conclusion from the studies on guilt is that attempting to 

induce guilt as a means of creating a moral standard that will be accepted by 

the individual is bound to fail. The process is backwards. Guilt flows from 

morality, not the other way around. If people feel guilty when they have 

done wrong, it is because they already possess a moral compass. But if 

they are lacking the rudiments of moral feelings and don't possess mature 
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moral judgment, then deliberately instilling guilt won't create an ethical 

person. Instead it will more likely create an angry, hostile person. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

SHAME ON YOU 

For years Anthony's father wanted him to learn the importance of 

hard work, working a regular schedule and working for and with 

others. Anthony always found a way to get around this, though. 

Because he was a skillful tennis player, he was able to earn enough 

money teaching the game to neighbors to get him all the things a teenager 

desires. 

So while his father fumed, Anthony worked an hour or two on a 

Saturday or Sunday morning and nothing more. 

One summer Anthony finally agreed to take a job with regular hours. 

The summer of his junior year at college he worked as a recreation specialist 

in- a park near his house. Sometimes he worked early in the morning, other 

times he stayed late at night. One day he biked home in the middle of the day. 

"What are you doing here, Anthony?" his father asked him. 

"I've quit." 

"You quit?" his father said. "What do you mean, you quit." 

"This isn't what I'm supposed to do," Anthony explained. 

"'What's that?" 

"I'm a tennis teacher. Not a trash collector." 

"What happened?" 

"Instead of teaching tennis they gave me a rake and a garbage bag and 

they sent me around the park to pick up trash." 

"That's what your supervisor wants you to do, right?" his father 

asked. "I'm not going to do that," Anthony insisted. "I'm going to teach 
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tennis." "If they want you pick up trash, you'll do that." 

"No way am I going back." Anthony raised his voice. "I quit. That's 

it." 

His father suppressed his anger. He said nothing. He turned, went 

into the house and a few minutes later came out the front door with 

Anthony's mattress. and put it on the lawn. 

"If you are old enough to make these decisions for yourself," he told 

his son, "then you are old enough to live someplace else." 

Anthony turned to his mother for support. His father couldn't be 

serious, could he? The neighbors would see. Anthony was embarrassed, 

but his mother kept silent.  

“Tell him, Ma." 

His mother looked at him and said nothing. 

Anthony got back on his bike, angry and resentful. He peddled to the 

park and worked the rest of the summer there. 

Shame is much like guilt in that it, too, is an emotion related to 

morality. In the anecdote in the previous chapter, Drew's mother reacted 

strongly to his having taunted Tanya with his epithet. By her telling him that 

in their family such actions are completely unacceptable, she inevitably 

made him feel guilty. And by letting him know that she was keenly 

disappointed in what he had done, she made him feel ashamed of his 

behavior. A widely held distinction between guilt and shame, then, is that 

guilt is what we feel as it is related to a particular action while shame is 

a "felt sense of unworthiness to be in connection. . . One feels 

unworthy of love, not because of some discrete action which would be 

the cause for guilt, but because one is defective or flawed in some essential 

way," is the way psychologist Judith V. Jordan explains it. 

When people fail to meet moral standards, they feel ashamed. It is 
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experienced when an individual fails to live up to internalized standards. 

In other words, shame is present when the person feels like a failure. 

Unlike guilt, a person can feel ashamed because of what another has 

done. 

Shame and guilt are near-twins, both being derived from morality, 

not vice versa. First, let's take a look at the way shame operates in moral 

psychology, then let's look closer at its limitations and liabilities. 

Feeling Ashamed 

Blushing is the visible sign that a person feels ashamed. Since only 

human beings blush, Charles Darwin claimed that it is the experience of 

shame that separates human beings from the rest of the animal kingdom. As 

social animals, humans experience shame to a degree that is not true of other 

animals. Civilization and shame go hand-in-hand. 

What is it that causes someone to feel ashamed? We know that 

different people feel ashamed about different things. Behind this 

commonplace observation is the deeper one that shame exists because 

humans, as social creatures, exist in relation to others. We feel ashamed 

when we haven't lived up to a standard that is expected of us by others, a 

norm that we accept. So we may lower our eyes or even hide them. We 

don't want to be seen; we want to hide. Shame is such an effective form of 

control because it is so social. Feeling ashamed, it is as though others 

have penetrated straight to our very beings. We feel lessened, 

cheapened, unworthy in the eyes of others. Shame is so potent because it 

is a way that society keeps itself functioning. It is a basic and powerful 

method of enforcing behavior that society deems desirable. 

Shame, like guilt, can be a weak or strong emotion, depending upon 

the standard broken and how the violation is viewed by the various parties. 

Shame is most strongly felt when the expectations are shared by everyone. 
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But sometimes we don't share the same values as another person. In that 

case, they think we ought to be ashamed for not doing what they thought 

we ought to. We just shuck off their concern as trifling. Modern Israel, 

homeland of Jews from around the world, established Hebrew as the 

post-Diaspora language. So when an old friend visited David Ben Gurion 

after many years and greeted him in Russian instead of Hebrew, Ben 

Gurion asked, "Aren't you ashamed of yourself for not having learned our 

language?" His friend replied, "It's easier to be ashamed than to learn 

Hebrew." Obviously, the embarrassment felt was minor and not sufficient to 

cause him to learn a new language. On the other hand, Ben Gurion thought 

that speaking Hebrew was important. Therefore, he could think of using 

Russian instead of Hebrew as a shameful thing. 

Ben Gurion's friend could shrug off the Prime Minister's criticism 

with a witticism. Sometimes the reaction is stronger. A few years ago, 

David, an honors student at his yeshiva, organized a Yiddish club. School 

authorities told him that he had to discontinue the group. Yiddish had no 

place in a Jewish school, they said, since it was the language of the Diaspora. 

The Diaspora was over, a thing of the past. Israel was the Jewish state and 

therefore Jews needed to return to their true roots, to gather-in after two 

thousand years of exile. Yiddish needed to be expunged in order to create the 

correct consciousness amongst Jews. Hebrew was language of Jews and 

therefore only Hebrew could be taught. David thought the school's policy 

was wrong as it was insensitive to the preservation of northern European 

Jewish culture. Rather than feeling guilty for having violated the school's 

rule, David thought the school authorities should be ashamed of themselves 

for having such a rule in the first place. Here was a clash of different 

values — or at least different interpretations of the same values. Both the 

school and David were staunch in their commitments to Judaism and the 

Jewish people. The differences were irreconcilable and David was expelled. 

The New York courts weren't interested in the case, as they judged it to be 
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the right of a religious school to set its own rules in this regard. David now is 

the chairman of the Department of Jewish studies at a prominent university 

where he is recognized as one of the world's leading Yiddish scholars. 

Shame and the loss of dignity often go together. Of course, 

what someone considers dignity may be quite different than another 

person's view. In the 1930s, Richard Wright's Black Boy relates the story of 

a bellboy in a Memphis whorehouse who grew used to seeing white 

prostitutes sitting naked on their beds. "It was presumed," Wright says, 

"that we black boys took their nakedness for granted, that it startled us no 

more than a blue vase or a red rug. Our presence awoke in them no sense 

of shame whatsoever, for we blacks were not considered human 

anyway." Instead of the naked women feeling ashamed, as we would 

expect, it was the bellboy who did. The women felt no shame because 

the bellboy was defined as something other than human. We don't feel 

ashamed to stand naked in front of a cat or dog. The bellboy, though, felt 

ashamed because he was human and he understood the women to be human, 

too. 

Shame is frequently associated with private, bodily functions — sex, 

exposure of certain body parts and elimination. Exposing any of these 

activities to public view may be experienced as a loss of dignity and therefore 

shameful. I remember how in the army many of us in the old barracks during 

basic training suffered constipation the first several days because we couldn't 

bring ourselves to sit on the toilet bowls that were placed in the center of the 

large room, bowls without partitions or doors to block them from all eyes. 

Since childhood we had been taught to be discrete about such things, and 

now we were required to do it in public view. Only when we had been re-

made from citizens who valued privacy and the individual self to public 

warriors operating on the basis of valor did we stop giving it any thought. 

If I hadn't been in the army, I would have been even more 

shocked than I was when I needed to use a public toilet in a Beijing park in 
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the 1970s. The stalls, which had no doors, faced the front entrance so that 

those entering were able to see all that was going on. In both the American 

army and in China, privacy was viewed as detrimental to the larger cause of 

solidarity. Shame remained important in both instances; it was the source of 

shame that had altered. Feeling ashamed of bodily functions was replaced by 

feeling ashamed of letting down one's comrades. The U. S. army has since 

come to its senses. The barracks I occupied during basic training are long 

since gone, replaced by more humane buildings. The new structures allow 

G.I.'s to close doors on their stalls, thereby providing soldiers some 

privacy. The army learned that it didn't need to create a new personality to 

make a soldier. A person's dignity did not need to be destroyed for the 

military order. 

If we think someone is disappointed in us, we may feel ashamed. 

We don't even need to be told we've let them down; we only need to believe 

that if they found out what we had done, we would have hurt them in some 

way. In Martha Gelihorn's novella, In The Highlands, Sue Hardy had a 

"passion for making the earth bloom." The Hardys had no children but had 

lived happily in Kenya for 26 years. While Luke developed the farm on the 

slopes of the Abedere Mountains, Sue planted flower gardens. One day Sue 

keeled over dead while tending her roses. Luke became depressed, 

began to drink heavily and neglected the farm and everything in it. In 

despair, he sat on the verandah, uninterested in ordinary affairs. The farm 

deteriorated. More than a year after his wife's death, Luke was looking at 

his homestead "when disgust overcame him. He had been insulting 

Sue. Together they had made it a happy prosperous farm, never rich but 

comfortable for them . . He didn't have it in him to carry on the work alone 

but that was no reason to destroy it. Sue would never have thrown away the 

effort of his lifetime. . . . 

"The garden shamed Luke. How could he have forsaken what Sue 

slaved over and cherished." 
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Luke failed in his love for his wife. He had been disloyal to her by 

ignoring what she had cherished. He felt ashamed that he had failed Sue by 

letting her garden go wild. He had dishonored her and their marriage by his 

neglect. 

When I was a teenager, someone new moved into my apartment 

building. I took an instant dislike to him. To this day, I can't tell you why. He 

had never done anything to me. I hardly knew him or remember even 

having spoken to him. Yet I picked on him mercilessly, giving him an 

ugly nickname and talking badly about him to others. Finally his mother met 

with mine to talk about what I was doing. I had been caught and now 

felt awful. How could I do such a thing? What was going on with me? 

I'm not sure, but I knew that I was shamed. I was embarrassed in front of 

my parents. This wasn't the boy they thought I was or wanted them to think 

I was or I wanted to think I was. I had let a lot of people down. I had become 

a wiseguy and I never wanted to be. By revealing me to my parents, the boy's 

mother caused me to be ashamed, and I in turn felt ashamed of myself. 

If I hadn't been caught, I may not have felt ashamed at all. Perhaps I 

would have outgrown whatever was propelling me and then have forgotten 

about it. Or I may have reacted like my wife who, as a girl, took change from 

her parents' savings jar. When her mother suspected the cleaning lady, Lyn 

kept her mouth shut. Her parents never did find that Lyn took the money, but 

my wife hasn't forgotten the incident and still feels ashamed of her behavior. 

Lyn thinks that she might have confessed if the woman had been fired. For 

her no one needed to know that she took the money for her to feel ashamed. 

I felt terrible for what I did because I cared what my parents 

thought of me. If I hadn't cared either about what I thought others thought 

of me or living up to an internal standard, I wouldn't have felt ashamed. "If 

all respect for the self is lost, the knowledge that the self has betrayed a 

friend [for example] will not arouse shame," psychologist Carl Schneider 

writes. "The person may experience self-contempt, or numbness, but shame 
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implies that the person cares." 

The Sources of Shame 

In his book Shame and Pride, psychiatrist Donald Nathanson finds 

the origins of shame in our physiology. Nathanson contends that shame is 

experienced by infants of only few weeks old and continues to operate 

throughout our lives like a script. "This script," he writes, "is called into 

operation whenever there is an impediment to the expression of positive 

affect." How do we know that infants experience shame? In fact, we can't 

know for certain any more than we can know for certain that people from 

different cultures experience similar emotions. There's no way to know that 

anger is the same for the Laps as it is for the Turkana. All we can do is infer 

from what we see and what people tell us. With infants all we can do is 

observe. Nathanson's work with infants finds that under certain 

conditions infants avert their eyes and look downward and their necks go 

limp and their shoulders slump — the same physical reactions adults have 

when they are ashamed. Nathanson finds that infants exhibit these reactions 

whenever someone interferes with an activity which they find pleasant or 

interesting. If an infant is intently gazing at a bright object or is handling 

something and someone interferes with this activity, the child shows the 

signs of shame. The more interesting or pleasurable the activity, the 

more signs of shame will be shown whenever something intervenes to 

frustrate that interest. Nathanson states that shame will occur whenever 

desire is greater than fulfillment. 

Nathanson's point is that even if what we see in infants is not "true 

shame," then something like it is present even before language, even before 

relationships, and continues with us throughout our lives as shame. Shame, 

he says, is like caring and reason: it is innate, evolves and matures with 

time and experience. If this is true, then shame, like all parts of our 
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physiology, must serve some useful biological purpose. What can that be? 

Nathanson's answer is that it helps the person from becoming too attached to 

something pleasurable when it may no longer be safe to do so. Whereas 

other animals rely upon instincts to protect them, humans have complex 

brains to serve as a survival mechanism. Shame helps us from over-dosing 

on too much of a good thing. Since the child cannot know instinctively 

what is good for his own survival or well-being, he must be responsive to 

even the subtlest cues from his social surroundings. He must give way to 

those who are bigger and older since they got to be bigger and older through 

successful survival skills. 

Shame and pleasure are linked in a most basic, primitive and 

unconscious way. This helps to explain why we are so affected when we 

disappoint those whose affection and judgment we value. Assuming that the 

relationship between the child and the parent is experienced by the child as 

pleasurable and positive, then a parent's withdrawal of affection, 

looking cross, using a disapproving tone of voice triggers shame. 

Nathanson's theory offers a biological explanation for the power that adults 

and society have to get children to divert their drives for pleasure to the 

service of civilization. 

Shame, like guilt, is an emotion that has a strong social component to 

it. These two emotions are so closely allied that, as Frijda and Mesquita 

explain: 

The conclusion seems warranted that guilt 
emotion is not a mere feeling, but an 
interpersonal attitude motivating corrective 
behavior. Such an emotion appears to be highly 
functional socially. . . Anticipation of the 
distress motivates carefulness in behavior 
involving others and, in particular, close 
relationships. Guilt emotion is a cautionary 
emotion. The moral guilt feelings that are 
usually considered paradigmatic would, as 
with shame, seem to be particular 
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developments growing out of a much more 
elementary distress at having been the cause of 
unwanted distress. 

Shame is a painful experience because we have been emotionally 

separated from other people. Of the two — guilt and shame — psychoanalyst 

Helen Block Lewis believes that shame is by far the more painful. This 

is so, she believes, because shame is experienced as a deficiency 

within oneself. While guilt is always related to moral transgressions, 

shame may also be stimulated by disappointment or defeat. "[S]hame," she 

writes, "is about the self, while guilt is about something." Shame gets right to 

the sense of one who is, what kind of person one is. The self is the focal 

point of shame and therefore is intensely felt, while the focal point of guilt is 

the action taken. 

When Anthony's father tossed his mattress in front of the house 

for all to see, Anthony felt humiliated because he was afraid that others 

would judge him adversely. In this instance he had been literally cast out 

albeit temporarily. His father brought the mattress back inside as soon as 

Anthony returned to the park. But in extreme cases people are shunned 

by their families and communities. The Orthodox Jewish family that no 

longer talks to a child who has married outside the faith and mourns that child 

as though he is dead is expressing the group norm that believes intermarriage 

to be an abomination. 

Guilt and shame are universal emotions experienced at an early stage 

in life. They tell us when we have violated the norms set for us by 

others. But these emotions by themselves say nothing about the content of 

morality. All we know at this point is that if we let people down or if we do 

something wrong, we'll feel guilty or ashamed. Some anthropologists 

contend that all moral standards are relative to particular cultures, while 

others believe that human beings are basically more alike than different and 

that there are some universal values. I side with the latter group and accept 



 

123 

the following list as universal moral principles (there is a fuller discussion of 

this in Chapter Seven): keeping promises, protecting the vulnerable, avoiding 

incest, valuing unprejudiced judgments, reciprocity and respect for personal 

property. (The last principle doesn't refer to capitalism but rather small items 

owned by an individual, such as a belt or spear.) When these principles are 

violated, every society judges the rule-breaker guilty. If the violator accepts 

the validity of the ruling, he will feel guilty. Guilt or shame or a 

combination of both follows from this. Guilt or shame are aroused because 

we have internalized values and believe that we ought to live up to those 

standards. 

But when we look at the broader picture as to what causes shame or 

guilt, we find that it fluctuates and alters over time and place. Shame and 

guilt take on more nuanced meanings only when society approves or 

disapproves of particular behaviors. Some examples will make clear how 

widely standards can vary. When I look at photographs of my father as a 

young man at the beach, he is wearing a one-piece tank-top bathing suit. 

Men didn't bare their chests in public then. Today women have a right to 

be topless at beaches in a number of states. When I was a young parent, few 

adults could talk about elimination with their children without 

embarrassment. Today there is a popular children's picture book that 

explains that "everyone poops." Not only do times change but 

different cultures stress different things which one is made to feel ashamed 

about. Some anthropologists have argued that certain cultures can be 

described as cultures of guilt, while others are cultures of shame. More than 

50 years ago, Ruth Benedict termed Japan as a shame culture. The curious 

thing about the best-selling children's book in America about "pooping" is a 

translation from Japanese, where bodily functions are accepted .as normal 

and discussable. 

No culture uses either shame or guilt exclusively and neither does 

Japan, but most observers corroborate her view. Even today a thriving 
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business in Tokyo is a "convenience agency." Amongst others things, the 

agency provides guests for weddings and funerals so families will not lose 

face (feel ashamed) because of sparse attendance at these occasions. 

Colonial America used shame freely. Hester Prynne comes readily to 

mind, the adulterer who was sentenced to wear the scarlet symbol of her 

indiscretion for everyone to see. Today you can visit restored colonial 

villages where you can sit in the stocks in the town square to have your 

picture taken. But stocks were no laughing matter then; sitting with wrists 

and ankles cuffed and being made into a public spectacle was a serious if not 

solemn matter. And when the Quakers decided to use their religious 

convictions to reform criminal; in the 19th century, they built penitentiaries 

in place of jails so the penitent could contemplate God and feel deeply 

ashamed for what he had done. Over the years America has slowly moved 

away from soul searching to punishment. Prisons have replaced 

penitentiaries. A different approach to criminality, at least in theory, is found 

in Costa Rica. In that country the bureau concerned with criminals is known 

as the Department of Justice and Mercy. The use of words is revealing: in 

addition to meting out justice, society also extends the hand of forgiveness 

and clemency to the wrong-doers. That Costa Rica should choose such an 

approach isn't surprising, for it is one of the few Latin American countries 

with a democratic history. And it is one of the few countries in the world 

without an army. 

Some believe that shame is more a woman's experience, while 

guilt is a man's. There is not enough evidence to support this as a 

generalization, but I have noticed how often a woman will apologize for 

having inconvenienced someone through no fault of her own. Once I was 

walking down the street when a woman ran past me. She tripped and fell in 

front of me. When I helped lift her up, she apologized to me, as though she 

had done something to offend me. I can't remember a man making an 

apology under similar circumstances. 
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Values and Shame 

Several years ago when my neighbor was diagnosed with 

cancer, his grown daughter took me aside to whisper that "he had 

the big C." This wasn't a bit of superstition, not calling the devil by his 

name. Instead, she was reflecting the attitude that some illnesses were spoken 

about quietly, if at all, because they were shameful. The illness showed a 

weakness of character perhaps or carelessness in not being more diligent in 

keeping one's health. But this, too, has altered in recent years. An interesting 

example of the changing attitude towards dying was found in a church near 

my home. The minister made his wife's dying into a teaching opportunity. 

He and she would become role models for a caring, fearless, humane 

approach towards death. Far from keeping it an intimate family matter, the 

minister used his wife's dying to reveal his feelings to the congregants, 

explaining to all who would listen what he and she were going through. There 

would be no shame here. I wonder if we aren't now reverting to something 

like the medieval approach to death in which the moment of death was a 

public event with family, neighbors and priest present. Death then was no 

more private than shopping is today. 

Today it becomes increasingly difficult to find something, no matter 

how personal or intimate, that the average person is reticent to reveal. This 

lack of shame has caused considerable consternation on the part of many 

concerned people, leading some to propose that we have gone too far in 

playing down both guilt and shame. What is missing in America today, these 

critics claim, is shame and it is that lack of shame that is the cause of 

America's moral crisis. Their point is that incivility and the lack of self-

restraint, which are exhibited daily on TV, for example, indicates the decline 

and ultimate demise of civilization as we have known it. Conservatives 

point to out-of-wedlock births, soaring prison populations, abortions on 

demand and high divorce rates as signifying an immoral society. Social 
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workers, therapists and liberal judges have taken the brunt of criticism for 

doing away with guilt and shame. For example, the Menendez brothers, 

who murdered their parents, were not found guilty in their first trial because 

they were portrayed as victims of child abuse. They weren't responsible for 

their actions because they had been beaten by their father. So instead of 

being judged as wicked and, therefore, guilty some jurors defined them 

as people incapable of acting responsibly. They couldn't be held accountable 

for their actions. They were to be pitied, not scorned, treated, not jailed. 

Morality is replaced by mental health. Moral judgments are 

replaced by psychological analysis. No one is responsible for the bad 

things they do, they are simply victims of a bad upbringing. Enough, no 

more coddling! Will bringing back guilt and shame make people more 

moral, will it bring back personal responsibility? 

Why have guilt and shame fallen into disuse? And why would 

anyone object to restoring them to their former place in the repertoire of 

moral suasion? 

The answers to these two questions are intimately related. The 

reluctance of many parents and educators to use shame and guilt as 

methods of molding a child's moral character rests on the recognition that 

history is filled with the wreckage of those whose childhoods were lived 

under the regime of guilt and shame. Guilt and shame broke people's 

spirits as surely as binding broke the feet of Chinese women. People 

suffocated under the yoke of conformity to stultifying standards. 

Consequently, much of the intellectual and social history-of the late 

nineteenth and twentieth century was the revolt against the stifling 

atmosphere in which families and societies leaned heavily against individual 

expression. 

Shame atrophied as an acceptable method of discipline as western 

philosophy raised respect for the person to center stage. Individual worth 

replaced social status as the central moral consideration. Once respect for 
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individuals became the key concept in moral philosophy and then 

permeated the thinking of the general public, group norms fell to one side, 

replaced by the value of the dignity of the individual. This wasn't the only 

reason for the decline of strong social control by the group but one of several 

forces. The development of the modern economy and the restlessness that 

accompanied movements to the west and immigration from Europe 

facilitated this change. While continuing to value community on the one 

hand, America came to understand the stultifying aspects of defining oneself 

strictly through a group. On the other hand, Americans preferred making 

their own identities to accepting an inherited one or one thrust upon them by 

others. Throughout the twentieth century, conformity has been defined in 

negative terms, especially in America where liberty has been taken as a 

primary value. As a result of these societal changes, shame as a method 

of social control fell into disuse. When personal expression is more important 

than solidarity, when doing the right thing is guided by individual conscience, 

then shame fades into disuse. In small towns, everyone knows everyone 

else's business and aberrant behavior is often controlled by strict unspoken 

but clearly understood rules regulating acceptable behavior. Cities, in 

contrast, are places where people have come to escape. Certainly this is one 

of the reasons why some have seen cities as centers of sin, for what they 

mean by immorality is defying conventional rules. Non-conformity threatens 

group loyalty. 

Years ago I visited a religious commune on the central plains of 

Montana. One of the young Huterite cowboys asked if I would like to ride 

with him. We mounted a pair of horses and galloped to the far side of the 

barn. When we stopped, he leaned over to talk to me softly. He made sure 

that I wasn't going to tell anyone else about our conversation. I re-

assured him that I wouldn't. He asked for a cigarette, hoping I would have 

what was forbidden on the ranch. He then proceeded to tell me about his 

dreams and how he one day planned to leave Star Colony. He respected his 
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parents, he said, but he disliked living there. Everyone told him what to 

think, what to do, what to wear, what to eat. So many rules governed his 

life that he felt as though he couldn't be himself. He wanted to be free. 

If we need to be reminded of what life was like before the liberation 

of the spirit, let's look at Japan again. Although this country is undergoing 

changes that are moving it closer towards America with a greater degree of 

personal freedom, it, like several other Asian countries, is still far more 

reliant upon social pressure as a means of control than is the western world. 

The extent to which a person is part of a group struck me when I visited there 

in the mid-1980s. The Tokyo airport was full of vacationers, businessmen 

and honeymooners waiting for flights. Mainly, people were traveling as parts 

of groups of coworkers — men and women dressed in company blazers who 

gather around a company banner shouting a company cheer. There were 

grooms in suits and brides in traditional kimonos surrounded by families 

sending the new couples on their honeymoons. No disgruntled, surly 

passengers vying for better seats waving tickets in front of the noses of 

customer service representatives. The airport was a wonderful example of 

the orderliness of Japanese life, the restraint, the politeness. A consequence 

of this nearly palpable social solidarity is that crimes against persons are still 

rare events. How different this is in America. I was shocked when an entire 

class of students of mine at Hofstra. University, returning papers about the 

American Dream and how they saw their futures, said that they hoped that as 

adults they would be able to walk wherever they wanted without being afraid. 

In Japan you can walk the streets at night without fear. This is one of the 

benefits of living in a controlled society. 

The other side of this picture, however, is the price paid by 

conformity. As sociologists Linda Schneider and Arnold Silverman point 

out, "the more closely people identify as a group and the stronger their in-

group feelings, the more hostility they direct toward out-groups, or people 

outside the group." Schneider and Silverman refer to the bullying that takes 
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place after school, where a child who is different is tormented by 

teasing, being kicked and punched and even sometimes pressured into 

committing petty thievery. 

Suicide rates for students are very high in Japan as young people are 

ashamed of having let down their parents and teachers by not excelling 

scholastically. They are crushed by the competition and social pressure. They 

lose face, then commit suicide as a way of preserving honor. While two-

parent families are on the decline throughout the industrial world, Japan 

remains an exception to this trend, in part because of the extremely strong 

social bonds. Such stigma is attached to divorce that many women would 

rather suffer a loveless marriage than leave their husbands. The humiliation 

of publicly admitting a failed marriage is too great to bear. Better to put up 

with beatings by a husband than lose face. "So folks remain married 

because they hate to be gossiped about," a Japanese farmer explained to 

a journalist. Of course, there are factors other than shame involved in suicide 

and low divorce rates. Westerners are often surprised to learn how 

conduct in one's personal life affects a Japanese person in a more public 

setting. For example, Japanese men fear poor job ratings if they are divorced 

and a woman may choose an unhappy marriage over divorce for a reason 

similar to women in the west, mainly, the fear of being impoverished. 

Nevertheless, it is the strength of social bonds that is the major factor in 

keeping people in check. 

China, like Japan, is undergoing enormous social upheavals, but it is 

still a land defined by great social control. Riding the Beijing subway 

in the early 1990s was a remarkable experience. The crowding made 

New York's subways seem empty by comparison. Tens of thousands of 

people flowed onto the platforms and milled around stands selling candy 

and cigarettes and other small items of interest to the commuters. The items 

were stacked on a table, not behind a kiosk or closed case. Evidently there 

was no concern for theft. And there was no pushing, no shoving, no 
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rudeness, no threats, no violence, no strewn papers. But, as in Japan, there 

is a price to be paid. Once again women are frequently those who suffer 

most. In the late 1970s, Zhang Jie caused a furor with her novella, Love 

Must Not Be Forgotten. This story justified love outside of marriage, 

thereby implying that the only moral marriages were those based upon love. 

The story also indicated that a woman should stay single unless she found a 

man that she loved and respected. These themes were so abhorrent to Maoist 

and Confucianist sensibilities that she was attacked by critics who accused 

her of undermining social morality. She had been accused of being "anti-

Party, anti-socialism." She realized that she would continue to be attacked 

as long as she tried to be true to herself. In an essay about her writing 

she imagines herself a being put out to sea. 

 

I renovate my boat, patch it up and repaint it, 
so that it will last a little longer. I set sail 
again. People, houses, trees on shore become 
smaller and smaller and I am reluctant to leave 
them. But my boat cannot stay beached forever. 
What use is a boat without the sea? 
 
In  the distance I  see waves rol ling 
towards me.  Roll ing continuously. I know 
one day I will be smashed to bits by those 
waves, but this is the fate of all boats — what 
other sort of end could they meet? 

Zhang was ostracized for her independent thinking but managed to 

recover her reputation. Her treatment was part of the movement by the Red 

Guards to re-educate moral misfits during the Cultural Revolution. 

Intellectuals, professionals, bureaucrats, artists, party cadres — anyone 

who didn't toe the line in the latest arcane ideological twists — were 

taunted and humiliated as moral offenders. They were forced to wear dunce 

caps and carry signs around their necks spelling out their offense. The 

miscreants were paraded through streets, subject to jeering crowds, tossed 
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objects and tossed mud, for example. If they weren't executed, they were 

often sent to rural camps where those who had spent their lives in the cities 

as professionals working with their minds slopped pigs and cleaned 

latrines and endlessly attended re-education programs. 

These, then, are the two faces of strong social cohesion: the 

security that comes from cosseting of thick relationships; the lack of 

personal freedom that comes from a million prying eyes. 

Although the social climate of the western world is far different 

from Japan's, shame has never been totally absent here. Public executions 

were once common and were meant to be as much a form of humiliation for 

the convicted as a spectacle for the crowds. One form of such public 

punishments was the witch burnings in Puritan Massachusetts. An interesting 

analysis of what the belief in witches was really about is given by historian 

Anne Llewellyn Barstow. Although she writes about witches in Europe 

during an earlier period, what she says in Witchcraze: A New History of the 

European Witch Hunts applies to America as well. She states that "judges 

and priests devised a satanic conspiracy theory to punish women who 

might step out of line." She concludes accusations of witchcraft were 

highly effective means of social control. Such accusations combined fear, 

physical punishment and shame as methods of keeping some women in their 

place. 

Witch trials became historical relics in America and Europe by the 

latter part of the 18th century. But something else took its place as a 

means of controlling women — modesty. Victorians were afraid that 

sexual passion would swamp society and overturn civility. Modesty, a word 

related to moderation, therefore became a significant value. The burden of 

being modest fell to women. One reason given was that sexual passions ran 

so high in men it was unreasonable to expect that they could control 

themselves. The other reason offered was that men needed not moderation 

but aggressiveness to succeed in the competitive marketplace. Civilization 
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may need moderation but capitalism would be sapped by it. Therefore, 

women were assigned the work of civilizing their husbands in the homes, for 

the sake of the family and the higher values of civilization. Writers, 

clergymen and politicians debated whether modesty was something innate in 

women's nature or needed to be instilled by society. In either case, they 

agreed that modesty was necessary and that it was a woman's virtue. 

This attitude proved troubling to women. In Fictions of Modesty, 

Ruth Bernard Yaezell, professor of English, explains that in the Victorian 

era 

"Modesty," according to one frequently 
repeated maxim, is "the point of honor among 
women," and matters of honor 
characteristically turn on public appearance 
and performance: to be modest means to 
take up a particular stance towards others, and 
to signal them accordingly. . . Like honor, that 
is, modesty was first and foremost a question of 
face — even if such writers characteristically 
presume, that the female face ought to be 
averted rather than turned towards others. 
And like all matters of face, it kept threatening 
to prove a mere matter of appearances, which is 
one reason why modesty so quickly yielded to 
anxious distinctions between the "true" virtue 
and the "false," as praise of chastity, for 
example, did not. Especially for those 
Christians trained most strictly to distrust 
appearances and outward show, there was 
always the worry that the modest woman's 
virtue was only a seeming. 

Yaezell makes the connection between modesty, shame and virtue. 

Indeed, by the late-Victorian period, virtue and modesty had become 

synonymous, so much so that a sculpture that for years had stood in front of 

City Hall Park in Manhattan, entitled Civic Virtue, depicted Virtue as a 

Greek god who stands above two supine women, nearly naked and writhing, 
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who are attempting to pull him down from his righteous position. Virtue, 

then, was a male attribute that needed to resist the allurement of debased 

bodily desires. Women were Eves enticing men away from the higher calling 

of morality. Vice, therefore was associated with women, the corruption of 

the flesh and the temptation of wantonness. To be moral, men needed to 

guard themselves against female entrapment, the selfish needs of womanly 

lust. 

This conception of goodness struggling with evil reaches back into 

the story of Adam and Eve, the archetype of much of western morality and 

certainly one of the key myths for the tight-buttoned and corseted Victorians. 

Adam and Eve have been forbidden to eat from the tree, but the snake entices 

Eve to pluck the fruit and she, in turn, offers the forbidden object to Adam. 

While the true biblical interpretation has to do with eating the fruit from the 

tree of knowledge and thereby gaining access to moral awareness and 

responsibility, the story is commonly understood in sexual terms. Eve is the 

seductress and Adam the more-or-less innocent victim of her willfulness and 

voluptuous offering. As a nation founded by Puritan exiles, until this century 

the idea of civic virtue and vice was linked to this notion. Even today the 

vice squads of municipal police departments are largely concerned with 

prostitution and other corruptions of the flesh. 

Shame Again 

Those who want to re-introduce shame are mistaken in thinking that 

shame has completely disappeared from everyday life. For example, the U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services reports that up to 30% of the 

youth suicides in this country are committed by lesbian and gay youths. Such 

figures shouldn't be surprising once we know that 80% of lesbian and gay 

youths report severe isolation problems, having no one to talk to and feeling 

distanced from their family and peers. Half of the lesbian and gay youths 
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interviewed in one study reported that their parents rejected them due to their 

sexual orientation. These figures strongly suggest that gays and lesbians are 

stigmatized, isolated and ostracized. In other words, homosexuals are 

subject to shame. During the period of bank foreclosures of farms during 

the 1980s, suicide rates soared. Men were ashamed that they had failed their 

families. They were humiliated in the eyes of relatives and neighbors. 

Despairing gay youths, Mid-western farmers and Japanese youths who fail at 

school often find only one way out— taking one's own life. 

Advocates of shame are suggesting that society increase its 

condemnation of unacceptable, non-conforming or immoral behavior. 

Parents, teachers, husbands, wives, supervisors, siblings, preachers and 

judges, they say, should employ more forms of discipline that increase a 

sense of social rejection in order to put a stop to the anti-social behavior. But 

if society were to move in this direction, actually we will likely witness 

increases in depression and suicide. 

Without doubt, shame is a powerful tool in socialization. Poet Robert 

Hass writes, "The core of the self, we learn early, is where shame lives." 

Shame does get people to conform. People do act upon the moral norms of 

their society as a result of being shamed. But the virtues attained this way 

are minimalist. What I mean is that those who are motivated by fear or 

guilt or shame rather than by internal motivation are like the restricted 

personalities of the bystanders, not the extensive personalities of the 

rescuers. Not being able to think critically, they are incapable of 

overcoming the limitations of their own society. Many Germans, after all, 

were good people as far as it went. Fathers took care of their families after a 

day at the concentration camp, mothers shopped for their children without 

paying attention to the Gestapo rounding up gypsies and Jews, socialists and 

homosexuals, intellectuals and bohemians. The reason that techniques 

such as shame which aim at social cohesion fail to produce independent 

thinkers is that strong socialization processes have embedded within them an 
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anti-intellectual bias. 

I am reminded of the time when my family and I visited a Christian 

commune for two Weeks. The Bruderhof has its origins in progressive, 

pacifistic Christianity. The founders were people who thought that the 

best way to implement true Christian values was by living together in the 

manner of original Christians. From this compassionate base, they could lead 

a life free from the compromises and contradictions of capitalism and 

consumerism. By the time we visited, the orientation had shifted 

considerably. The commune now had turned its back upon much of modern 

society and returned to an earlier Puritanism. The commune was set around a 

pretty little lake and every afternoon in the summer, when work in the 

factory, field or kitchen was done, residents came to bathe. The sexes were 

divided here. — men on one side, women on the other. What's more, women 

had to wear acceptably modest bathing suits. My wife, who had a one piece 

suit with her, traded it in for one with a skirt that covered half her thigh. No 

one told her that what she had was unacceptable. The pressure of the social 

mores was so clear and strong that there was no question as to what she 

would do. 

And "no question" is one of the prices for strong social cohesion. The 

lack of independent thinking was hard to resist. This was clear to me after 

only two weeks on the commune. Imagine what a lifetime of such living is 

like. Not only doesn't conformity encourage independent thought, it 

actively discourages it. Thinking for oneself always leads to the possibility 

of undermining the status quo. To think is to question and questions may well 

be directed at society itself. This is a threat to the social order of the day. For 

example, the commune had its own library and at lunch time in the communal 

dining room, everyone listened to charming children's stories that we read 

aloud. But the books that were available in the library and the books that 

were read at mealtime were all ones that had gone through the hands of the 

church elders, books that promoted a Christian way of life. All reading 
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material was screened for acceptability. Thought-control was so much a part 

of life on the commune that no one recognized that there was censorship. 

Rather, it was called "protecting the innocent and gullible." I didn't meet a 

person there who disagreed with the commune's policy. It was all for 

their own good, they said. The only concession to unfiltered outside 

news was in the reading room where one could read the NEW YORK Times 

and a few other commercial magazines. This room had one light and hard 

wooden furniture, hardly an inviting place. 

The movement to restore shame — a politics of shame, as it were — 

had its one of its first modern hearing when conservative columnist 

William Buckley proposed that instead of sending young offenders to jail, 

we ought to return stocks to street corners so petty criminals can be 

laughed at by neighbors and passers-by. Historian Gertrude 

Himmelfarb re-assessed Victorian morality in two books, Marriage and 

Morals Among the Victorian and Poverty and Compassion: The Moral 

Imagination of the Late Victorians. Her essays cast Victorian morality in a 

positive light by contrasting it to contemporary problems that are attributed 

to a permissive morality. Senator Bob Dole warns that those in 

Hollywood who "cultivate moral confusion" will be named and shamed "as 

they deserve to be shamed." Representative Newt Gingrich says that he is 

willing to look "people in the face and say, You should be ashamed when 

you get drunk in public; you ought to be ashamed if you're a drug addict." 

George Will explained why he thought Americans ought to be 

interested in shame as a method of social control. "Such punishment," Will 

writes, "uses reputational harm to deter crime and to perform an expressive 

function." Various jurisdictions have utilized billboards to list names of men 

who are delinquent in child support. Several courts have made convicted 

drunk drivers display signs on their cars announcing their misdemeanors. 

One community in Georgia took matters into its own hands, not waiting 

for the courts, when merchants posted outside their stores the names of 
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teenagers suspected — not convicted, not even legally charged — of 

shoplifting. In all these instances, the punishment is designed to induce 

shame. This is the reason behind reintroduction of chain gangs in three 

states in 1995. Prisoners in northern Alabama, who are in the moderate risk 

category, work at breaking rocks, cleaning drainage ditches and cleaning the 

verges of highways. Toilets are portable chamber pots behind makeshift 

screens. Prisoners wear white work suits and caps stenciled with "Alabama 

chain gang." When they arrive at the work site they are made to kneel down 

to be shackled together. "Any prisoners who refuse to work are punished by 

being handcuffed to a 'hitching rail,' a metal restraining post usually used for 

tying up horses," reports Amnesty International. "They are reportedly left to 

stand in the sun all day with their limbs stretched taut. . . Since Alabama 

reintroduced chain-gangs, at least 48 prisoners are reported to have spent a 

day on the 'hitching rail.' " 

The argument for stigmatization and, thus, shame, has two parts. The 

first claims that criminal law should articulate society's moral condemnation. 

When courts sentence someone to be shamed, they are expressing society's 

unwillingness to tolerate the violation of its moral standards. A society that 

respects itself will make shameful anything that attacks its integrity. The 

crime, then, is understood not merely as unlawful; it is morally wrong, as 

well. 

The second part to this approach to crime is that, as Will 

explains, "the act of punishing by shaming can instill in citizens an 

aversion to certain kinds of prohibited behavior." And what is the source of 

that aversion? It is lowering the offender's social status. "The 

consequences of shaming penalties are extremely unpleasant," writes Dan M. 

Kahan, law professor at University of Chicago, in that school's law review. 

"Those who lose the respect of their peers can suffer a crippling 

diminishment of self-esteem. . . . Like imprisonment, they unambiguously 

mark the offender's behavior as contrary to community moral norms. Thus, 
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they send a clear signal about the types of preferences well-formed persons 

should and shouldn't have." 

The flaw in Kahan's approach is that the use of shame as a method of 

conveying moral standards doesn't work when a person has low self-esteem 

or cares very little for the standards being imposed. Criminals are often 

people who already have low self-esteem; the peers whom they respect are 

often other criminals. Shame will not develop a moral outlook. It can 

only take advantage of a moral sensibility that is already in place. 

Is there no place for shame then? Do we want to remove it completely 

as a method of developing moral character? When used judiciously, shame 

does have its place. I am reminded of a story told about Rabbi Wolf who sat 

in quiet contemplation, his eyes closed, his body swaying slightly. His 

disciples kept their voices low so as not to disturb the pious man. As the 

disciples conversed in hushed tones amongst themselves, an uncouth man 

from the village entered the house and settled at the table. The disciples were 

chagrined as the uninvited guest took a large radish from his coat pocket, 

sliced the vegetable into pieces and noisily began to consume it, emitting 

rude and embarrassing noises. The rabbi's mortified disciples berated 

him. "You glutton, you fool," they said in tones of restrained anger, "don't 

you know better than to bring in your street manners to a house of someone 

as esteemed as Rabbi Wolf?" 

The rabbi stopped swaying and slowly opened his eyes. "That was 

good," he said cheerfully. "And now I feel like eating a tasty crisp radish. 

Does anyone here have such a radish?" 

The guest's embarrassment subsided and, his eyes filled with joy, 

happily handed the rabbi pieces of his sliced radish. 

And when Anthony's father, out of exasperation, brought 

Anthony's mattress outside, he shamed his son. Anthony resented what 

his father did, but it wasn't long lasting. Today, a father himself, Anthony 

looks back on the situation and laughs. He says that he was shocked and 
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embarrassed but it didn't damage his self-esteem because he had always had 

a close relationship with his parents. He and his parents, frequently at 

odds, had always talked things out. He never doubted the respect he 

received from his parents. So when his father moved his mattress to the 

lawn, it was so out of character that it brought him up short. Anthony's father 

violated the guideline about never criticizing your child in public. But the 

action was so unusual and the relationship between him and his son so 

strong that Anthony understood the point and harbored no bitterness or 

resentment because of it. 

The situations that concern proponents of shame as a technique of 

social control and moral development have something very different in mind. 

They aren't thinking about people who come from supportive and respectful 

families. Rather the people they have in mind are serious or habitual wrong-

doers, not teen-agers trying out their wings. Will and others are concerned 

about people who lack a sense of morality and believe that shame will instill 

it. The assumption behind this theory is that if shame is induced, then a 

person will develop a moral outlook. This assumption is weak. Anthony, for 

example, felt ashamed because he already had a moral sense; he cared about 

what his parents thought and he cared about what his neighbors might see. If 

none of this were true, Anthony wouldn't have experienced shame but 

something else. His father's action would have attacked his self-esteem and 

have made it less likely that Anthony would have internalized the standard. 

He may have done what his father had wanted but not because he now 

accepted the rule. He may have conformed but he wouldn't have become a 

better person. As with guilt, shame serves as a corrective to anti-social 

behavior when there is already a conscience to correct. 

So while the calls for shame have an element of appeal and in 

certain narrow instances may be desirable, such invitations should also raise 

a red flag of caution. The element of shame that Will, Kahan and others find 

so attractive is also troubling, namely, that shame is designed to lower a 
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person's self-esteem. The conservatives are right: shame and lowered self-

esteem do go together. The more you make someone ashamed the lower will 

be his self-esteem. Shame is effective precisely because it gets to the very 

heart of how a person judges herself or feels about herself. Shaming a person 

may destroy what little self-respect a person possesses, leading to more 

hostility, not pro-social behavior. It is more likely to create a by-stander 

than a rescuer. The extensive personality isn't built upon shame. Rather the 

moral person feels shame when he has acted shamefully. 

In the following chapter I want to examine more closely the link 

between self-respect and moral behavior. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

A MATTER OF RESPECT 
 

 

Ruth's application to the university required an essay on what had 

had the greatest influence in making her into the kind of person that she 

was. 
Her parents had expected her to write about her grandfather or 

her active life in the community. But Marshall and Arlene were 

surprised when Ruth told them the specifics of her essay. 

She wrote that her family was interested in public affairs and that 

whenever they received a questionnaire in the mail from a politician or 

political or social organization asking for their opinions, her parents 

responded. They would let the politicians know exactly what they thought. 

It was the next step that her parents took that had so impressed Ruth. 

For as long as she could remember, beginning when she was just a young 

girl, they included her in filling out the questionnaires. But her parents did 

more than simply solicit her opinion. They actually added an extra column to 

the paper so that now, in addition to lines for the husband and wife's answers, 

there was a third set of responses. 

Filling out questionnaires had been made into a family activity. The 

three sat at the kitchen table together as they offered their opinions on taxes, 

welfare reform, school board elections, crime, medical costs, military 

budgets, drunk driving, highway expansion and so on. 

Marshall and Arlene didn't always agree with each other. Ruth didn't 

always agree with her parents. Each of them has strong beliefs and doesn't 

hesitate to state them forthrightly. But as they worked on the 

questionnaires, they talked about why they each had the opinions they did. 
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Everyone was entitled to her own opinion, even as it may be 

challenged. Ruth's counted no less than either of her parents. 

The use of shame as a technique for building moral character rests 

on attacking a person's self-esteem. This argument recognizes the 

critical role self-esteem plays in identity. The basic point is that the desire 

to maintain one's self-worth will prevent a person from doing harm and will 

prompt a person to do good. Whether this is true or not partly depends on 

what you mean by "moral character." I believe the good person is one who is 

compassionate, benevolent and fair; who recognizes the humanity in other 

people, respects others and works to protect them from harm. There is no 

evidence that shame helps to create this kind of moral character. 

However, if your definition of a good person is someone who lives 

within the moral guidelines established by society, accepts society's 

standards as good and works to maintain those standards, whatever they may 

be, then shaming techniques are effective, at least in the short run. 

I think that the latter definition of ethics is woefully insufficient. It 

proposes that the qualities that make up a moral adult are equivalent to what 

people mean when they praise small children for being well-behaved. For 

example, when we say, "He's such a good boy," what we mean is that the 

child doesn't fuss or wheedle. But the qualities of being a good person aren't 

the same as those of a well-behaved child. Certainly we want people to be 

considerate of one another, but that isn't the same as being docile or always 

accepting society as it is. There are times when the right thing to do is to cry 

in protest. 

Given the definition I have just offered of a moral person, the 

question I want to examine in this chapter is what factors go to make-up such 

a person. Remember that the Oliner research found that rescuers were 

distinguished from non-rescuers by one important factor: the conviction that 
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they were responsible for their own reactions to events. Rescuers maintained 

a belief that no matter how hideous the circumstances, they had some control 

over their lives. Despite the efficiency of the police state, despite the wide-

spread support of the Nazis by Germans, rescuers believed that they could 

still influence events. Rescuers took responsibility for doing something about 

the world in which they found themselves. 

Years ago, through my work with the human rights 

organization Amnesty International, I became interested in meeting people 

who had been prisoners of conscience, people imprisoned on the basis of their 

beliefs. I wanted to know their stories and how they survived jail, torture and 

separation. I met Eduardo and Natasha Becerra soon after they arrived in the 

United States as political refugees. He had been an officer in the Chilean Air 

Force and she was a school teacher. When the military overthrew the civilian 

government in 1973, Eduardo was arrested because of his support for 

the deposed democratic government. His superiors knew he was no 

supporter of the military junta and therefore they imprisoned and tortured 

him. 

Eduardo was in jail for five months before the military came for 

Natasha. She, too, was taken from her children and detained. Her jailers 

threatened her with torture. The soldiers told her they would shoot Eduardo 

if she didn't confess to being a spy. The threats had the opposite effect than 

the intended one: Natasha summoned the strength to resist the pressure, a 

strength she didn't know she possessed. Instead of caving in to the threats, 

she defended Eduardo's good name and his character, refusing to say what 

wasn't true. Unable to get Natasha to denounce her husband, the military 

released them both. 

I asked Eduardo and Natasha how they had survived such 

indignities. Natasha spoke for them both, saying in English, "I think we 

kept sane and strong and continue to love life because we believe in human 

beings. Whenever I looked around me — when Eduardo was being held in 
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.secret, when I was being held — I always saw some smiling eyes, a hand, 

something that made me believe. We know that there are a few bad people, 

but there are also good people. You cannot let the bad few spoil 

everything." Then, echoing Ann Frank, she added, "Life is good." 

Natasha and Eduardo Becerra, like the rescuers in Germany, had no 

illusions about the world. They had seen their country's democratic 

government toppled in a coup, they had lost their jobs, suffered arrest and 

torture and had to abandon their nation. Yet in all this, they believed that 

they could influence their destiny. 

Who Has Self-esteem 

There is a connection between a willingness to assume responsibility 

for the course of one's own life and self-esteem. Those who feel they can 

control events around them also tend to be people who have high self-esteem. 

The relationship isn't perfect, but it is close. Consistently, psychologists find 

that these two factors are linked together. When a person values herself, 

when she likes herself, accepts and respects herself, then she is also likely 

to believe that she has ability to direct her own life, feeling that there are 

always choices, alternatives open. Even in the most appalling circumstances, 

there is a shred of control. I am thinking of a colleague of mine who for 

forty years was the spiritual leader of the Ethical Culture Society in the 

Bronx. He tells me that even when he was condemned to death by the 

Nazis because of his work in the Dutch underground, he never felt completely 

helpless. "Several of us had made a vow," Ies Spetter said. "When — it 

was never if —the guards would come to murder us, we weren't going to go 

like sheep. We were going to take some of them with us." Spetter's camp 

was liberated by Americans before he needed to put his plan into action. 

Stalin's Soviet Union couldn't tolerate an independent spirit 

such as Osip Mandelstam. After many arrests, he was finally sent to a 
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gulag in remote Siberia. The government silenced him, his books censored 

and removed, his audience limited to fellow inmates. But Mandelstam 

continued to compose, reciting his poems to other prisoners. After his 

disappearance and death his poetry appeared, passed by word of mouth. One 

of his last poetic fragments summed up his defiance and hope, tattered 

and thin as it was. "You left me my lips," he wrote, "And they shape words/ 

Even in silence.". 

Psychologists have looked at the degree to which people believe they 

can influence and are responsible for events in their lives. People who believe 

that they can "shape words even in silence" have what social scientists 

call an internal locus of control. Those individuals who attribute events 

in their lives to such things as fate, luck or other matters outside themselves, 

forces over which they feel they have no control have an external locus of 

control. 

There is strong evidence supporting the idea that there is a 

relationship between internal locus of control and self-esteem. For example, 

in one study involving black male adolescents, researchers found those who 

had higher self-esteem also had a higher internal locus of control. Another 

study, conducted in Saudi Arabia involving 300 male college students, 

reached the same conclusion: internal locus of control and self-esteem are 

found together. These two studies echo numerous others that make the same 

point: there is a consistent correlation between self-esteem and self-efficacy 

(locus of control). 

From the Oliners' research of rescuers we know that internal locus of 

control was singularly significant. Since there is strong linkage between 

locus of control and self-esteem, we can suppose that there is a relationship 

between altruistic behavior and self-esteem. This being the case, it is 

important to understand what contributes to self-esteem and what impedes its 

development. In her book Conscience and Courage, Eva Fogelman draws 

the connection between self-esteem and being a rescuer. "Once when his 
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mother tried to discipline him for some misbehavior," she writes about one 

of the rescuers, "Gerasimov [when he was little] told her in all 

seriousness, 'I am Jesus.' His mother calmly corrected the mistake (No, 

you are my son'), but most significantly, she never contradicted the feelings 

of self-esteem and importance behind that pronouncement." The mother 

corrected her young son's grandiose statement not with ridicule but with firm 

guidance. 

There is little doubt that the family is the most important factor in 

linking self-esteem and locus of control. In one study, Nancy Chubb and 

Carl Fertman explored the differences between 9th graders who had a sense 

of belonging in their families and those who did not. What they found was 

that those children who felt that they belonged had a high degree of self-

esteem and a strong sense of internal locus of control. The factors that 

influenced self-esteem and locus of control were parental interest in the lives 

and activities of their children, and warm, protective and nurturing homes. 

Parents from such homes both respected their children and provided them 

with solid emotional support. 

The reason that a parent's interest in his child's activities is so 

important in terms of self-esteem is because the underlying message the child 

receives is: I care about you, I respect the life that you have, what interests 

you matters to me, you matter. These are messages of concern, as well as 

protection. When a child experiences the benevolent interest of an adult, 

she knows that the adult won't let her go too far or do something too 

dangerous. And when a child already has the attention of an adult, he need 

not engage in outrageous (sometimes anti-social) behavior in order to get 

attention. 

All this presumes a proper balance between disinterestedness on the 

one hand and entanglement and enmeshment on the other. Many 

problems are caused by parents' intrusiveness and excessive control. 

Somewhere between the poles of "You're on your own," and "Tell me 
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everything," is the encouragement to be oneself without being alone. 

Becoming entangled in family life hinders and discourages critical and 

independent thinking, the very qualities necessary to lead a moral life when 

life situations are ambiguous or when the group itself is engaged in immoral 

actions. 

The evidence of the importance of particular qualities in a family's life 

(not the kind of family it is, such as nuclear or extended, for example) is 

overwhelming. Children who feel their parents nourish them emotionally, 

who believe their parents care for them as people, have high self-esteem. 

They also believe they can control events in their lives. The single most 

important factor in relation to building self-esteem is parental involvement. 

Children with high self-esteem more often have one or more parent 

who is actively involved in their lives. (This factor seems to be more 

important for boys than for girls.) High self-esteem is related to a 

parent's acceptance of her child's strengths and weaknesses. There is 

an important point here. Cheerleading isn't the same as providing self-

esteem. Self-esteem is promoted more from someone who is like a 

good coach. Pompoms wave, whatever the players do, but the good coach 

points out what needs improvement and encourages the players to fulfill their 

potential. Cheerleaders say, "You're great." Good coaches say, "That was 

good. Now let's try it again." 

This is a balanced approach to acceptance. It means that the child is 

seen for who he or she truly is. To be known in this manner is to be respected, 

for it says that you are a real person, not a model or an image or some hoped 

for but unrealized child. 

Parents and Society 

Parents who are clear about expectations and limits tend to have 

children with high self-esteem. The expectations, however, must be both 
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realistic and slightly out of reach. Expectations are important because they let 

the child know that certain behavior is desirable and some behavior is 

unacceptable. Setting expectations that are slightly out of reach challenges 

the child to develop skills of competence. Self-esteem is then based upon 

a sense of worthiness that issues from mastery of the environment. 

This then leads to believing that it is possible to control events in one's life. 

Expectations that are unrealistic, though, are detrimental. Persistent failure 

doesn't produce confidence but its opposite. Eventually, you give up, 

knowing that no matter what you do, you are doomed to defeat. What's more, 

parents who have very high expectations of their children often aren't really 

concerned with their child's self-esteem but their own. They want their 

children to shine where they have been dull. Stage parents frequently push 

young children. Seldom does this lead to healthy self-esteem. If the child 

fails, he suffers the humiliation of having disappointed his parents. If he 

succeeds, he has an unrealistic view of life, thinking that the world turns on 

him. The choices of a child of such a parent are depression or ego-centrism. 

Unconsciously projecting one's own desires upon a child is, 

unfortunately, all too common. Jessica Dubroff, the seven year-old girl 

who died while attempting to fly a plane cross-country, was probably doing 

what children her age often do: trying to please her parents. 

Psychologist Chris Mruk summarizes the parental factors influencing 

self-esteem: 

Parental consistency is a fairly standard 
positive developmental influence. . . that seems 
related to the development of self-esteem in that 
it reinforces the other attitudes, such as being a 
caring parent who does have, expect, and 
maintain standards. Once again, the idea is that 
the prevailing attitudes are those of involvement 
(but not smothering), acceptance (but not at the 
price of indulgence), firmness (but not rigidity), 
being democratic (but not simplistically so), 
and doing so consistently (most of the 
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time). Being valued and treated in these ways 
appears to be self-esteem enhancing across the 
board — it surely is more pleasant and 
conducive to positive exchanges and outcomes 
than the opposites! 

What effect psychological and physical abuse has upon self-esteem 

and locus of control? Amy Gross and Harold Keller studied students who 

came from families where there was either psychological abuse by itself or 

psychological and physical abuse together. They found that the combination 

of the two types of abuse had a significant negative impact on self-esteem. 

Would the same thing be true for children where there is an alcoholic 

parent? Generally, yes, according to social worker Laura Werner and 

psychologist John Broida. However, it isn't the alcoholic parent who is the 

key but the extent to which the family is dysfunctional. Many alcoholics 

are so disruptive and unpredictable in their behavior that they create 

inconsistency, conflict and a climate where people are afraid to express 

themselves openly. 

A friend tells me that she never knew what to expect from her 

alcoholic father when he came home. One day he was permissive, the next he 

would hit her for no reason. One day he was effusive and generous, the next 

he was punitive and mean. She describes her childhood as disjointed and 

frightening. "He was two different people," she says. I had another friend 

who was alcoholic for years. Despite this the family functioned fairly 

normally. She was a quiet drunk, tending to fall asleep at the kitchen table in 

the afternoon from too much wine. She had never abused her children or 

treated them harshly. On the contrary. Whatever the condition of her sobriety 

she was concerned, thoughtful and encouraging. Her grown children today 

are successful, and competent and assured. 

Valjean McNeill and Brenda Gilbert in their study didn't separate 

alcoholism from dysfunctional families and assumed that they went hand-in-
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hand. What they found was that the presence of an alcoholic parent was far 

more significant than the socioeconomic status of the family. Adults whose 

parents had serious drinking problems tended to have low self-esteem, as well 

as suffer from depression. 

Why does coming from a family that is dysfunctional, where at least 

one parent is seriously alcoholic, go hand-in-hand with low self-esteem and 

an external locus of control? I only need to think about my friend's 

description of her childhood with her father sober one day and blindly 

drunk the next. Just imagine yourself as that child. Your alcoholic parent is 

now drunk, staggering a little, slurring his words. What can you expect from 

such a person? Perhaps, like Hank whom I wrote about in Chapter 

Four, it is verbal and physical abuse. Your father (or mother) is out of 

control, irrational. He doesn't make sense and can't be talked to. He lashes 

out for no reason you can discern. Your domestic life, then, is hardly the 

warm, supportive and understanding homes we found with those who had 

high self-esteem. The home of an alcoholic is unpredictable. Instead of 

stability, there is chaos; instead of security, it feels as though you are 

standing on quaking ground. There is no predictability, only arbitrariness. 

Someone who is drunk isn't dependable, she isn't responsible. Many children 

of alcoholics suffer throughout their lives, never having experienced clear 

limits and expectations. It may be the unpredictability of an alcoholic's 

behavior more than anything else that leads to people who, if not anti-social, 

then are disinclined towards pro-social behavior. They may want to help but 

are never sure when or under what circumstances or if they are competent 

enough. 

The alcoholic parent is in no position to reason with a child, not when 

her head is woozy and her mouth is as if full of wool. Anyone who has had 

too much to drink knows that under the influence of the drug she has said 

many foolish things. This is why many alcoholics when sober mawkishly 

apologize: they indeed have many regrets. If the alcoholic wants 
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something from his non-compliant child, he will get it through bluster, verbal 

or physical intimidation. The child from such a home is learning that the 

world is chaotic. Self-protection requires deception, guile, hiding and lies. 

And the way you get other people to agree with you is by doing what you 

have experienced yourself: bullying. Children often imitate what they see 

and what they experience first hand. "Example is not the main thing in 

influencing others," Albert Schweitzer once said. "It is the only thing." 

Schweitzer's insight is supported by social science evidence. In an 

experiment designed by James Bryan and Nancy Walbek fourth graders were 

awarded certificates for participating in a game. Near their play area was 

a bowl "for the poor children." The children were then exposed to four 

types of adults: those who donated themselves to the poor children, those 

who didn't donate, those who praised and encouraged generosity on the 

part of the children and those who praised and encouraged selfishness. 

Bryan and Walbek believe that "behavioral example is a stronger influencer 

than verbal exhortations in affecting altruistic behavior." Children look 

behind the words. It is more important that adults live their values than it is 

to say the right thing. As far as children are concerned, seeing is believing. 

Studies of juvenile delinquents support the theory that inconsistent 

discipline can lead to anti-social behavior. "If there is inconsistent discipline 

and lack of cooperation between the parents, an adequate control structure 

does not exist within the home," Trojanowicz and Morash write in Juvenile 

Delinquency: Concepts and Control. "The child then often rejects the entire 

sphere of parental influence because of a loss of respect for the process of 

control utilized by the parent." It's easy to see why a child who lives in a 

home with a parent who is inconsistent learns to accept the world as beyond 

her ability to control. And we can see why self-esteem is undermined 

regularly by an adult who can't control his tongue or hand. Egos need time 

to strengthen and mature and if they are put into wild hands they will be 

crushed instead of shaped. 
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Moral development is arrested along several lines in most 

alcoholic homes — or any home that is dysfunctional. First, it is hard to feel 

respected in a home where answers to questions aren't necessarily based 

upon reason or empathy but some unknown factor that is unpredictable 

from the child's point of view. Self-esteem comes, in large measure, from 

having felt respected by others. Second, there is no encouragement to 

use one's cognitive skills to solve problems in an open and honest 

manner. There is cunning and deceit and concealment but not candor. 

Instead of expressing honest emotions, there is manipulation and 

dissimulation. Third, to grow up without structure, a framework that can be 

counted upon time and again, the child learns to be wary of the world, a 

place that may turn hostile at any moment. This leads to thinking of oneself 

as a victim of circumstances and lacking the ability to control events. A child 

from such a home is likely to be a bystander, not a rescuer. So in this type of 

home there is neither sympathy nor reason nor confidence, the key 

ingredients for a moral life. 

Research also shows some small differences in the self-esteem 

between males and females — males score slightly higher. What is striking 

in the findings, however, is that the ingredients that make for self-esteem 

differ for males and females. Being accepted is important for females, while 

being successful at some task is important for males. Females think well of 

themselves if they receive others' approval. By contrast, males view 

themselves positively if they believe they do things well. So while self-esteem 

has different sources for males and females, overall males and females show 

very little difference in the amount of self-esteem they possess. The 

important point here is that societal attitudes, sexist or otherwise, have 

little impact upon the self-esteem of males and females. 

The same can be said about the impact of society upon the self-

esteem of African Americans. Few doubt that blacks encounter racism. yet 

blacks score slightly higher than whites on self-esteem measures. It may be 
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that there are many more children like Ruby Bridges than is generally 

perceived by society at-large. Chris Mruk interprets the finding this way: "As 

long as an individual meets the criteria of success within the primary or 

subcultural group, self-esteem can exist and flourish." If competence is 

measured against the values of one's family or sub-group and not against 

success in the wider-world, then prejudice and bias can be met without doing 

much damage to one's self-esteem. Prejudices and biases do affect 

individuals. But how much and in what way depends in part on how strong 

someone's self-esteem is before meeting the discrimination and how 

important it is to be successful in terms of the group that is rejecting you. 

One study found that when blacks and whites from different 

sociocultural backgrounds interacted frequently, the self-esteem of blacks 

was lower than that of whites. My guess is that under these circumstances, 

blacks experience discrimination and at the same time accept the same frame 

of reference as the dominant group. When you can't get what is important to 

you, when the goal is unattainable, when you fail at achieving what you set 

out to achieve, then your self-esteem is going to suffer. 

This finding, and others like it, leads some to advocate voluntary 

and separate schools for African Americans. However, if we have separate 

schools based on race, sex or ethnicity, we have lost the value to be gained 

by having people of different backgrounds together. Such segregated schools 

may foster ethnic or racial loyalties that stand in the way of acquiring an 

extensive personality. Part of the teaching of those who were rescuers was 

the tolerance for others who were different. Self-esteem didn't come at 

the expense of others. Parents didn't teach that their religion or ethnic group 

was better, only different. Furthermore, even if such schools did enhance 

self-esteem, it will probably be such a small boost as to not matter very 

much. After all, the differences in self-esteem scores of males and females, 

and blacks and whites are very small to begin with. What happens in the 

family is far more critical than what happens at school. School can only build 
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upon or undermine an existing structure, seldom can it become the very 

structure itself. 

Racism or sexism or other forms of social oppression can have an 

impact on a person, though, no matter what a family does. I am thinking of 

John Edgar Wideman's autobiographical account of his life and that of 

his brother Robby in his book, My Brother's Keeper. Here are two 

boys from the same family. One grows up to be a successful writer and 

college professor. The other is convicted of murder and sentenced to life in 

prison. The same family, different results. 

Wideman tries to understand what had happened. He wondered if he 

were really so different from his brother. He wondered whether it was a 

matter of luck that he found middle class success while his brother lived in 

the violent world of drugs and street life. In fact, Wideman's upbringing was 

different than that of Robby, his junior by ten years. By the time Robby was 

a teenager, conditions for blacks in Pittsburgh had deteriorated. Jobs were 

scarce, drugs were plentiful and the effects of racism were felt everywhere. 

Wideman called the mother he knew in his childhood. But now, while 

visiting her after Robby's arrest, he notes how she had changed. In 

relating the death of one of Robby's friends, Garth, due to the 

carelessness, callousness and racism of a doctor, Wideman writes 

 

Until she told me Garth's story I hadn't 
realized how much my mother had begun to 
change. She always seemed to me to exemplify 
the tolerance, the patience, the long view 
epitomized in her father. . . . Events, 
personalities always deserved a second, slower 
appraisal, an evaluation outside the sphere of 
everyday hassles and vexations. . . . 

 

As she related the story of Garth's death and my 
brother's anger and remorse, her tone was 
uncompromisingly bitter. No slack, no 
margin of doubt was being granted to the 
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forces that destroyed Garth and still pursued her 
son. She had exhausted her reserves of 
understanding and compassion. The long view 
supplied the same ugly picture as the short. . 
. .They had killed Garth, and his dying had 
killed part of her son; so the battle lines were 
drawn. 

I wonder what would have happened to John Wideman if he had 

grown up ten years later or to Robby if he had been the older of the two. 

Feeling Responsible 

The concept of locus of control — the degree to which people believe 

they can influence and are responsible for events in their lives — is really a 

continuum from accepting responsibility for everything that happens to one's 

self to those at the other end who take no responsibility whatsoever. Philip 

Brickman of the University of Michigan and his colleagues help make this 

clearer, dividing that continuum into four possibilities. They call what they 

are looking at as attribution of responsibility, but it is basically the same 

thing as locus of control. The advantage of their approach is that it divides 

responsibility into two parts: responsibility for causing the problem, and 

responsibility for finding a solution to the problem. People then can fall 

into one of four categories regarding their sense of responsibility: (A) 

responsible for both the cause and the solution; (B) not responsible for 

the cause but responsible for the solution; (C) responsible for the cause but 

not responsible for the solution; (D) not responsible for either the cause or 

the solution. 



 

156 

 

 Responsible for Solution Not responsible for 

solution 

Responsible for cause  A – moral model C- enlightenment 

Not responsible for 

cause 

B- compensatory model D- medical model 

 

"A's" are those who believe that people are fully responsible for their 

conditions in life. They fit into the "moral model," feeling responsible for 

having caused problems in the first instance and then feeling responsible for 

their solutions as well. I suspect that "A's" have little patience with people 

who find themselves victims of circumstances beyond their control. Believing 

that a person is responsible for everything in one's life can fit into a 

philosophy that stresses the virtues of self-reliance. Since they assume 

responsibility for themselves, they believe everyone can (and ought to) do the 

same. These individuals can be moralistic, judgmental and therefore 

intolerant of those they see as weak. A high premium is put upon justice 

("people should get what they deserve") and little upon mercy. 

When I think of an "A's" response to personal matters, such as 

health, I remember a friend of mine who was dying of brain cancer. His 

psychotherapist said that he should go back into therapy, Doug told me as he 

lay in the hospital bed set up for him in his living room. I asked why, when it 

was obvious to everyone, including Doug, that he had only a few more 

weeks to live. "He said that if I could get rid of my pent up anger, I would 

get better. It's because I haven't really been able to express myself for many 

years that I have cancer." Assuming the therapist was sincere and not venal, 

he was expressing the attitude of an "A." Doug's recovery was completely in 

his own hands. Whether he recovered or not was up to him. Furthermore, 

Doug was responsible for having gotten cancer in the first instance. It was all 
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a matter of attitude. 

Sometimes an "A' will add a sense of duty and self-sacrifice to that of 

a philosophy of self-reliance. We then have a recipe for the kind of person 

described by Debra Swoboda, in her doctoral research, as a right-wing 

activist. "Right-wing activists view themselves as connected to others," 

Swoboda writes, "although their definition of community is more 

exclusionary [than that of moderate or left-wing activists]. They see 

themselves as ethically obligated mostly to those who share their moral 

outlook." Returning to the Oliner work, we see that Swoboda is defining 

people with constricted personalities, characters unlike that of the rescuers 

who exhibited extensive personalities. Community, as defined by right-wing 

activists, is narrow and insular, usually including only people like oneself. 

Since they are also people who take control for conditions in their lives, they 

are activists who may even have good self-esteem. However, they see other 

people or groups as weak and unworthy and may identify "them" as the 

source of their problems. Their sense of loyalty is to those close to them or 

who share similar characteristics. Those who are different, then, are 

dismissed as unworthy of support or become identified as the enemy. 

"B's" (the compensatory model) also have a strong internal locus of 

control, yet understand their responsibility differently. These individuals 

assume responsibility for solving their problems, but also understand that not 

all problems are a result of one's own failure. Accident and fate are part of the 

human condition. They view sickness as more than an attitude problem and 

feel that usually people don't cause their own illness. Abused children don't 

cause their parents to hit them and blacks weren't responsible for slavery. 

"B's" also acknowledge that some people start life with advantages. While 

people are able to triumph over Dickensian childhoods, the chances of 

leading a fulfilling and even moral life is greater if you were born into a 

loving, successful and healthy family. 

Those who hold a compensatory model take responsibility for 
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themselves, but at the same time are tolerant of others who suffer from 

adverse situations. "B's" are more likely to be accepting of differences than 

"A's" and more inclusive in defining their communities. 

Now let's look at the remaining two categories. "C's" (the 

enlightenment model) believe they are the source of their own problems. 

At the same time, though, they don't think they can solve the problem. 

Since they feel responsible for what happens to them, when things go wrong 

they feel guilty. But since they feel impotent to change anything, it is a non-

productive and neurotic form of guilt. I believe that some forms of 

depression are linked to this form of guilt. Nothing is worth the effort since 

nothing the person does will make a difference anyhow. It is this type of 

guilt that has given the emotion its bad reputation. Guilt of this sort is 

different than guilt that has its origins in not having lived up to a moral 

standard or having hurt another or having failed to make the effort to prevent 

harm done by others. While both have their roots in the inner life of the 

person, the "C's" guilt is best addressed by strengthening the ego and 

realistically distinguishing between what can be done and what not (The 

Serenity Prayer says "God grant me the strength to accept the things I cannot 

change, the courage to change the things I can and the wisdom to know the 

difference."). Guilt that flows from having failed morally is best 

addressed through making amends. 

"D's" (the medical model) feel no responsibility for anything, neither 

the cause of the problem nor its solution. They view themselves as helpless 

victims of circumstance. When their pain is great enough, they turn 

themselves over to authority, believing that by submitting to an expert or 

group they will feel better. As patients, they listen to the doctor, never asking 

a question. As citizens, they listen to the person who with great assurance has 

the answer to all of society's ills. They are prey to demagogues. These 

people, I believe, are rarely bothered by their consciences. Their consciences 

are clear since they view either themselves or others as complete victims. 
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They didn't do anything to make bad things happen and they surely aren't 

responsible for doing anything about them. 

The group most likely to have low self-esteem was the "C's," 

according to Cary Mitchell of the Graduate School of Education and 

Psychology at Pepperdine University. Apparently accepting responsibility 

for having caused a problem but not for solving it means that a person 

feels incompetent and therefore impotent. As Mitchell explains, 

"Problem solving is viewed as beyond the ken of adherents to this 

perspective; they are encouraged to seek resolutions from external sources, 

such as expert helpers or therapeutic communities. In the process, the sense 

of self-competence is compromised." The very act of turning to others for 

solutions to one's problems reinforces the sense of incompetence. Rather 

than helping such people gain a greater sense of mastery, experts seem to 

make the problem worse. 

Although "D's" do not feel responsible for solving a problem, they 

don't suffer from lowered self-esteem as do "C's." They view themselves as 

completely subject to the outside forces. On the scale of locus of control, we 

would find them at the extreme end of external locus of control. They didn't 

cause anything to happen, and even if they did, they couldn't do anything 

about it anyhow. Not being responsible for anything, they have no twinges of 

guilt. They don't rationalize nor are they hypocritical. They simply lack a 

conscience. 

Racism and sexism affect the self-esteem of African American 

women. They are everyday realities that might lead a black women to say, 'I 

am like this because of society. I am not responsible for my condition nor 

am I responsible or capable of doing anything about changing it.' Viewing 

oneself as a victim is understandable given the historical and social realities 

of American life. In her book, In The Company of My Sisters: Black 

Women and Self-Esteem, psychotherapist Julia Boyd attempts to show black 

women that, despite institutional and personal racism and sexism, they can 
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and must take pride in themselves and never give in to despair. A person can 

always make a difference, nearly always has some control over some aspect 

of her life. While not dismissing the effects of racism and sexism, she 

encourages black women to take pride in themselves and to develop attitudes 

that promote competency. She writes, "Nothing short of long-term amnesia 

will make us forget our individual past history, and anything done as close to 

yesterday is considered history. But today is current, it's the present, and we 

have to have control over ourselves in the present. . . . My message is that 

self-esteem isn't based on pretty pictures, stereotypes, or other people's 

ideas about Black women. Self-esteem is based on being who we are and 

our ability to define who we are as Black women, today." 

M. Deborah Hyde-Rowan, a black neurosurgeon, exhibits the kind of 

self-esteem referred to by Boyd. In an essay in Courage of 

Conviction, Hyde-Rowan writes, "Growing up in Mississippi, riding in 

the back of a bus, using water fountains marked `colored,' entering the back 

door of restaurants and medical clinics, and contending with a society that 

tried to tell me that I was inferior, I never lost the feeling given to me by my 

family that I was special." Her mother, her grandmother and others told her 

that she "was somebody and could be or do anything on this earth if I would 

only study hard and keep faith in God." The encouragement she received 

from those close to her became a self-fulfilling prophecy: because they 

believed in her, she believed in herself; because she believed in herself, she 

succeeded. 

"On the one hand, our self-esteem depends upon the degree of 

worthiness and competence with which we comport ourselves in regard to 

the challenges of life," writes Chris Mruk, who has studied self-esteem 

both as a clinical psychologist and as a researcher. On the other hand, 

our ability to behave as worthy and competent persons is also influenced 

by the level and quality of our self-esteem." 

We are what we think others think we are, according to George 
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Herbert Mead. What we hear about ourselves from others — what we think 

they are saying, for another person could very well hear something different 

— is what we expect them to say about us. If we have been encouraged and 

supported as children, we tend to hear what other people say about us as 

positive. But if we have been abused or ridiculed, we are always detecting a 

cutting edge in another' s words. A child who has been trusted and found the 

world trustworthy most likely will be an adult who believes what others 

say. Isaac Bashevis Singer once said that a knife can either cut a piece of 

bread or kill. So some of us see a knife and think of breakfast, others are 

reminded of murder. The way we interpret things is consistent with the way 

we have been taught the world works. 

Our experiences structure the world for us, serving as a filter that 

says "This is important," "That is irrelevant," and "This is what that means." 

There is simply too much data around to take everything in. Others like us, 

they dislike us, they are indifferent, they are critical. Nearly every moment 

we are encountering responses to our being. We don't — and can't — accept 

everything that we hear. Neither do we hear everything that is said. We 

take in that information that is consistent with our existing self-image and we 

reject that which contradicts it. People tell us what they think of us in 

many different ways. They smile or scowl, they approach us at a party or 

overlook us, they give us a raise or pass us over. These responses — and 

more importantly, how we read these responses —reinforces and 

shores up the picture we already have formed of ourselves. "This feedback 

is part of self-regulation, so we also seek to maintain a certain level of system 

stability once it is achieved," Mruk writes. The feedback reinforces 

the way in which we know ourselves, either as competent and worthy 

people or as incompetent and unworthy oafs. 

The way we hear feedback is selective and interpretative. This helps 

explain some of Ruby's ability to stand up to the threatening mob. She heard 

the epithets hurled at her, she understood the hatred behind the stares, the 
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meanness behind the boycott, yet she turned it all aside. When she heard 

the rabble yelling and saw the fists waving, she didn't take this as a personal 

rejection. They hardly touched her self-esteem. Instead, Ruby had recourse 

to a spiritual value — compassion. Ruby preserved her own moral integrity 

by filtering the angry words through the screen of self-esteem. Words of 

support and encouragement heard at home and in her church were the ones 

that really mattered to her, words that transformed the meaning of those 

hurled at her. 

On Your Honor 

Self-esteem is enhanced by competence because it leads to control 

over the environment. A person who is competent is, at least in some 

measure, the composer of her own life. I think about my foster daughter in 

this regard. "Millie is now a grown woman; she lived with us during her 

teenage years," my wife writes. "She grew up in a physically and 

emotionally violent household in the South Bronx, in what we today 

label a dysfunctional family. School was a refuge for her, a place to get 

away from drunkenness and neglect. 

"Millie was in the sixth grade when her teacher selected her and five 

other children to join the school's new gardening club. The children were 

told they could choose from many different types of flowers and vegetables 

and were shown pictures of what the seeds and bulbs would become. They 

were given paper and art supplies and told to plan. 

" 'What initially came into my mind was the school, my safety 

zone,' says Millie, `so I decided I would write out the name of the school - 

PS 23 - in flowers.' Millie chose tulips. 'It seemed to me that tulips would be 

able to spell the name best,' she says. 

"The class went outside one cool October afternoon. The children had 

been given basic instructions on how to break the ground and how to plant. 
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Millie tilled the earth and planted her bulbs. 

"She wondered about her tulips throughout the winter and would 

check to see if something had happened. When it started to get really cold 

and snowy she feared they would never pop up. Finally, in early spring, 

Millie noticed a change. "When I saw the cracking of the earth, I was 

delighted," she says. 'I knew then that something was going to come up.' 

Millie's flowers grew tall and bloomed bright yellow. At the end of the year, 

at sixth grade graduation, Millie won a medal for the best garden. 

"Millie says that the gardening experience taught her that the ground 

was more than a place to play. It also was the first time in her life where she 

was able to plan something from beginning to the end and to experience 

the process. 'I learned about patience and hope,' she says." 

As the Oliners have shown us, the perception of oneself as 

being able to do something about life's condition is a prerequisite for 

altruistic behavior. Another source of self-esteem comes from acceptance. 

Being related to others, being part of a larger whole provides meaning and 

purpose to living, just as a note has a purpose in a song but loses meaning 

when sung alone. It is just such connections that form a basis for empathy. 

There is still a third source of self-esteem and this is honor, the 

respect that is derived from fulfilling one's duty. One definition of 

honor is "a fine sense of strict allegiance to what is due or right." We 

honor someone by giving her due, and we are honored ourselves by doing 

the right thing. We often speak about a person doing the honorable thing 

when the action involves an element of self-sacrifice. For example, when the 

captain is the last to leave a sinking ship he acted as a captain should and 

therefore has done the honorable thing. If it were a passenger who chose to 

stay on board instead, we wouldn't think of the action as honorable but as 

either courageous or foolish, depending upon our assessment of the 

situation. The captain's actions were honorable, however, because he was 

doing what required of anyone who was a captain. We note his action not 
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because what he did was exceptional but that the circumstances were 

exceptional — ships don't often sink. Our judgment that he did the honorable 

thing rests upon us knowing what a ship's captain is supposed to do. It 

doesn't really matter what the captain was thinking at the time; it doesn't 

make a difference what he was feeling. It is the observable act that 

counts, what he did. Matters of honor turn on public appearance and 

performance, Ruth Yaezell reminded us in a previous chapter. 

Think of the fifth of the Ten Commandments. This ethical principle 

requires us to honor our mother and father. This commandment arose in a 

society that focused upon behavior and dispositions, not the inner, 

emotional and subjective lives of people. What this moral principle 

demands is that children fulfill their duties as children. If one has warm 

feelings towards one's parents, that is a bonus. It isn't the feelings that are 

demanded but action. So the honorable child simply does what is necessary 

and required. Following the rule wasn't discretionary, subjective or 

relative but rather obligatory, objective and universal. The 

dishonorable thing was not carrying out your duty as a child. A person 

didn't become honorable by doing what was expected, but could fall from that 

position and become dishonorable by failing to live up to the standard. 

We don't speak about honor a great deal today (most of us think the 

commandment requires us to love our parents) and we tend to think of 

honor as a quaint or exotic sensibility. This is because honor is almost 

always linked to rank, title or status and in our modern, democratically 

inclined world we have replaced these hierarchical and static positions 

with standards that rest upon effort, competence and merit. But for 

some Americans honor still plays a significant role. If we don't understand 

in what way, we will be at a loss to explain and respond to some anti-social 

behavior that is associated with it. I think it will help to better understand the 

importance of honor and moral behavior if I take a small sidesteps to show 

what honor is and how it operates. 
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In warrior societies or ones that valued manliness (as opposed to, say, 

courtliness), honor looms large as a moral norm. In such a society, it is 

necessary to maintain the appearance of manliness and to wear the 

accouterments associated with being a warrior —a headdress, a sword, 

epaulets or insignias. Protecting one's country (or king) from threats, 

avenging insults against your family (or tribe) or seeking revenge against 

injury done to you (or your god) or your fellow warriors (or group) is 

required. We now look at the Hamilton-Burr duel as a senseless tragedy in 

American history. But looked at through the values and norms of that time it 

wasn't stupid or immoral. 

In the book The Art of Dueling, written in 1836, it states, "the 

loss of a few lives is a mere trifle, when compared to the benefits 

resulting to Society at large." The `author explained that dueling was 

permissible only for prescribed reasons, the primary ones being the 

"support of ladies' reputations" or defending oneself against insults such as 

being called a "prevaricating, base, calumniating scoundrel, poltroon or 

coward." These men (and occasionally, women), not yet fully in the modern 

world but closer to the agrarian feudalism of their forefathers, were 

protecting their honor. They couldn't shrink from insult. So, too, dueling 

remained part of the ante-bellum South, an honor-bound society rooted in 

a status-conscious landed aristocracy. 

When we refer to a judge as "Your Honor," we aren't reacting to the 

judge's competence, character or personality, but we are recognizing the office 

which she occupies. The person under the robes doesn't earn our respect 

because of how good a justice she is. This is precisely why judges wear 

costumes: to remove whatever markers there might be reminding us that this 

is a unique person. We are expected to defer to the position, not the 

performance of the individual who occupies the seat. Observers, witnesses, 

lawyers and the accused are all admonished to show proper respect for the 

court and its representative, the judge, by rising when she enters and 
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addressing the judge formally in court, even if they know each other in 

other settings. A friend of mine is a local magistrate. In court I would only 

refer to him as Judge, not Tom. 

Self-esteem and honor are intrinsic to status. Therefore, maintaining 

the position is required in order to keep one's self-esteem. Self-esteem can be 

lost if the person dishonors himself by not fulfilling the role properly, by not 

performing the prescribed duty. A person who is disgraced -- fallen from 

grace — is a person who has been dishonored. The person loses the respect 

of others through the failure of successfully meeting the demands of the 

position. As often happens, not everyone is happy with matters as they are. 

Someone else wants to become the chief, another person wants to be 

king of the hill. So there are challenges. Unlike a democracy based on 

merit, in a traditional society positions change not because someone can do 

the job better but because of posturing, plotting or direct challenges 

of strength and cunning. As philosopher Jon Elster explains, "[H]onor 

is achieved or maintained by victories over equals or superiors, where 

'victory' can mean anything from getting away with an insulting look to 

raping a man's wife or killing him.. . . One gains honor by humiliating 

others; what is lost by one is gained by another." 

William Miller, in his book Humiliation: And Other Essays on 

Honor, Social Discomfort, and Violence, notes that in order for violence to 

occur in an honor-bound society, two elements must be present. First, the 

person seeking a higher status must be envious and, second, the person with 

higher status must perceive being disrespected. Envy and shame, Miller 

reminds us, "are quickly reprocessed as anger, and anger often is a 

prelude to aggression." 

"In the structure of honor," write Jann Benson and Dan Lynons, 

professors of philosophy at Colorado State University, "reputation and self-

esteem are two sides of a single coin. They depend on each other. . . . Much 

of the ferocity associated historically with 'defenses of honor' comes from 
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people's feeling helpless in the face of what others 

might think about them. Octavio Paz describes the Mexican male as living 

with flayed skin,' meaning that he is extremely touchy." 

Why are status maintenance and violence so often found together? In 

his article about evolutionary psychology "The Biology of Violence," Robert 

Wright notes that primatologists agree that amongst chimpanzees, humans' 

closest relatives, males compete for status since it is status that brings 

access to females. Females only mate with the dominant male, the one 

with the highest status who fights to keep his position. Then referring 

to the work of Martin Daly and Margo Wilson, Wright quotes the 

two psychologists as saying "if status has persistently contributed to 

reproductive success, and the capacity for controlled violence has regularly 

contributed to status, then selective advantage of violent skills cannot be 

gainsaid." 

Touchiness, extreme sensitivity — these are familiar scenes on city 

streets, bars and in some rural communities. Knives drawn, triggers pulled for 

insults are daily occurrences. Not surprisingly, "dissing" is often a call to 

violence. As poet Michael Weaver puts it, 

The young boys, the hop hops,  
are all about respect. 
Respect me, and I'll respect you. 
 
The hip hops say, don't dis me man. 
 Many of them will not live to be men, to go 
creaking along in the streets with old bones. 

Looked at from the perspective of honor and respect, such violence is 

a response to protecting one's status, defending one's honor, doing the 

honorable thing and therefore protecting and even enhancing one's self-

esteem. Far from being pathological, defending one's status when 

disrespected is understandable. And in communities that offer few 

possibilities of acquiring self-esteem through competence or acceptance, 
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violence is all too common. (The effects of violence upon children are 

discussed in Chapter Ten.) 

This seems to leave us in a quandary. If high self-esteem is one of the 

components of altruistic behavior, as understood by the Oliners and 

Fogelman, then for some self-respect rests upon the readiness to use 

violence to maintain one's self-respect. But all isn't lost. Honor as a basis of 

self-esteem, as I pointed out, was more common in traditional societies 

than in modern ones. The reason that honor persists so strongly in 

some communities is because opportunities for other sources of self-esteem 

are not open. Robert Wright notes, "Inner-city thugs may be functioning as 

'designed': their minds absorb environmental input reflecting their low 

socioeconomic standing and the absence of` ‘legitimate' routes to social 

elevation, and incline their behavior in the appropriately criminal 

direction." 

This isn't to say that this behavior is good in the moral sense. It isn't. 

Killing isn't good, fear isn't good. But it is to say that if we understand the 

importance of self-esteem and moral behavior, then there must be a society-

wide response to meet the need for self-respect. It also means that if shame is 

to be used as a technique for social control, it may well produce unintended 

consequences. Humiliating someone who is highly sensitive to status needs 

or someone whose status is dependent upon defying society at-large, may 

well lead to more anti-social behavior, not less. 



 

169 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONFLICTING VALUES 

Curt grew up the youngest of three boys in rural south Texas. His 

family, along with many other Texans, placed a high premium on 

sports. Both Curt's older brothers made the family proud with their 

athletic prowess, playing on varsity teams — one football and the other 

track and field — from elementary school through college, no small 

achievement. 

Curt's family expected him to follow his brothers' examples, wanting 

him to play baseball. However, Curt didn't have much interest in any 

sport, but he played, nevertheless, not wanting to disappoint his parents. 

He picked up a baseball glove and joined Little League. Mostly he sat on the 

bench. But one day, when his father was at the game and his team was far 

ahead, the coach put Curt in the outfield. 

Years later, Curt recalls that afternoon. He couldn't do anything right 

— not hit, not field. He let balls sail over his head and he dropped a pop 

fly that should have been routine. To this day he remembers the 

humiliation he felt — his failure as a player, his having disappointed his 

family. 

After the game he sat alone, holding his head in his hands, not 

wanting to look at anyone. His father walked over to him when everyone else 

had left. The two said nothing for awhile, but Curt could feel tears flooding 

his eyes. His father put his arm on Curt's shoulder and asked, "You don't like 

baseball, do you?" 

Curt told him he didn't like sports, that he wasn't any good as an 
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athlete and he didn't want to play any game ever again. 

"That's all right, son," his father said. "You don't have to be an 

athlete. Someday you will discover what you do love. Now let's go home. 

Someday you'll find what your real talent is." 

Not everyone thinks that self-esteem is desirable. In fact, there 

are those who fear that promoting self-esteem will lead not to moral behavior 

but its opposite. There is a legitimate basis for this concern. After all, 

altruism, benevolence, kindness and consideration require taking the interests 

and concerns of others to heart, while self-esteem, in its emphasis upon the 

individual self, turns a blind eye to other people. Self-esteem fits into the 

philosophy of individualism, a stress upon the single person above everyone 

and everything else. We can point to numerous examples where self-esteem 

and selfishness go hand-in-hand. There are parents who want their children 

to feel good about themselves even if it is achieved at the expense of other 

people. Other people are impediments to their goal of achievement. They 

value success or happiness above everything else. In a grotesque 

instance of success completely replacing moral values a mother arranged to 

murder a teenager in order to enhance her own daughter's chances of being 

placed on the town's prestigious cheerleading squad. 

Parents (or schools) who promote their children's interests and 

emphasize the dimension of self-esteem at others' expense rarely see what 

they are doing as immoral. They may even say that they are being 

responsible, doing what all parents are supposed to do — making sure 

their children succeed. Most of us cast a dim eye on such 

rationalizations. But even if we grant some measure of truth to the claim, it 

isn't social responsibility that these parents are after. The dreams for their 

children are not ethical, the values may not be moral values. A bigger 

house, a better job is what matters, not an extensive personality. 

The hesitation about encouraging self-esteem rests on the fear that it 
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leads to self-centeredness. If all that matters to me is meeting my own needs 

and desires, then others are there to be used for my own purposes. Bullies 

can feel good about themselves because others cower before them and 

accomplished thieves can feel good about being successful at their work. 

Some who stress self-esteem are not interested in promoting morality but 

something quite different. They want their children to be confident and 

competent, as tools for success. In Jericho, Long Island, a girls' varsity 

basketball coach left her job with just six games left in the season, 

contending that she was forced out because she wouldn't agree to give the 

school board president's daughter more playing time. "He said that I was 

hurting his daughter, that I was using poor judgment as a coach." In an article 

in Newsday, the previous girls' basketball coach said that the school board 

president and his wife had berated her for "destroying his daughter's self-

esteem" by not allowing her to play more often. There was another allegation 

of the school board president barging into the locker room to display his ire 

at the coach's calls. 

Perhaps the girl's ego would have been boosted by more playing 

time; perhaps she was hurt by being benched. Clearly her parents stood 

behind her, supported her and wanted her to succeed. But this has nothing 

to do with ethics or, you might say, the story illustrates the opposite of what 

many of us mean by ethical behavior. The story reminded me of a joke I 

once heard. "A customer comes into my store," the father says to his son. 

"He pays for the suit and leaves. After he's gone I notice that he gave me $20 

too much." Having reached the crux of the moral dilemma, he hesitates a 

moment, then asks his son, "So, what do I do? tell my partner or not?" 

The boy may be learning a lesson in taking control of his life and how 

to succeed in business, but the lesson is an immoral one. Perhaps the boy in 

the joke was the real-life Nick Leeson, the 29 year old futures trader who 

caused the collapse of Barings Bank through_ unauthorized operations that 

resulted in $1.3 billion in losses. Leeson disclaims having taken money for 
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himself (although there are reports that there is $35 million in his bank 

accounts) but was merely hiding the losses from his bad investment 

decisions. While Leeson confessed to his crimes and served time in prison, 

he seems to take pride in his deeds. He writes that his bosses were stupid 

but he will be able to "face all my family and friends and look them in the. 

eye." Although Leeson is a criminal, he hasn't lost face or pride or self-

esteem because what he prides himself on is cleverness, not moral behavior. 

He is a criminal, he admits. But, he thinks, that's nothing compared to 

others who are stupid and that is despicable. You can't help but wonder how 

being smart became more important than being honest. 

Such concerns about self-esteem being antithetical to moral behavior 

prompted professors of education Edward Wynne and Kevin Ryan to 

examine self-esteem programs in schools throughout the country. They 

found that some schools that stressed self-esteem as a major educational 

objective actually "fostered a corrosive form of narcissism." 

All this is true. But it is an error to think that self-centeredness 

necessarily flows from self-esteem. Elizabeth Midlarsky found in an 

experiment she conducted that when people volunteered to help others, their 

feelings of self-esteem were augmented. Taking pride in what they had done 

didn't make them more selfish. Just the opposite. It made them more likely to 

volunteer to help others in the future. 

There is an assumption about the nature of self-esteem that 

stands behind the criticism. The presupposition is that there is a fixed 

quantity of esteem to go around and if I have more of it for myself, then there 

is less for me to give to you. But this isn't any more so for esteem than it is 

for love. Neither is a fixed quantity. I didn't love my wife less when my son 

was born and I didn't love my son less when my daughter was born. And 

when my grandchildren were born — well, I've never been so full of love 

in my life. While I have a finite amount of time, even here it isn't as fixed as 

we sometimes think. I thought I couldn't spare another moment until my 
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granddaughter came along. I made time for her not by giving up anything but 

working more efficiently. I don't have to do that with love. Love simply 

expands. The same with self-esteem, under the right circumstances. 

 

Pride, Vanity and Courage 

There is one other reason to oppose self-esteem. The person who 

takes pride in their accomplishments turns conceited and arrogant. I can't 

think of anyone more conceited than a retired college professor who once 

told me about his upbringing. He told me that as a child he had loved to read. 

As soon as he was old enough, he went to the neighborhood library. By the 

time he was twelve he had read every book in the small library. "I learned 

something very important," he said. "No one had anything to teach me. It 

was all b.s. I was as smart as any of the writers. They had nothing to teach 

me. The only books I've read since then are books on science." He is a 

modern day Narcissus, in love not with his own reflection but with his mind. 

This haughtiness is widely recognized as a vice in religious and 

moral traditions. The Jewish bible has several references to pride, all 

negative. "Pride is the beginning of sin," "Only by pride comes 

contention," and 'Pride is hateful before God and man" are but three 

examples. In the Christian bible we find Matthew, Luke and Peter saying, 

"Whosoever shall exalt himself shall be abased," "He that is greatest among 

you, let him be as the younger," and "God resists the proud, and gives grace 

to the humble." 

The Jewish attitude toward pride is summed up in the 

Talmud's comment, "Concerning the man of pride, God has said: 'I and 

he cannot abide together.' " In the Christian tradition, pride is one of the 

seven deadly sins. Thomas Aquinas considered pride the most serious sin 

for at bottom it is the refusal to subject oneself to God's will. 

Condemnation of pride is found in Buddhism ("Let a man put away anger, 
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forsake pride, and overcome all bondage."), Confucianism ("Even if a person 

were adorned with the gift of the Duke of Chau, if he is proud and 

avaricious, all his other qualities are not really worth looking at.") and 

Islam ("God is Beauty and delights in the beautiful; but pride in it causes 

man to be held in contempt."). Indeed, arrogance, boastfulness, conceit, 

egotism, snobbery and vanity are synonyms for pride. 

For the believer, pride is a great sin because it places oneself above 

God. For the more secular-minded, pride is a vice because it separates one 

person from another. 

While pride is roundly condemned, we can also find comments 

about pride in oneself that are positive. Rabbi Hillel wrote, "If I am not 

for myself, who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, what am I?" 

Hillel doesn't equivocate — a human being must concern himself with his 

own well being. We realize that we must think well of ourselves, otherwise 

we would be listless or if we didn't believe that we could control our life, 

why would we even try being decent? If a person doesn't even care about 

himself, why do we think he would really care about anyone else? In 

Matthew we read, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself." Again, the 

good neighbor must think well of herself. For if I didn't like myself and I 

was asked to treat you in the same way I treat myself, then you are in trouble. 

The injunction only makes sense if we start out with at least some degree of 

confidence and sense of well being. 

Confucius insisted that the right kind of learning was not learning to 

please others but "learning for the sake of oneself." Tu Wei-Ming, a 

contemporary philosopher, explains Confucius' comment this way: 

 

In the Confucian perspective the self can 
never be reduced to a single dimension, for it 
acts as the focus for a number of 
relationships; it can never be considered purely 
a function of one or more forms of human 
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relatedness. Paradoxically, our uniqueness as 
persons is made possible by the ever-changing 
landscapes of our social interactions. We may 
not be fully aware of the complexity of the 
network in which we are socialized to 
function in daily life, but as long as we 
continue to broaden our knowledge of 
ourselves in the context of social 
intercourse, we do not lose the unwobbling 
pivot (chung-yung) that acts as our personal 
center. Learning for the sake of oneself is 
precisely intended to preserve and strengthen 
that center. 

Hillel, Matthew and Confucius aren't promoting arrogance. 

Rather they all acknowledge two aspects of a psychological truth: 

respecting others includes respecting ourselves. We are part of a community 

of people and realize ourselves to the extent that we have good relations with 

other people. The point is, if we can't care about ourselves, then how can we 

care about anyone else? And since care is at the base of morality, without 

esteeming ourselves as worthy we cannot expect to find moral behavior. 

Similar insights are found in other religions as well. This is no surprise, 

since human nature is universal and morality, wherever it is found, is 

addressing the same basic matters of social arrangements. 

The real objection to self-esteem, then, isn't to pride as such but to an 

excessive concern with oneself to the exclusion of others. It is having too 

much self-regard that is the problem. If I am proud of who I am, that's fine. 

But if this means I believe that I am better than others, then something has 

gone wrong. And the reason not to boast or to flaunt one's talents or 

successes is that it breeds resentment or makes other people feel worse. 

Boasting is a type of competitiveness that undermines the self-esteem of 

those who come up short. Only one person, group or team can be number 

one. Everyone else fails in relation to that. At the end of a championship 

game, we often see the defeated team sitting dejectedly, with tears in their 
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eyes. They can't speak, as though being second best is no good at all. They 

are acting like they are failures because only being first is good enough. This 

is, of course, nonsense. It is playing the best one can and playing fairly that 

counts, not that someone is better than you. Feeling proud of your family is 

a good thing but not when it means that you think that there is something 

wrong with other families; being proud of one's ethnic group or nation is 

fine, as long as it doesn't lead one to derogate other ethnic groups or 

countries. To believe that no one is better than you are isn't the same as 

believing that no one is as good as you are. It is crossing such 

boundaries that is the objection to self-esteem. 

If we look at self-esteem through the Kohlberg theory of stages of 

moral reasoning, we see that the person who thinks well of himself but is at 

the same time egotistical is at the first stages of development. The implication 

for young children is that self-esteem may well be associated with being self-

centered. But if the child is developing and being encouraged to identify with 

the feelings of others and also to think critically, this is a phase, not the 

destination. Rather than trying to get the child to be less self-involved, it is 

more effective and helpful to speak about who you as an adult admire and 

why, to explain how you understand morality and why and to be supportive 

of your child's inner life. 

So while there is real reason to worry about instilling in children an 

attitude of self-love that is selfish, it is selfishness that bothers us, not self-

esteem. I think the correct way to understand the warnings against pride is to 

rephrase the various injunctions this way: Never think less of yourself than 

you are; never think that you are more than another. 

Aristotle understood that proper pride isn't a vice but a virtue. "Moral 

virtue," Aristotle explained, "is . . . . a mean between two vices, one of 

excess and the other of deficiency, and . . . . it aims at hitting the mean 

point in feelings and actions." Pride is aimed at appraising oneself, an 

inevitable and desirable activity. However, we may miss the mean, in which 
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case we have created a vice. If our aim takes us too far, we have an excess of 

pride and become vain. If our aim doesn't take us far enough, we have too 

little pride and suffer from a sense of inferiority. As explained by 

philosopher Mike W. Martin, "Proper pride is the mean between self-

glorification (the excess of vanity) and insufficient self-affirmation (the 

defect of 'poor-spiritedness,' or of having an inferiority complex). The right 

amount of pride, then, is between the excess of vanity and the deficiency of 

self-deprecation." 

Proper pride is linked to another virtue: courage. Too much 

confidence leads to foolhardiness while too little courage leads to 

cowardice. "Cowards feel fear on inappropriate occasions or respond to 

fear and danger without confidence and self-control — that is, they are 

deficient in self-confidence or self-control," writes Martin. 

We want our children to have self-confidence and competence — 

to have self-esteem — because we believe it leads to something greater. Self-

esteem is a means towards an end. Proper pride and courage are values in the 

service of some other values. Philosophers refer to these types of values (or 

goods) as "instrumental goods." The value serves as an instrument in order to 

achieve something which is good in itself, an "intrinsic good." Sometimes 

we are confused, not knowing if something is good because it helps us get 

something else or if it is good in and of itself. Money is an example. With no 

money at all we couldn't survive in a modem society. We pay rent or 

mortgages, buy food, purchase clothes. Even the Bruderhof commune which 

I mentioned earlier, despite its efforts to separate itself from modern society, 

couldn't eliminate money totally. No matter how self-sufficient, the 

commune still needed to buy gasoline for its vehicles and pay its electric 

bills. But after we have secured the basic necessities, why do we need 

money? To buy other things that makes life easier and sweeter. At least for 

some of us. There are others, though, who want money for its own sake. 

Their satisfaction derives from having lots of it, the more the better. Here 
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money is both a means and an end — having it leads to happiness and 

happiness consists in having more of it. 

Courage is a virtue because it allows us to act on our moral 

principles. Without courage we would frequently say one thing but do 

another. It wouldn't make us hypocrites exactly. We would believe what we 

said. We just couldn't do anything about it. We lack the ability to act. This 

is why we use the expression, "The courage of one's convictions." Without 

courage convictions remain only theoretical. Some Germans deplored the 

Nazis but did nothing to stop them because they were afraid. Some 

whites supported Ruby's right to attend an integrated school but kept silent 

because they were afraid of reprisals. 

Adding modern psychological insights to Aristotle's philosophy of 

virtue, we can say that since self-esteem is one of the components of 

confidence and confidence is needed in order to act courageously, self-

esteem and courage also go hand-in-hand. To use the example of rescuers of 

Jews once again, those who risked their lives to save strangers exhibited 

enormous courage. The courage they possessed wasn't like that of a soldier 

who undergoes rigorous training in order to stand fast in the face of 

danger or that of a firefighter who risks his life because it is his duty. By 

and large, the rescuers were ordinary people who happened to live in 

extraordinary times. Yet the very nature of their expansive personalities put 

them in the position of responding even at great risk to their own lives. 

Rescuers still had to act upon what they were feeling, witnessing and judging. 

They needed to acknowledge that there was a problem, they had to be 

motivated to take action and they needed to judge what action to take. Yet if 

they lacked the sense that they could control their fate, they may have become 

one of the bystanders. They would have seen but then looked away. Or they 

may have bemoaned the fate of the Nazi victims and then retreated into their 

own insular and depressed world. 

In the beginning of this chapter I talked about Curt and his family's 
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expectations of him. He had two very successful brothers and they believed 

that he would be as good at playing football as they had been. But Curt was 

an athletic failure. Nevertheless, Curt was able to maintain his dignity 

because his father set aside his own dreams for his son and helped Curt 

recognize that he was special in his own way. He didn't need to be an athlete to 

be prized by his father. He encouraged Curt to find his own abilities, 

whatever they must be. Today Curt is a clergyman. 

What the Family Values 

Self-esteem — confidence plus courage — is important because it 

helps us achieve the kind of life we desire. Having the strength of one's 

convictions by itself is no guarantee of being a moral person. Courage and 

ego strength can just as well be put to bad purposes as good. Successful but 

corrupt business people or charismatic but evil political leaders also 

possess confidence and courage. They aren't, however, the people we deem 

morally worthy. This leads to the question: What are the values that we want 

to pass on to our children? Philosophers aren't in agreement upon a list of 

virtues. While Plato and Aristotle agree that wisdom, courage, temperance 

and justice are the paramount virtues, for Thomas Aquinas they are faith, 

hope and charity. David Hume placed benevolence at the top of his list. 

Conversely, the list of vices also vary: ignorance for Plato and Aristotle, 

pride for Aquinas and cruelty for Hume. The highest virtue for 

Confucius was jen, a concept variously translated as "goodness" or 

"human-heartedness." For another Chinese sage, Lao Tzu, the highest virtue 

is wei wu wei, "creative letting-be." For the Hindu it is doing no harm. 

Artists, too, can disagree over values. There is the story told about 

Igor Stravinsky, one of this century's leading composers, who was 

commissioned to write a musical piece to accompany a sports illustration. 

He refused the offer, insulted by the small amount suggested. This same 
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offer was then made to Erik Satie, a well-known French 

contemporary of Stravinsky's. The result was the same. Satie also turned it 

down, but for a very different reason. He said that the money was too much. 

He said that big money for art was insulting. In the end Satie accepted the 

commission as the fee was lowered to an amount that he considered to 

be suitable. Even within a single religion there can be differences over 

which values are most important. For example, the Dominican order founded 

a university in Paris in 1229 to study theology in order to teach correct 

doctrine of faith. Two years later the Franciscans opened their own 

Parisian university, putting holiness before learning. 

So some philosophers throw up their hands in despair, claiming 

that pursuing virtue is the wrong course. We need principles instead. 

And it is the reason why anthropologists conclude that ethics is relative, 

differing as it does from place to place and time to time. 

But let's take a look at our society and see if there are values which 

are widespread. In Little Women, a perennial favorite of many girls, Mrs. 

March, mother of Beth, Meg, Jo and Amy, takes care of her daughters 

while her husband is serving as an army doctor during the Civil War. The 

family endures many hardships during this period, but there is no doubt that 

the sacrifice is worth the effort. New Englanders saw the war between the 

states as a moral obligation to end the abomination of slavery. As the four 

girls try to cope with the difficulties imposed upon them, Mrs. March offers 

them her protection and love. The girls' mother strives to be a model for 

them, doing the work of both parents and more, ever diligent and cheerful. 

While never their friend, she does offer support, warmth and 

encouragement. She wants a good life for her daughters and she wants 

them to be good girls, not in the prudish and moralistic sense, but in 

the sense of being caring and principled people. One way she tries to 

achieve this is by talking to them about values and virtues. Homilies are 

peppered throughout the novel as Mrs. March serves as her 
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daughters' moral tutor. Her little lectures help to refine a moral sensibility. 

Her talks are like the needle on a compass, pointing the way to true north, 

the country of rectitude. 

When the novel was made into a movie in 1995, Newsday offered 

Long Islanders the chance to play Mrs. March to their daughters. The 

newspaper asked several mothers what words they would want Louisa 

May Alcott to put into the mouth of Mrs. March today, advice they would 

want their own daughters to heed. Here is a typical sampling of what the 

women said: 

My daughters, be all that you can be. Along 
life's path, never forget the values we stressed: 
love, hard work and honesty. 

I want you to grow up to be generous and 
loving. Be yourself and don't hide your 
emotions. Have a job where you are creative. 
Don't be determined to win, just be determined 
to do your best. 

Always keep your eyes on what is truly 
important and above all else, don't let 
anyone, whether rich or poor, pressure you 
into being someone you're not. Be happy and 
content with things you have. 

Always follow your heart. Always love your 
husband and children, but never lose sight of 
who you are. 

My dream is that you challenge yourselves 
to become the best person you can be. You 
may someday desire to marry and perhaps have 
a family. Remember you do not need those 
things to make your life rich. Your life will 
only be truly rich when you do your best. 

These mothers reveal something interesting about a mother's 

wishes for her children. While the women want their daughters to be 
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successful, the success they wish for is rooted in love, relationships and 

integrity. There is a strong moral undertone to all the remarks. These 

comments are expressions of true family values. The mothers call for their 

little women to be true to themselves, to be honest with their dealings with 

other people and to appreciate the lives that they have. No one wished 

success at any price, not one woman wanted her daughter to place avarice 

above love or deception before honor. There is nothing like "Greed is 

good," or "Look out for #1." 

On their list of virtues are love, hard work, honesty, 

generosity, creativity, emotional expressiveness, excellence, 

authenticity, happiness and contentment. Some women share particular 

values, other virtues are on only one list. While they all appear to point in the 

same direction, the highlighting of some values rather than others may in 

reality lead to different kinds of lives. For example, "doing your best" is an 

ambiguous phrase. It may mean success in business or it may mean being a 

good person. It also may be that attempting to be an authentic person may 

produce something other than contentment. I know someone who worked 

very hard but in so doing had to give up his creative, artistic life. He had no 

energy left to give to his painting after having spent the day in the high 

school classroom trying to teach art to thirty pupils. 

Although we may want to possess all the values on our personal list, 

in fact some values are incompatible. In order to succeed in the workplace, it 

may be necessary to spend less time with our children. Life forces choices 

upon us. We must live within limits not of our own making. If I am at work, 

then I can't be with my child. If I have my own work to do at home, then I 

may not be able to help my child with her homework. I may not have enough 

money for both music lessons and a home computer. Money and time are 

scarce resources. Mostly, how I spend my time and money will reflect the 

values that are truly important to me. Sometimes, though, we make sacrifices 

in the short run for our long-term goal. I may not spend time with my 



 

183 

children now but work at building a savings account so that I can send them 

to college later. 

When we talk about values and virtues what we really are talking 

about is leading a good life. (This is not the same as leading "the good life," a 

phrase that refers to possessing material objects and comfort and a life of 

pleasure.) Since the possible lives we may lead are infinite, then there is also 

an infinite variety of good lives. No two lives are alike; no two good lives 

are alike. 

Furthermore, most of us are not fully consistent in our set of 

values. I know that I'm not. I would like to have everything: love and 

satisfying work, I want to be generous, emotionally expressive and honest. 

But I have limits — limits imposed upon me by my biology, by my 

upbringing, by my environment, by the times in which I live. I have 

conflicting demands between wanting to say what I feel and not hurting 

another's feelings, between work obligations and demands of my family. I also 

have changed directions in my life over time. Indeed, psychologist Erik 

Erikson points out that what we prize and pursue throughout life changes as 

we mature. At one time we most prize friendship, at another point it is being 

competent at work, at another it is our spiritual development. 

Parents impart certain values whether we intend to or not. Our 

actions and our words, the things we choose to talk about or ignore, our 

praise or disapproval, the songs we sing and the stories we read — these 

convey to our children what we truly prize. Parents who refuse to believe 

this and attempt to be neutral create a vacuum and thereby allow their 

children to be unduly influenced by other forces instead, such as peers or TV 

shows. We need to decide which values we want to impart. If we have been 

good parents, our children will grow up making their own choices. They will 

not be carbon copies of us. That is as it should be. Nevertheless, there are 

basic values — an orientation towards life — that we do want to pass on. The 

clearer we are as to what those values are, and the more we live by them 
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ourselves, the more likely we are to be successful as the moral educators of 

the young. 

My Values, Your Values 

In recent years, there has been a push from many concerned 

parents to teach morality to children in public schools. They are upset about 

the seeming lack of values on the part of young people and society in 

general. In fact, the real moral lessons taught generally are not those found 

in the syllabus but discovered in the demeanor of the staff and the 

structures and procedures of the school itself. Philosopher Michael H. Mitias 

writes that "the education of character does not take place only in the 

classroom 15 hours a week." Although he is speaking of colleges, his remarks 

pertain to any school. Mitias continues: 

The cultivation of character is a function of all the experiences that the 

student undergoes on campus: in the library, in the classroom, in the lab, in 

the student union, in the teacher's office, in the dormitory, or in the 

administration offices. The characters of young people are determined by 

what they do and what happens to them. But these take place in a concrete 

social medium, a complex web of human relationships. The content and 

quality of this social medium as a whole plays a significant, formative role in 

shaping the character of students. 

Moral education is more than classes labeled "character education," 

"moral development," or "values clarification." The context in which a 

subject is taught is part of moral education. What a student really learns 

about moral behavior, the way in which she truly becomes a moral being 

cannot be determined by examining a catalogue or by reading a syllabus. As 

Howard Radest, director of the Ethical Culture/Fieldston Schools, notes, 

"Patterns of conduct, structure, and authority are curricular as much as the 
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language we use to talk about them." Respectful teachers, administrators and 

staff teach respect whatever the course material. Conversely, ethics 

classes in the hands of the callous makes moral maturing that much more 

difficult. In another study Larry Nucci finds that teacher authority doesn't 

issue from establishing rules of right or wrong but rather "stems from the 

extent to which the rules that [teachers] establish and the actions they engage 

in are consistent with the child's conceptions of justice and harm." Even 

the youngest students are concerned about justice, fairness and human 

welfare. When a teacher (or school system) is viewed as unfair and biased, 

then whatever may be said about moral behavior falls on deaf ears. 

The concern for the moral fate of the young isn't new. The ancient 

Greeks worried about the decline of their children's moral standards. Every 

generation wants to pass on its cherished values and is fearful that it is failing 

in the task. We live in such a time again, when people, from conservative to 

progressive, want a means by which to teach morality to the young. 

Teaching virtue, developing good character and the various methods 

of teaching ethics has gone in and out of fashion. In his book about George 

Washington, Richard Brookhiser writes: 

Washington's contemporaries were greatly 
interested in encouraging goodness with advice, 
in adults as well as in children. Benjamin 
Franklin related in his Autobiography that as a 
young man he had drawn up a list of thirteen 
virtues he wished to acquire, and a program for 
practicing them. "I was supriz'd to find myself 
so much fuller of Faults than I had imagined, 
but I had the Satisfaction of seeing them 
diminish." One of the most popular sources of 
guidance in his day, which Washington himself 
might have cited as an influence, was the 
virtues of the Romans.. . 

 
A set of precepts that meant much more to 
Washington [than Roman virtues] . . . is one that 
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he copied out by hand by the age of sixteen: 
"Rules of Civility and Decent Behavior in 
Company and Conversation." 
 
The "Rules of Civility" — 100 in all — are 
based on a set composed by French Jesuits in 
1595. . . The overall focus was established in 
the very first rule: "Every action done in 
company ought to be done with some sign of 
respect to those that are present." 
 
Without realizing it, the Jesuits who wrote 
them, and the young man who copied them out, 
were outlining and absorbing a system of 
courtesy appropriate to equals and near-equals. 
. . When the company for whose benefit decent 
behavior was prescribed expanded the nation, 
Washington was ready. Parson Weems got 
this right when he wrote that it was "no 
wonder every body honoured him who 
honoured every body." 

By the time I was in grammar school, we weren't reading either the 

instructions of the Romans or "Rules of Civility." Instead, my diet was 

Parson Weems' tale of George Washington cutting down the cherry tree, then 

confessing his misdeed to his father. I remember cherishing a 

commemorative coin with Washington's likeness on one side and words 

about Washington being first in the hearts of his countrymen on the other. 

The First President was a hero of mine. And that marked a difference 

between my moral education and that of Washington and his era. Instead of 

moral dicta, I was offered stories of moral example. There was no attempt to 

learn morality through rules. I had no book of moral instruction. Morality 

was no longer a direct and explicit concern. 

There was, as always, an implicit moral curriculum, a set of values 

assumed to be so widely held that they were beyond question. In my school 

it was what is now called Judeo-Christian morality, although at my time it 

was all Christian and no Jewish. We sang Christmas carols by candlelight in 
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hallways, for example. Schools expected students to adhere to basic moral 

standards, such as honesty and responsibility. There was one value, though, 

that was still taught explicitly: patriotism. We stood every morning, pledged 

allegiance to the flag and sang "My Country `Tis of Thee." The texts were 

full of examples of America's moral certainty — every war was just and 

every change progress. However, even this remaining value came under 

attack by the time I was in high school. The 1964 graduating class in my high 

school created a stir when the recipient of the American Legion History award 

used the occasion as an opportunity to castigate America's foreign policy. 

The principal, incensed by the student's disrespectful audacity, interrupted 

the student's speech, halted the commencement and sent graduates and guests 

home. 

By the time my children started school, every institution was under 

scrutiny, from the family to the state. Protest was the order of the day. 

Many schools, not wanting to impose one set of moral standards, 

adopted a different tack by introducing values clarification. Values 

clarification accepts as given a lack of common agreement upon a set of 

values but that, in fact, there is no one right answer regarding ethical 

matters. In reviewing the values clarification theory, Ann Higgins of 

Fordham University writes, "it advocated that children can and should learn: 

(1) to be more aware of their own values and how they relate to hierarchies of 

decisions; (2) to make their values consistent with each other and to order 

them into hierarchies for decision-making; (3) to be more aware of the 

differences between their value hierarchies and those of others; and (4) 

to learn to be tolerant of those differences." This did little to satisfy those 

who thought the problem the country faced was the inability to clearly state 

the difference between right and wrong. Values clarification, the critics 

charged, was really the promotion of moral relativism, an anything-goes 

ethic lacking standards. 

The dissatisfaction with the values clarification approach led, in the 
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late 1980s, to a return to a method of moral education popular in the 

1920s and 1930s — character education. The original character education 

programs fell into disfavor with educators when observations revealed that 

children could recite a list of virtues (the importance of being honest, for 

example) but behave in a contrary way. There were community institutions, 

though, that continued programs in character education. The Boy 

Scouts are a prime example. And once again, parents are interested in 

character education, in the hopes that it will provide a foundation for sound 

moral behavior. 

I want look at two books designed to help parents teach moral 

values. One is The Book of Virtues: A Treasury of Great Moral Stories, 

edited by former Secretary of Education, William J. Bennett. This book 

was a best-seller one year; the following year the children's version headed 

the best-seller for children books. The other book is A Call to Character: A 

Family Treasury of Stories, Poems, Proverbs and Fables to Guide the 

Development of Values For You and Your Children, edited by two educators, 

Colin Greer and Herbert Kohl. Each book presents chapters representing 

significant moral values and virtues. However, the two books take 

different views regarding the nature of moral education, so. it is 

interesting to look at the two of them together. 
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Bennett Greer and Kohl 

self-discipline self-discipline 
loyalty loyalty 
courage courage 
responsibility responsibility 
compassion compassion 
honesty honesty 
work integrity 
perseverance creativity 
faith empathy 
friendship generosity 

adaptability 
idealism 
balance 
fairness 
love 
playfulness 

 

 

Both books list the same six values of self-discipline,  

loyalty, courage, responsibility, compassion and honesty, but then part 

company, with Bennett listing four more values, and Greer and Kohl 

offering 10 different ones. Work, for example, is only on Bennett's side, 

while playfulness appears only on Greer and Kohl's list. 

The inclusion or exclusion of particular values and virtues is 

significant for, in fact, the lists reflect the authors' views of the good life. In 

addition, each set of values represents different orientations towards and 

understanding of the nature of children. Reviewing the introductions 

spelling out the authors' philosophies, we don't have to read between the 

lines to figure out what they are after. In The Book of Virtues, Bennett writes, 

"If we want our children to possess the traits of character we most admire, 

we need to teach them what those traits are and why they deserve both 

admiration and allegiance. . . We welcome our children to a common world, 
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a world of shared ideals, to the community of moral persons. In that 

common world we invite them to the continuing task of preserving the 

principles, the ideals, and the notions of goodness and greatness we hold 

dear." 

Bennett's goal is conservative. He wants to conserve a world of 

shared values. His primary task, then, is explicitly teaching specific 

values and virtues that come from a "world of shared ideals." 

The first virtue presented in his book is self-discipline. To exemplify 

this value he presents a poem from Robert Louis Stevenson, Good and 

Bad Children. The first two verses read: 

Children, you are very little, 
And your bones are very brittle; 
If you would grow great and stately,  
You must try to walk sedately. 
You must still be bright and quiet,  
And content with simple diet; 
And remain, through all bewild'ring,  
Innocent and honest children. 

The final stanza reads: 

 
Cruel children, crying babies,  
All grow up as geese and gabies,  
Hated, as their age increases, 
By their nephews and their nieces. 

Bennett follows up Stevenson's poem with a story about the word 

"please," which, according to Bennett, is meant to make the point that "Good 

people stick to good manners .. ." The next story's title contains the 

message: "Rebecca, Who Slammed Doors for Fun and Perished Miserably." 

You can see that Bennett has no place for playfulness — better to walk 

sedately than fling doors, better to be content with your lot and remain quiet, 

for if you don't you will perish miserably. 
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Greer and Kohl begin not with self-discipline but courage. The first 

entry in their book of readings is an excerpt from Helen Keller's The 

Story of My Life. The next selection is from E. Nesbit's The Last of the 

Dragons. In their headnote to this piece, the authors write, "It illustrates how 

fear can be caused by accepting negative stereotypes and how social 

paralysis can develop. The selection raises the question of whether people 

can learn from childhood innocence how to have the courage to overcome 

adult prejudices." 

Bennett is committed to adults instilling a prescribed set of virtues, 

inculcating them into children so that their charges will carry forward those 

very same values into the future. Greer and Kohl, in contrast, present stories 

that teach children how to "overcome adult prejudices." Bennett is the 

conservative, Greer and Kohl the liberals. Clearly, these authors are at odds 

with one another. 

The two sets of authors vie with each other over which values 

are the most important. By doing so, they make obvious why many 

philosophers have abandoned virtue-based ethics and opted for one based 

upon principles, that is, rules for conduct that can be derived rationally. But 

even here we can't avoid considering values, for principles aren't value free. 

Pushed back far enough we find that principles ultimately rest upon a 

conception of human nature. The teacher in a values clarification class is 

operating on an implicit set of values regarding the desirability and ability of 

children to arrive at their own values rather than values being inculcated by 

authority. So, too, the teacher of an ethic that is grounded in logic places 

value upon respect for human beings and believes that such respect requires 

an emphasis upon reason. Now we are back full circle: our understanding of 

what human nature is shapes the values we hold dear and the virtues 

we promote reinforce the kinds of human beings we become. 

Bennett, the voice of tradition, and Greer and Kohl, promoters of 

progressivism, divide on several virtues. Although Bennett claims that he is 
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presenting a "world of shared ideals," Greer and Kohl make it clear that not 

all the ideals Bennett claims for the world are part of their universe. 

Nevertheless, as we examine their lists, we see that they also agree on 

several virtues. These are self-discipline, loyalty, courage, compassion, 

responsibility, and honesty. Even though the virtues are called the same thing 

what the authors mean by them are different. For Greer and Kohl, for 

example, self-discipline is "to plan and pursue a project to a conclusion, as 

well as to persevere in the face of criticisms and obstacles. . ." They warn 

against being over-industrious. For Bennett, self-discipline is the ability to 

control tempers, appetites, passions, and impulses. Bennett values self-

discipline because it teaches children to mind their manners and control their 

selfish egos, Greer and Kohl value self-discipline so that children can stand 

on their own as competent beings. 

That leaves loyalty, courage, responsibility, honesty and 

compassion as shared values. Here they come closer than they did on self-

discipline, although the stress is on a different beat as it is in, say, loyalty. 

Bennett emphasizes constancy, while Greer and Kohl refer to sticking up for 

your friends when they are ridiculed. Similarly for courage. Bennett presents 

courage in the setting of one's cultural heritage and how we often need 

"the wisdom of a wise leader." Greer and Kohl simply refer to "maintaining 

one's values in the face of opposition. . ." 

Bennett believes that a responsible person is one who owns and 

owns up to her actions — "who answers for them." He is a person 

who offers no excuses for vile behavior. For Greer and Kohl, it is "the 

ability to act on the basis of conviction and not allow oneself to be 

victimized requires a developed sense of responsibility." 

Honesty and compassion are the values that the authors share. 

Here, at last, is where left and right meet. Still, we can ask, Are these 

virtues really universal or are they American values? 
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Values for Everyone 

Anthropologists study culture, and most state emphatically that values 

aren't shared across boundaries but are merely statements of likes and 

dislikes of groups of people. 

Americans Richard Shweder and Joan Miller and Manamohan 

Mahapatra from Orissa, India wanted to know whether moral values are 

merely cultural products like ritual tattooing, or whether there were some 

moral values that could be found in widely divergent cultures. They wanted 

"to identify principles and concepts that might be candidates for moral 

universals." The researchers studied three groups of about 250 people each, 

all composed of equal numbers of males and females. In every group 

children outnumbered adults about three-to-one. They questioned middle-

class Americans from Chicago and talked to two groups from 

Bhubaneswar, India where there were two communities: high-caste 

Brahmans, keepers of temple rituals, as well as being shopkeepers, tailors, 

property owners, and landlords; and Untouchables, agricultural laborers, 

construction workers and basket weavers. 

Rather than start with a list of virtues, the researchers wanted to know 

what people thought of particular behaviors. The situations studied, they 

explain, were chosen as samples of the types of issues that every social 

system must address: personal boundaries, sexual identity, maturity, 

autonomy, ethnicity, hierarchy and status, identification-empathysolidarity, 

personal protection and the relationship between individual and group power. 

People were then asked to rank the perceived seriousness of the potential 

transgression event. They were asked questions such as, How serious is the 

violation? Is it a sin? Would it still be wrong even if no one knew? Would it 

be best if everyone followed the rule? 

Americans and Indians differed considerably in evaluations of the 

social practices presented. Most Indians believe that it is morally wrong for a 
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widow to eat fish while no American finds this objectionable. Most Indians 

think that it is morally wrong to marry outside one's caste; few Americans 

thought so. (Is there an American who roots for Romeo and Juliet's parents? 

Love conquers all, we say. Indians think westerns strange to marry for 

love. It is marriage, they say, that creates love, not the other way around.) All 

the Brahman children between five and seven thought that being beaten by a 

cane was not only proper but a practice that was a moral obligation that 

was unalterable and universally binding. In other words, they thought that 

physical punishment was a value to be applied everywhere, all the time for 

disobedient children. Only 10% of the American child understood 

caning this way. Likewise, 60% of the Indian adults believed it to be 

a universal virtue; 15% of the American adults thought so. 

From a developmental point of view, Shweder and his 

colleagues found that between the ages of five and seven, children in all 

three groups agree with most of the virtues and vices that are identified by 

the adults in their society. 

Where does this leave us in our search for universal values? Here the 

researchers give us good news. Unlike most other anthropologists, their 

results indicate that there may well be moral universals. The analysis of 

their data provides the following conclusion: there are nine virtues and 

vices found amongst American adults, Brahman adults and Untouchable 

adults, moral do's and don'ts that are understood by all adults as objective, 

unalterable, and universally binding. These nine virtues and vices are 

also found in American adults and children. The virtues are: 1. keeping 

promises; 2. respecting private property; 3. fairly allocating rewards and 

punishments; 4. protecting the vulnerable and; 5. reciprocating with 

gratitude. 

The vices are: 1. incest; 2. arbitrary assault; 3. nepotism and bias; 

and; 4. biased classification 

The vices and virtues Shweder and his colleagues have provided apply 
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to more than just America and India. I think they have, in fact, identified 

values that cut across all cultures. This isn't to say that everyone agrees 

with them all or that everyone agrees on how they apply to particular 

situations. That is why we need judgment. But the virtues and vices get to the 

basis of what, as a minimum, human beings need to do in order to live 

decently with one another. 

Some of the vices listed are really the converse of the virtues. 

The prohibition against incest (whatever biological reasons there may be 

behind the taboo) is really a rule that protects the most innocent and 

vulnerable amongst us. Children can't protect themselves. They need 

adults for that. The incest taboo functions to keep children safe from those 

who, if so inclined, can most take advantage of them, the ones upon whom 

they are most reliant. 

Nepotism is the unfair advantage given to some to the detriment of 

others. In other words, it is the violation of the principle of treating people 

fairly. The prohibition against arbitrary assault is meant to both protect the 

vulnerable and also to insure that rewards and punishments are 

commensurate with the behavior of individuals. 

Reciprocity is a form of cooperation. It enforces fairness in 

dealings with one another and it is a way of fostering exchange between 

people without the resort to force. Gratitude keeps the social wheels greased. 

Respect for private property is found even in the simplest societies. 

Not far from my home in Kenya lived the Maasai. As late as the 1960s — 

and in some places, even today — the concept of private ownership is 

largely foreign. Members of the extended family, perhaps as many as 50 

individuals, work together communally, building their houses in a single 

compound. Women raise children together, boys herd cattle together and 

initiation ceremonies involve large numbers of people. Until recently no one 

owned land. They couldn't conceive of the idea of anyone possessing the 

earth. Despite this, they did have a sense of private property. It was a spear 
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or blanket that was called one's own. A woman had her own beads and 

leather skirt. This belonged to a single individual and private ownership 

was respected. 

The values found in America and India fall into two basic categories. 

One type of value encourages amicable relations by focusing upon equitable 

treatment. This reflects a natural propensity towards wanting to be treated 

fairly. When that is violated, there is resentment, anger, sulking and other 

kinds of withdrawal and hostility. Violating this sense of justice unravels the 

social networks we need to have as human beings. 

The other type of universal value is designed to prevent harm to 

the vulnerable. This, too, issues from our nature as creatures who cannot 

survive alone. Truth-telling and the prevention of gratuitous violence are both 

types of social insurance. They establish trust and, as expressed by novelist 

Sue Helpern, "Trusting each other is the beginning of a certain secular 

faith, a faith that allows us to live in families and communities and nations." 

The two broad categories of values (or ethical principles, if you 

prefer) are related to each other because they address basic conditions 

necessary for humans to survive. They provide guidelines that, if followed, at 

the least keep us from isolating ourselves from one another. I am thinking 

about philosopher John Kekes' definition of evil as "undeserved harm." 

The reason evil plays a central role for both religious and secular 

philosophies is that its presence "jeopardizes human aspirations to live good 

lives . . ." When a person is harmed through no fault of her own we are in 

the presence of evil. And who is most open to such harm than the weak, the 

sick and children? 

These then are the core, universal ethical values. We each will add to 

the list. But in so doing what additions we make need to be judged against 

these. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

PRACTICING MORALS 

Alan prides himself on leading an ethical life. As a young man, 

he joined the Marines in order to serve his country. He later became a 

school psychologist and psychotherapist, as he wanted to blend his 

career with his commitment to human values. Alan has strong opinions 

about what the right thing is: be honest, help those in need, support the 

causes you believe in. When he goes camping, he makes certain to follow all 

the rules about keeping to the trail, putting out campfires, not littering and 

so forth. 

As an example of his honesty, once when he went shopping at a 

department store. he realized that he had been given $5 too much change. 

He wrote a letter to the store's headquarters and included a $5 check 

One day he and his son Richard, then 14, were out together. Alan 

parallel parked his station wagon and in so doing scraped the car in front of 

him. When he got out, he looked at the other car and walked away. 

"What are you doing, Dad?" Richard asked. "Aren't you going to 

leave a note or something?" 

"No," Alan sail. "Did you see that car? It already was full of scratches and 

dents." "That has nothing to do with it," Richard insisted. "You scratched it, 

so you should do something." 

Alan said that his one small scratch made no difference. The owner 

wouldn't even notice. Leaving a note would make a big deal out of nothing. 

Richard shook his head. He seemed to be saying, "How could you, 

Dad? I thought you were ethical." 
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Bennett, in the Book of Virtues, and Greer and Kohl, in A Call to 

Character, aim at the moral edification of children. They use stories, tales, 

fables and poems as the method, but both books miss the mark as real guides 

for moral education. 

The problem is that literature, although an important component in 

the development of children's character, in the hands of these authors 

becomes a device to make particular points. They are not teachers of 

literature but didactic educators. Bennett finds examples that grab you by the 

scruff of the neck and shake you by the shoulders. Greer and Kohl choose 

stories that are more open-ended, yet include examples that teach by fear (if 

you lie, your nose will grow long and you will feel ashamed). They also 

tell a gruesome story about a dishonest coyote, a tale as 

bloodcurdling as any about wolves devouring grandmothers. 

Stories in both books are categorized under particular values. The 

introductory headings say: you want to teach honesty? Here are the 

stories. You want to instill compassion? Read this poem to your sleepy 

child. Bennett's hope is that the stories will take the edge off rebellious 

youthfulness and foster harmony, while Greer and Kohl intend the stories to 

question authority and promote social justice. Both compilations really 

blunder in their understanding of the power of literature. Prose and 

poetry — good literature — is a lesson in the uniqueness of lives, the 

singleness of experience. 

Good stories and poems teach slantwise. To straighten them out so 

that they are driven in directly and say, "Here is the lesson, pay attention 

now" is to destroy what value they have and undermines their effectiveness 

as tools for a more humane life. Each of us is a bit of crooked timber. We 

try to fashion something lovely from the gnarl. The enchantment of 

stories is in the bend. 

Lee Siegel, who teaches literature, is critical of the didactic use 
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of stories and poems. In a review of A Call to Character, he writes 

Gouging brief selections out of longer works, 
[Greer and Kohl] succeed in destroying any 
magic or charm that might shield their choices 
from their intentions. Excerpts begin 
bewilderingly, without any adaptation or 
background explanation, and stop the reader 
dead in his tracks. . . . 
[S]imply listen to Henry James. He's just right 
for liberals (cosmopolitan, ambivalent), and 
perfect for conservatives, too (a classic, good 
manners). "We work in the dark," James wrote. 
"We do what we can — we give what we 
have." And after we have given children all the 
love, protection, and guidance we are able to, 
the best thing we can do for them is to leave 
them alone in a lamp lit room with Henry 
James — or Langston Hughes or Chaucer 
or Plato or Denise Levertov or the Book of 
Exodus or Lewis Carroll — and close the 
door gently behind us. 

Children do need to draw their own lessons, reach their own 

conclusions. And we do need to gently close the door, separating ourselves 

from them. They will choose what to read in the dark, in the park, on the 

beach, as they wish. But their choices aren't chosen at random but will be 

informed by a framework of values they find around them. 

 

How You Get to Carnegie Hall? Practice, Practice, Practice 

I'm preparing breakfast for my granddaughter. I turn to one side 

of the oatmeal carton to read the nutrition facts. On the opposing panel I 

now read how I can prepare the cereal in a bowl or in the microwave. And on 

the back I see a mother feeding her toddler. I read the copy: "Developing 

Lifelong Tastes. Teaching your baby to eat a variety of healthy foods now 

can help establish healthy eating habits for a lifetime." 
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If only that were true. My wife and I gave our children healthy foods 

when they were that age. Oatmeal and dry cereal without sugar, orange juice 

and vegetables, meat and potatoes, little dessert, mainly fruit. We had no 

candy in the house. The first time my son was given a lollipop — he was 

about two — he took it by the cellophane and chomped on the stick. 

But the allure of junk food was overwhelming. We may have even 

inadvertently contributed to it. Lyn liked baking and she made many cakes 

and brownies. This seemed all right to us since it was homemade, not store 

bought. Using brown sugar and honey seemed a more virtuous choice than 

refined sugar. However, Eric and Kori's taste buds didn't make such 

distinctions. Our children now tell us that they used to stand guard at the 

window of the house until they saw the car disappear down the street. Then 

they would run to the grocery store a few blocks away to stock up on God 

knows what. Actually, we do know what because my wife one day, 

while looking for misplaced clothing in our daughter's dresser, found a 

stash of candy wrappers. Our children had figured out how to save money 

for the candy. What they couldn't figure out was how to get rid of the 

incriminating evidence. 

Because our modest crusade against candy and our little 

lectures against unhealthy foods, to this day there are those who think Lyn 

and I are vegetarians and that we must have been hippies back then, 

despite our owning a house and two cars in the suburbs for nearly thirty 

years and enjoying barbecued hamburgers throughout the summer. A 

friend recently told my wife that the first time she came to visit us when our 

children were young she was shocked that we had furniture. 

Despite our valiant efforts at developing healthy eating habits, my 

son still pushes broccoli to the side and could live on sweet desserts, and my 

daughter is a happy consumer of soda and potato chips. Yet they try. 

My daughter only buys baby food without preservatives for her 

daughter. And my son occasionally eats his salad — when his wife cajoles 
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sufficiently. So maybe somehow the message resides deep in the recesses of 

their minds: Eat right. Maybe my wife and I haven't failed. We just need to 

wait longer. 

We hope. And so it is we hope that the moral guidance we offered 

throughout their childhoods with our words and deeds will also make a 

difference in the long run. We assume that acting morally as an adult will 

come naturally to those who have been raised on a good moral diet in 

childhood. It is the practice of small acts of kindness that predispose the 

person to continuous acts of kindness as an adult. 

We need to practice our morality, just as a musician practices scales 

before playing a sonata or a ballplayer hones his skills in preparation for the 

real game. You can't learn how to play the piano just by watching. The 

teacher sits beside the student, pointing out how to improve technique, 

correcting flaws. And you can't be taught gymnastics by watching an 

instructional video. You have to get on the balance beam yourself. 

But what about virtue? Is learning good character like learning a skill? 

Let's look at one instrumental virtue, courage. If anyone should be 

concerned about courage and fostering it, it is the military. You can't have 

an army of cowards. The army requires its members to be willing to risk 

their lives, something foreign to our instinct for survival. 

The military fashions courage from the material presented by 

ordinary men and women. Walking across a minefield is contrary to the 

instinct to preserve one's life. Running the other way and ducking for 

shelter is the sensible and natural thing to do when bullets start flying. I 

remember that towards the end of my basic training at Ft. Dix, after I had 

learned how to salute, repeat my general orders, make a bed and shoot a rifle, 

we went to the field for night maneuvers. Throughout the day we were 

given instructions about what to do. We were told that as we went through 

the scrub brush in the dark, land mines would be detonated. The 

instructors drilled us again and again. "When there is an explosion, 
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stay put! Wait to see what has happened. Assess the situation before 

you move." We knew exactly what to do. 

Night fell and my company went looking for the mock enemy. Then, 

as we walked down a sandy path into total darkness, there was a flash and 

explosion on roadside. My eyes were blinded, my ears were filled with the 

sound of my pumping heart. In an instant, every one of us bolted as fast and 

as far as our legs could carry us. Everything taught by day in the lecture 

hall was gone with our panic. The sergeant called a halt to the war game and 

berated us for our foolish actions. He reiterated what he had said earlier. 

"Stay put!" The next time a mine went off nearby we did exactly that. Our 

fear hadn't disappeared, but it was under control. Having controlled our fear 

we could do what we were supposed to. 

Whether we acquired real courage is an open question. We may have 

gained what philosopher Alasdair Maclntyre calls a simulacrum of a virtue. 

"The well-trained soldier," he writes, "may do what courage would have 

demanded in a particular situation, but not because he is courageous but 

because he is well-trained or perhaps . . . because he is more frightened of 

his own officers than he is of the enemy. The genuinely virtuous agent 

however acts on the basis of a true and rational judgment." 

The army doesn't really care if it is the genuine article or not. 

They don't want soldiers cowering, for whatever reason. But even the 

military made a nod in the direction of making courage real by offering 

courses in civics. The point of the classes was to convince us that 

America was worth defending not simply on the basis of patriotism but on the 

grounds that democracy was a good in and of itself. In other words, they 

tried to base our actions upon rational judgment. 

Courage by itself isn't a moral good. Just think of brave Nazis in 

defense of the fatherland and fighting for the purity of the race. Courage is an 

instrumental virtue, though, for without it we cannot act morally under trying 

circumstances. Without the ability to act in the face of danger, purported 
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convictions ring hollow. Those who were rescuers of Jews took great risks; 

they placed their own lives in serious danger. Despite this they were 

willing to act on behalf of people they didn't even know. Where did they get 

the strength to do this? How did they get to be such people? 

Standing By 

Many Germans had the opportunity to be rescuers but only a handful 

rose to the occasion. I once visited with a man who lived in Munich. I 

asked him to take me to Dachau, Germany's first concentration camp. It 

is situated in a suburban town, near the end of the subway line. He said 

he had grown up in Munich. I asked him what he had known about the 

camp during the war. "Nothing," he said. "I only found out about when the 

war was over." This didn't seem plausible to me. "Well," he said, 

"you have to remember that now you can take a subway there but then it 

was the countryside. There were woods between my house and the camp." 

"You knew nothing about it?" 

"We all knew that there was something going on in Dachau. We had 

heard terrible rumors. There were stories." Maybe my host was referring to 

Bernhard Lichtenberg, the Catholic priest, who closed the evening services 

with prayers for the Jews safe-keeping. Father Lichtenberg then publicly 

protested the deportation of the Jews. He himself was put on a train to 

Dachau. "But we didn't know for sure. We didn't ask. We kept our mouths 

shut. You didn't ask questions. You were afraid. People 

disappeared for asking questions." 

He knew but chose not to see. His remarks were self-protective, a 

way of keeping his conscience intact. At first, he claimed ignorance. Then he 

claimed that those were awful times. Undoubtedly they were. And I can't say 

what I would have done under those circumstances. Yet we can't help making 

a judgment: rescuers deserve our commendation, bystanders our 
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condemnation. Oscar Schindler saw Jews herded into cattle cars before his 

eyes, watched people being shot, saw one girl in a red coat. He could no 

longer close his eyes. Oppression had become personalized. But many 

didn't see, as my companion claimed. Perhaps fear had blinded them to the 

truth. It was all rumor, they said. 

Of course not all rumor. Not rumor, at all, as we know. It was far 

worse than a fervid imagination could conjure. And even then there were 

those who knew, even if they hadn't witnessed an execution. Indeed, 

historian Daniel Jonah Goidhagen argues that most Germans were Hitler's 

willing executioners. They were eager and happy participants in the 

Holocaust, ready to rid their country once and for all of the hated Jews. "The 

German perpetrators," Goidhagen writers, "were assenting mass 

executioners, men and women who, true to their own eliminationist anti-

Semitic beliefs, faithful to their cultural anti-Semitic credo, considered 

the slaughter to be just." They didn't become rescuers, Goidhagen 

implies, because they saw Jews as demons and were none too glad to gas 

them by day and eat roast beef for dinner. 

But there were those who hadn't grown so inhuman. They weren't 

eliminationist, yet they still did nothing. They knew that Jews were 

losing jobs, being made to wear yellow stars, beaten on streets, sent away, 

murdered. They may not have shared the eliminationist anti-Semitic belief, 

they may have been milder in their prejudice, merely hating Jews but not 

wishing for their deaths. Why? They may have been those who needed to find 

a scapegoat to explain Germany's parlous conditions. After the defeat in 

W.W.I and the double dislocation of rampant inflation and unemployment, 

they had to find someone who was worse than they. 

Goldenhagen's argument about the specificity of anti-Semitism and 

its relation to Nazism may help explain the case of John Rabe, a German 

businessman in China who led the local Nazi organization in Nanking. 

According to a recently uncovered diary kept by Rabe, he was the rescuer of 



 

205 

thousands of Chinese. He writes of digging foxholes in his backyard to 

shelter more than 600 civilians from marauding Japanese troops who, during 

a two-month period in 1937-38, killed tens of thousands of Chinese in what 

is called the "Rape of Nanking." On January 1st he wrote, "The mother of a 

young attractive girl called out to me, and throwing herself on her knees, said 

I should help her. Upon entering [the house], I saw a Japanese soldier lying 

completely naked on a young girl, who was crying hysterically. I yelled at 

this swine, in any language it would be understood, 'Happy New Year,' and 

he fled from there, naked, and with his pants in his hands." Rabe returned to 

Germany soon after witnessing many atrocities. In a lecture in February 

1938, he said, “Although I feel tremendous sympathy for the suffering of 

China, I am still, above all, pro-German and I believe not only in the 

correctness of our political system but, as an organizer of the party, I am 

behind the system 100 percent." That, it seems, meant not raising a voice to 

stop the murder of a Jew or hiding other victims of Nazi terror in Europe. Rabe 

became a rescuer of Chinese because he saw them as victims. He had no 

similar sympathy for Jews, I suspect, since they for many years had already 

been understood as something less than human, the handiwork of the Anti-

Christ. 

Or the bystanders may have been decent people, with no animus 

towards Jews, and still did nothing. Just as Kitty Genovese was murdered in 

Queens while 38 people in the apartment house heard her screams without a 

single person coming to her rescue. In fact, only one person called the police, 

but not before first calling his lawyer to be reassured that getting involved 

wouldn't cause legal problems. 

How people can know that a brutal crime is taking place and not act? It 

is because it is New York City, a place of great impersonality, where people 

don't know each other and no one cares. In order to move beyond the 

conventional understanding, sociologists Bibb Latane and John Darley 

created lifelike experiments to take a closer look at what keeps people from 
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acting when another faces harm. They staged incidents such as falling off a 

ladder, a thief stealing liquor from a store and someone feigning an asthma 

attack. What they discovered is that as the number of people who witness an 

emergency increases, the likelihood that any one person will act declines. 

This seems strange at first sight. But as I think about my own reactions to 

seeing an accident on the highway, I realize that they are right. I'm most 

likely to stop to assist when there are only a few cars on the road. When it is 

a busy parkway, I am a curious onlooker craning my neck, not a good 

Samaritan. 

The researchers' conclusion is that as the number of people 

who witness an emergency increases, each person feels less responsible to 

help. Responsibility is diffused. Someone else will help, we say. With all 

these people present, someone must have already called the police. We are 

most likely to help someone, it seems, when we think that what we do will 

make a difference. 

Latane and Darley also propose that people do not help because of 

"pluralistic ignorance." Pluralistic ignorance occurs because most people 

hide their emotions when in public places. Alone or with those we are 

familiar with we are comfortable displaying our feelings. But we reveal 

little when we are with strangers. We may be churning inside —with fear, 

loathing, elation, admiration — but we don't show this to others. We keep 

our feelings to ourselves, looking to others for confirmation, taking our cues 

from them. If no one stops, takes note or seems to care, then maybe what 

we see isn't as important as we first thought. We must have misinterpreted 

the event. On the other hand, if many people think something is important 

(as they congregate, point and talk), then we at least consider it. Conversely, 

if no one seems to think that something is important, then maybe it really 

isn't. I look around me and others seem unperturbed. Since others aren't 

getting excited, then the situation mustn't be so bad after all. 

This leads to another reason for inaction. When we see a situation that 
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seems potentially harmful to another, we may hold back, waiting for others, 

not wanting to act rashly, being laughed at when it turns out to be nothing. 

We don't want to appear foolish or to be seen as incompetent. We question 

our own judgment when it isn't supported by others. There is a tendency in 

all of us to conform to group pressure; there is a desire to fit in and be 

accepted. 

Conformity has its advantages. We feel secure as part of the 

group. Teenagers dress alike, even though when I point out to my 

students that almost all of them are wearing jeans, they disclaim the 

conformity. "Jeans are just comfortable," they say. Adults also often dress 

alike. Just how similarly becomes obvious on "dress down day" at the 

office, when ties come off and shorts come out of the closet. It is the daring 

American woman who doesn't shave under her arms, although it is 

commonplace in Europe; American infant males are routinely 

circumcised, while it is performed on European boys for special (medical or 

religious) reasons. 

One time when I was co-leading a photo safari in Kenya. On the side 

of the road we saw a young impala lying on its side in the tall dry grass. 

The poor animal was panting and obviously in distress. 

"It will be a lion's dinner before sundown," our African guide said to us. 

"Then let's help," someone proposed. "We'll bring it back to the ranger 

station." 

We were told we couldn't do that. It is illegal to interfere with the 

natural order of things in Kenya's national parks. No hunting. No rescuing. If 

the animal was going to die, let it. 

"Lions need to eat, too," he said. 

I felt foolish. As one of the guides, I should have known better. As an 

authority, I should have known the rules. After all, I was the group leader, 

the expert. The next time I wouldn't let my sympathy for a doe waiting 

to be eaten show. If there was really something to be done, the rangers 
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would intervene. 

Perhaps some of the Germans stood idly by because they 

thought that surely someone would put a halt to the Brown Shirt thugs. 

When others didn't protest very loudly, they began to doubt their 

reservations about the Nazis. Perhaps the final step for some in becoming a 

complicit bystander instead of rescuer was the unwillingness to face 

neighbors who may think they were foolish for making such a fuss. Or 

perhaps the good person, the morally sensitive person, didn't feel competent 

enough to be effective. 

The last two points return us to the matters of locus of control and 

self-esteem. In reviewing studies of social-situational influences on helping 

and harming, Ervin Staub reports that those people who overcame conditions 

that normally inhibit helping behavior are those "who had a strong sense of 

personal adequacy, and strove for competence and efficacy in interpersonal 

relations." 

There were Germans who knew what was going on, objected but 

lacked the will to act. They stood by immobilized, perhaps wanting to put a 

stop to what they witnessed but couldn't. From numerous experiments we 

know the terrible price group pressure exerts and certainly the Nazis had 

honed group pressure to a fine point. In the often cited Stanley Milgram 

experiments, students administered what they thought were electric 

shocks to other students. Most wanted to stop, they were upset when they 

heard the person scream who was supposedly receiving bolts of electricity. 

But they continued because the experimenter encouraged them and pressured 

them. The subjects were caught between not wanting to harm the other 

person and following the rules set by authority. They were students, the 

experimenter was a professor. A few were too upset to carry on but most 

turned up the dial again and again. The students weren't evil. In all likelihood 

they had a moral sense. But their scruples were swept away by something 

greater. As J. M. Darley writes "Most immoral acts are carried out by 
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persons functioning as nodes in an organization." 

 

The Power of Will 

Moral psychologists trace the origins of extensive 

personalities to the encouragement and expectation of them as children to 

do good deeds. Rescuers learned the habit of generosity of spirit by doing 

good deeds. However, the average German learned a very different habit: 

hating Jews. The average German, Goldhagen argues, went along with 

the ultimate horror because they had for centuries been exposed to 

cultural and religious anti-Semitism. They had been habituated to viewing 

Jews as outsiders, enemies and infidels. The Holocaust was the ultimate but 

incremental step up in defining the Jew as subhuman. We have no 

compunctions in taking medication to kill invading bacteria. They had no 

moral qualms in eliminating the non-human Jewish infestation. 

Aristotle understood the connection between virtue (or vice), and 

habit. One's character, he wrote, is a matter of disposition. It is what we 

usually do, our typical way of behaving that matters. For Aristotle moral 

virtue is the habit of making right choices. The virtuous person is the one 

who makes right choices and acts on those choices with regularity. It is 

the practice of making right choices most of the time that makes us virtuous. 

"The virtues arise in us neither by nature nor against nature," Aristotle wrote, 

"but we are by nature able to acquire them and reach our complete perfection 

through habit." 

The turn of the century American psychologist and philosopher, 

William James, concurred. In one of his lectures to the teachers of 

psychology, he said, "See to it now, I beg you, that you make freemen of 

your pupils by habituating them to act, whenever possible, under the 
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notion of a good. Get them habitually to tell the truth, not so much through 

showing them the wickedness of lying as by arousing their enthusiasm for 

honor and veracity. Wean them from their native cruelty by imparting to 

them some of your own positive sympathy with an animal's inner springs of 

joy." 

The correctness of Aristotle and James' understanding of 

psychology is borne out by the lives of many of the rescuers. Their actions 

didn't arise spontaneously. They had a foundation that had been laid before 

they were faced with the endangered Jews. As Eva Fogelman writes, "It was 

not a whim that led these people to risk their lives and those of their 

families, but a response, almost a reflexive reaction in some cases, that 

came from core values developed and instilled in them in childhood." 

One of the significant differences, found by both the Oliners 

and Fogelman, between the rescuers and the rest of the Germans was 

that rescuers were tolerant of difference and respected people, even if 

different. Rescuers also acquired the values of respect and tolerance in 

homes that treated them, as children, with respect. It was the specific 

application of the value during their childhood that made the 

difference. In Germany, as is true nearly everywhere, it was the unusual 

family that didn't say they valued love. Protestant and Catholic services 

spoke of Jesus' love and Teutonic myth-making presented a love-filled 

world. But the real difference in child-rearing between those who became 

rescuers and those who were bystanders was who was included in the circle 

of that love. For most, love was reserved for the family, the neighbor, the 

fatherland — all defined in specific terms, terms that excluded those who 

didn't accept Christ, those who were defined as enemies of the state. Love 

alone doesn't make for humane values. What is important is whether the 

love is inclusive or exclusive, whether it draws circles to take people in 

or lines to keep them out, whether it is a source of self-satisfaction or 

whether it is a challenge. When the love spoken extended to all people, not 
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just those who shared their political views or religion or blood, then people 

were more likely to act on behalf of Jews and others in need. As Fogelman 

writes: 

 

In talking with rescuers from all kinds of 
different homes, I found that one quality above 
all others was emphasized time and again: a 
familial acceptance of people who were 
different. This value was the centerpiece of the 
childhood of rescuers and became the core from 
which their rescuer self evolved. From the 
earliest ages, rescuers were taught by their 
parents that people are inextricably linked to 
one another. No one person or group was 
better than any other. The conviction that 
all people, no matter how marginal, are of 
equal value was conveyed to children of both 
religious and nonreligious households. 

If this inclusiveness was combined with feelings of self-worth, the 

chances that they would act as rescuers increased. "In fact," Fogelman 

writes, "many rescuers attributed their strength to their parents' love. Many 

felt themselves to be the adored favorite of one parent. . . Indeed, I found 

that as children, many rescuers felt not only loved but protected." 

Why would feeling loved incline one towards helping others? 

Staub doesn't address rescuers per se but has studied the roots of pro-

social behavior. His comments about the relationship between good 

feelings and helping shed light on the question. 

Apparently, experiences that create positive 
mood increase helping. These experiences 
probably lessen self-focus and self-concern 
and thereby make people feel "richer," and 
possessors of greater resources, including 
time, energy, and competence. This 
makes giving and helping easier. Negative 
moods, or experiences that give rise to them, 
have more complex effects: they sometimes 
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increase and at other times decrease helping. 
The latter seems to happen when negative 
experiences lead to self-focus. 
 
Positive self-esteem is a more stable source of 
such feelings. The evidence, although limited, 
does show that positive self-esteem is 
associated with helping behavior.. . 

Most rescuers report feeling close to their mothers and, on the whole, 

also report positively about their relationship to their fathers. Evidently, 

rescuers drew upon the good memories of their childhoods to create a 

positive mood that outweighed the horrors they saw around them. 

Moral habits — the disposition to choose moral values and to 

act on them consistently — are acquired from parents, relatives, friends, 

teachers, religion and a host of other sources in society. In the anecdote at the 

beginning of this chapter, Alan served as a model of moral behavior for his 

son. When Alan violated the norm of honesty by walking away from the 

scene of the minor accident, Richard was upset. He had internalized a set of 

moral values because he had heard his father talk about them and he had seen 

him act upon them as well. At fourteen, he couldn't understand the 

distinction between major and minor violations, between something 

significant and something insignificant. His father seemed to have let him 

down, but as Richard grew older he would be able to see the distinctions 

himself. Meanwhile, the lesson had been set by Alan's behavior: morality 

mattered. 

Some of my childhood memories revolve around television and my 

family. TV was still something of a novelty in the 1950s, although by the 

time I was a teen most families I knew had televisions. Still there were 

particular shows that were favorites, events to be looked forward to each 

week. Since my father delivered breads and cakes to grocery stores before 

they opened and would go to bed by five in the afternoon, I would watch TV 
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mainly with my mother on many nights. I enjoyed the "George Burns and 

Gracie Allen Show" but my mother didn't because Gracie was too dippy 

for her taste. I disliked "The Lawrence Welk Show," but my mother loved 

the bubbles and accordion. When it came to "The Honeymooners," 

however, we had no disagreements. Neither of us liked it. I didn't like the 

show because I didn't think it was funny. She disliked it for a deeper 

reason. She couldn't see the humor in Ralph Kramden, the blustering bus 

driver who took advantage of his friend and mistreated his wife. "One of 

these days, Alice, one of these days. Pow! Right in the kisser," was the 

standard tag line. The audience roared. My mother didn't. She was appalled. 

"That's not funny," she would say, as Kramden waved his fist in his wife's 

face. 

Maybe my mother was thinking of her twin sister who had married an 

alcoholic, abusive man. He left her to care for her small daughter alone. 

Perhaps my mother thought that if I watched "The Honeymooners" I would 

get the wrong idea and become an abusive husband myself. She wasn't going 

to let a television show teach me values of which she disapproved. 

My mother also forbade me to have toy guns. I wanted a cap pistol 

like my other friends, but I couldn't have one. She said they were too 

dangerous. Once when a visiting aunt bought me a wooden rifle, my mother 

kept it in the broom closet, refusing to let me play with it. Pretending to kill 

people wasn't playing, she let me know. It's only for fun, I'd protest. One 

day the gun disappeared. She had had enough of it and had put it in the 

garbage. Some things weren't for children, even if they were toys. My 

mother had hard work convincing me that guns weren't fun (the Daisy 

rifles advertised in comic books looked awfully good), and I was upset 

with her. Despite my attraction to guns (against her wishes and without 

my parents knowledge, I played with a BB rifle in a friend's 

basement), her voice ultimately won out. I had internalized her concern. 

Some things are better not played with; some attractions are better left 



 

214 

forbidden. Perhaps my mother knew what the American Academy of 

Pediatrics found: repeated exposure to graphic violence desensitizes children 
to violence. 

 

What Others Say 

It is possible to find examples of entire groups of people who 

stood up for what they believed was morally correct. During the German 

occupation of France, near Lyon there was a network of Catholics, the 

Christian Witnesses, whose primary task was to rescue Jews. Quakers 

worked actively to save Jews and others from slaughter. Holland's Anti-

Revolutionary Church served as a center of resistance. The Franciscan 

order of Catholic monks in Assisi, Italy, sheltered hundreds of Jews. 

Throughout southern France there were networks of rescuers, mainly 

spearheaded by Protestant clergy. 

Not far from the French Alps, Andre and Magda Trocme, Edouard 

Theis and others in Le Chambon, descendants of Huguenots, were part of a 

tradition that identified with persecuted minorities. Their courageous actions 

were valorized in Philip Haille’s book Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed: The 

Story of the Village of Le Chambon and How Goodness Happened There. 

When Hallie, who was a professor of philosophy and humanities, first read 

an account of the village-wide rescue effort of Jewish children, he 

wrote: 

 

[That night when I lay on my back in bed with 
my eyes closed, I saw more clearly than ever 
the images that had made me weep. I saw the 
two clumsy khaki-colored buses of the Vichy 
French police pull into the village square. I saw 
the police captain facing the pastor of the 
village and warning him that if he did not give 
up the names of the Jews he had been sheltering 
in the village, he and his fellow pastors, as 
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well as the families who had been caring for 
the Jews, would be arrested. I saw the pastor 
refuse to give up these people who had been 
strangers in his village, even at the risk of his 
own destruction. 

 
Then I saw the only Jew the police could 
find, sitting in an otherwise empty bus. I 
saw a thirteen-year-old boy, the son of the 
pastor, pass a piece of his precious chocolate 
through the window to the prisoner, while 
twenty gendarmes who were guarding the 
lone prisoner watched. And then I saw the 
villagers passing their little gifts through the 
window until there were gifts all around him — 
most of them food in those hungry days during 
the German occupation of France. 

The people of Le Chambon bear out the truth of Buddha's that the 

deed develops into habit and habit hardens into character." The villagers were 

inspired by their religion but they also regularly put that belief into action. Le 

Chambon had a history of sheltering the needy. At the turn of the century, 

the villagers cared for sickly children; in the 1930s the citizens opened their 

doors to refugees from the Spanish Civil War. So when in 1940, a Jewish 

refugee had knocked on Magda Trocme's kitchen door, she opened it and 

without hesitation took in the stranger. In the documentary Weapons of the 

Spirit about Le Chambon's rescue of 5,000 Jews, the film-maker Pierre 

Sauvage asks a couple why they risked their lives for children they didn't 

know. The woman says nothing for a moment, then says, "We were used to 

it." 

Magda's husband, Andre, was the pastor in the village. He preached 

an austere but complex Christianity based upon Jesus as the exemplar of 

sacrificial love. The pastor was a man "who has an eye and a heart for the 

individuality of people like no man I have ever met. It was the humane 

warmth of Trocme, his openness to fresh feelings and ideas, that made him 
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the man to lead a place of refuge whose purpose was not only to save the lives 

of children but also to set an example of overcoming evil with good." He 

preached that the most dangerous people were the "decent" ones who stayed 

on the sidelines, either out of cowardice or indifference, when innocent 

people were being humiliated and destroyed. The villagers, pious in their 

religion, listened carefully and followed Andre and Magda's lead. They, too, 

had incorporated the belief that Christianity required preventing harm and 

doing good. As the Trocme's daughter said, they were taught "the importance 

of doing what was right, and learned to listen to our own conscience. We saw 

our parents disobey the law and were taught that a system that persecutes 

must be disobeyed." So the village itself became a haven for Jewish 

refugees, mainly children. By the time of Liberation, thousands of 

refugees had found safety and protection in Le Chambon. 

Eva Fogelman dubbed one category of rescuers "concerned 

professionals." This group clearly exemplifies the effect of the habits of the 

heart have when combined with a commitment to ethical principles. 

Representing about five percent of those she interviewed for the Rescuer 

Project, they were men and women who were diplomats, doctors, nurses, 

social workers and psychologists. Unlike the people of Le Chambon, the 

concerned professionals didn't identify with Jews or other dissidents as a 

persecuted minority. Unlike some who were religiously inclined, they 

weren't moved by sermons or spiritual matters. Instead, when they saw 

someone persecuted they were reminded of those who came to them in 

their practices. The Jews and other groups targeted by the Nazis were like 

their clients and patients, people in distress, people in need, people who 

required their help. The professionals did what they had been trained to do: 

help people. These rescuers kept themselves aloof, didn't get emotionally 

engaged with those they helped and didn't keep in touch with them during or 

after the war. For concerned professionals their behavior was much like 

reacting to a roadside accident or helping someone in a crowd who is 
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suffering from a heart attack. They acted competently, professionally, 

without hesitation. The habits they had learned as professionals led them to 

act as rescuers. They had no moral struggled. A doctor, after all, would 

remove a bullet from a criminal. It didn't matter who the Jews were. Lives 

were endangered and that's all that mattered. 

Habits assist us in doing something well. As a teenager I went to 

the park as often as I could because I wanted to play basketball. Day-after-day 

I practiced in the park, until I could play reasonably well. And when I played 

best of all, I was hardly conscious of what I was doing. Things happened 

quickly and naturally. Everything flowed without my needing to think 

about what to do next. Without practice I couldn't have played this way. 

Morality is not so different. Lee Yearley, professor of religious 

studies at Stanford University, writes that "the best human goals 

depend upon people having specific dispositions that enable them to 

appreciate and desire those goals. Those dispositions arise largely from 

processes of habituation, whatever their source, that occur before people can 

— or even when they cannot — effectively cultivate themselves. . . Most 

important is the general habituation people receive, mutatis mutandis, from an 

upbringing in a good family or community or from the action of sacred 

forces. Such habituation alone enables people to incline toward, and to take 

pleasure in, actions and states that are good." 

When our values are true, then habits help us make moral 

decisions easily. We don't need to wonder whether or not to help a 

drowning person. If we are expert swimmers, we jump in. If not, we run 

for help immediately. But when our habits are badly formed, we hesitate, 

uncertain what to do. We wait too long. The person drowns. Or if we have 

not learned to love the right values, we may walk away. There is the story of 

the rich man who is approached by a beggar. 

"Go away," he wealthy person says. "I'm having a bad day." 

"Just because you're having a bad day," the beggar says, "why 
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should I also suffer?" 

A story about Marjorie Post, who came from one of America's 

richest families, makes a different point about the wealthy. During W.W. II, 

to help with the war effort, she volunteered at a Red Cross Center. There she 

rolled bandages, alongside ordinary citizens, for the wounded. One day she 

showed up later than usual for her task. "I'm sorry," she said, explaining 

why she was so late. "My servants forgot to wind my watch." The 

anecdote does make me wonder, though, what she felt about those 

with whom she worked. 

Habits, however, are double-edged. If we acquire them without at 

the same time having learned to be critical thinkers, we become the kind of 

person that the 12th century Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides wrote 

about when he said, "Men like the opinions to which they have been 

accustomed from their youth; they defend them, and shun contrary views: and 

this is one of the things that prevents men from finding truth, for they cling 

to the opinions of habit." There are also habits that once were useful but 

no longer are. Between my house and Jericho Turnpike there are two stop 

signs. These signs, near an elementary school, have been there at least as 

long as I have been living in Westbury —more than twenty-five years. While 

no car drive is so routine as to become a habit, two decades on a less than 

one-mile strip comes close to it. So without much thought I start to slow 

down a half-block before each sign, come to a halt, then proceed. 

The trouble is that a short while ago one of the signs was moved a 

block closer to the school. Still, as I travel on Powells Lane, I slow down 

where the sign used to be and occasionally, when my mind isn't fully on 

driving, I make a stop where there is no stop sign any longer. This old 

habit is now dangerous, for I come to halt where there is seemingly no 

reason for this action. Not long ago a car passed me as I stood still, as I 

waited for a car from the side street to enter the main road. This nearly 

caused an accident and certainly consternation, as my stopping where I did 
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appeared to be senseless. What once served me as almost second nature 

now is an impediment to good driving. Stopping for a sign that is now 

elsewhere is dangerous. I need new habits. 

Habits can make us lazy. We go about as though sleepwalking. 

Habits cannot replace vigilance. We make errors when we aren't paying 

attention. The trick is putting together both moral reflection and moral habit. 

"The integration of habit and reflection joins together the various intellectual 

and active ways that one can respond to a moral event," writes William 

Damon, professor of education. "The reflective judgment lends support and 

perspective to the habit, and the habitual reaction lends substance and 

shape to the reflection. This makes a powerful combination, one that is both 

effective and inspiring." 

Reason needs moral habits, moral habits need critical thinking. 

One without the other is like expecting a one-legged person to become a 

long-distance runner. It is possible to succeed but not likely. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

THE POLITICS OF ETHICS 

In 1955, David lived in a small apartment with his family in Buffalo. "I 

was on the verge of becoming that most dreaded of all creatures — the 

teenager," he says. "In order to prove that I was almost a man, I chose to do 

something that was extremely rebellious — to smoke cigarettes. 

"One evening I walked along William Street — the main drag — with a 

smile on my face and a Lucky Strike in my mouth. By the time I got home, four 

of my mother's friends had been to the house already to tell her that they had seen 

me walking along the street with a cigarette in my mouth. 

"Telephones were not in vogue in my neighborhood then. The chief 

culprit was Mrs. Scott, who was to my 12 year old mind, a worse busybody than 

any old woman in the neighborhood. I had seen only one of the four in my walk 

down William Street. They had all sat behind their shades in the Buffalo evening 

— watching what was going on before them on the street. 

"After the talk that both Joy and Howard gave me, I never even 

thought about smoking again for a long, long time." 

 

Morality is a natural outgrowth of humans being social creatures. 

These instincts for acting in concert with others are guided and shaped by 

our reasoning abilities and then reinforced by habits formed while children. 

In this chapter I want to look at yet another fact that contributes to moral 

character, the society in which we live. 
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Ethical behavior is much like a skill: we must be motivated and we 

must practice. But mastering the skill is easier under some conditions than 

others. Take sewing as an analogy. The tailor who has a blunt needle, 

weak thread and poor lighting will have a harder time making good 

clothes than the tailor who works with proper equipment. 

Becoming a moral person is similar. Sometimes the world around us 

makes it easier to act ethically, other times it makes it more difficult. It turns 

out, for example, that there may even be a connection between nutrition and 

moral behavior. The Tufts University Center on Hunger, Poverty and 

Nutrition Policy states, "Recent scientific evidence now demonstrates that 

the type of hunger we have in the United States — mild malnutrition —

produces long-term and even permanent cognitive impairments in children." 

So, if it is true that cognition is one part of moral development (see Chapter 

Three. "The Reason for Reason"), then some of the 12 million American 

children who are hungry or threatened with hunger in 1996 may have a 

harder time making morally mature judgments than those children who are 

properly nourished. 

Politics and Ethics 

Confucius was a profound philosopher of applied ethics. One area 

that concerned him greatly was the raising of children. Confucius examined 

various methods used to raise ethical children and found two basic 

approaches to moral education: fear and punishment on the one side, and 

love and good will on the other. Confucius, however, found both wanting. 

Fear and punishment, he wrote, restrained gross misconduct, such as murder, 

but didn't change basic underlying attitudes. While personally attracted to love 

and good will as a method of moral education, Confucius thought that these 

by themselves couldn't succeed in making moral people. Love needed social 

structures for support, otherwise it would dissipate into mere feeling. 
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Confucius recognized that no matter how well intentioned or motivated a 

person may be, an ethical life needs to be nourished by the larger social 

environment. This is in contrast to some conservative thinkers, such as 

William Bennett, John Dilulio and John Walters, who believe that crime is 

caused by "moral poverty." If crime is simply an anti-social choice made by 

the morally impoverished, as these writers imply, then the full burden of 

raising moral children falls on the shoulders of individual adults, without 

taking into account such factors as poverty and illiteracy. In this analysis, 

society has no responsibility to structure the environment in such a way 

so as to make raising moral children more likely than not to succeed. 

Confucius had a practical turn of mind. Not given to speculation, he 

paid attention to the world in which we live and tried to promote a way of 

living that leads to peace, harmony and happiness. He understood that no 

person lives in isolation and therefore everyone is shaped by his social 

world. One duke asked him what to do about crime in his domain. For 

thirteen years Confucius traveled from state to state, visiting jails, attempting 

to find what the prisoners had in common. He returned to his patron's 

court to report on his findings. Confucius said that if the duke wanted to put 

a stop to crime, he needed to do two things: teach everyone how to read, and 

find work for every man. Illiteracy and unemployment were the main causes 

of crime, he said, not lack of discipline or too little love. 

About two hundred years later and half the world away, Aristotle 

also made the connection between morality and social structures. "The 

Politics," philosopher Abraham Edel writes, "is a normative continuation of 

the Ethics, employing throughout the criterion of the good life to evaluate 

institutions in the light of the comparative experience of different societies." 

Aristotle viewed humans as social creatures and as such subject to the social 

structures in their society. Good societies make for good people, 

Aristotle said, since society was prior to the individual. What he meant was 

that we are always born into an already existing situation. No one is self-
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made. All Of us are first other-made. Only later, when we develop the critical 

quality that allows us to make independent judgments, can we think of having 

made ourselves. We are much like the card player. We have the hand dealt to 

us. Given the cards we hold we can either play badly or well. And if the deck 

is marked, we don't have much of a chance no matter how hard we try. 

There is a new environmental group near my home that is 

concerned about pesticides. I don't use pesticides as it is, I thought, so it 

doesn't matter to me. Actually, the legislation they are lobbying for may 

very well affect me. They want to require that whenever pesticides are 

used everyone in the immediate neighborhood be notified. That way you can 

stay inside when the chemical is being sprayed. This makes sense. I can eat 

all the right food, exercise as I should, not use chemicals on the lawn myself 

and even have a good set of inherited genes from my parents, I will still get 

sick if I am exposed to the insecticide being used down the block. I am 

reminded of the parable told by Rabbi Wayne Dosick in his useful and parent 

friendly book, Golden Rules: 

A farmer, whose corn always took first prize at 
the state fair, always shared his best corn seeds 
with all the neigh-boring farmers. 
 
When asked why, he said, "The wind picks 
up the pollen, and carries it from field to 
field. If my neighbors grow poor corn, the 
cross-pollination will bring down the quality 
of my corn. But, if they plant the very best 
seeds, then their corn and my corn will 
always be the most excellent quality. What is 
good for my neighbors is good for me. 

At the same time, it is a mistake to think that ethical people arise 

only in moral societies. Just as a great athlete may come from the most 

deprived background, propelled by great innate talent and indomitable will, 

lacking lessons and expensive gear, there are examples of courageous 
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individuals who came from dysfunctional homes and stood against corrupting 

societies. But these are the exceptions. The central point is that the individual 

and society interact with each other in a systematic and mutually reinforcing 

way. Politics — broadly construed as the affairs of social and community life 

— and ethics cannot be separated. They are Siamese twins. In a Hobbesian 

atmosphere, life indeed becomes nasty, brutish and short. An example of 

such society is found not only in the slums of Third World countries but 

right here as well, as is reported by sociologist Julius Wilson. This is his 

description of one area of Chicago: 

You can walk into any maternity ward in these 
areas and look at the rows of babies and predict 
with almost unerring certainty what their lives 
are going to be. Chances are they've been born 
to a family in which there is no steady 
breadwinner and whose lives lack 
organization that work provides. Usually, 
the adult present will be a young woman, the 
mother, who is in such difficult straits that 
odds are she is suffering from real depression 
or is angry, with little capability of coping with 
her situation. The child will be exposed almost 
entirely to families like his or her own — in 
almost total isolation . . . They are exposed to 
an environment that provides a vast opportunity 
for crime, drugs, hustling, illicit sex. The child 
might arrive at school full of hope, but that 
hope is soon dashed, because of the schools 
themselves. Most of the teachers have become 
demoralized — principals have given up. The 
kid comes in bright-eyed in the first grade and 
by the fourth grade he is completely turned off . 
. . In high school, if these kids are still thinking 
about college they have no idea of how to get 
there, no information or guidance on how to 
prepare, how to submit an application. There is 
an abysmal lack of information for these 
kids. Sooner or later, these kids come to the 
realization that they should expect to be 
walking the streets without jobs. 
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"Demoralized" is the right word to described the emotional state of 

people in such situations. Teachers are demoralized, principals are 

demoralized, mothers and fathers and children are demoralized. Rather than 

living in a community where people look after each other, people are 

besieged. This isn't David's world of shared responsibility. Too often it is 

an anti-social world. Everything seems to conspire to undermine confidence 

and self-esteem. 

A child needs support and security and so do those who raise and 

are responsible for children. When those supports are gone, an enormous 

burden is thrust onto those most directly responsible for children's moral 

well-being. Often it is a burden more than one can bear. In our restless 

society, where people often move in order to find a satisfactory job and in 

a society where individuality is so prized that many simply assume that there 

is something wrong with you if you live near your parents once you are 

grown, I think how fortunate I am to have my grandchildren nearby. I know 

how important this has been to my daughter and her husband, and my son 

and his wife, being able to leave a child with someone whom they trust 

when the day isn't going right. No matter how loving a parent, there are limits 

to one's patience. Parents are often cross with children not because the child 

has done anything bad but because the parent has had a bad day. 

Sociologist Charles Derber notes that America's emphasis upon 

individual success plus its recent stress on unfettered capitalism — capitalism 

without restraints or regulation — has been a recipe for crime on a large 

scale, from Wall Street junk bond dealers to corrupt politicians to 

teenagers running wild in the streets. Derber goes so far as to say that street 

crime is a reflection of society's push for self-interest above all. The title of 

one of the chapters in his book is "A Fish Rots From the Head First." Moral 

corruption begins at the top and works its way down, according to Derber. 

Corporate greed, for example, leads to street violence because people see 

that the ends justify the means and the most important thing is to look out 
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for number one. In other words, we shouldn't be surprised that we have 

greedy, selfish, narcissistic and anti-social children. They are merely 

reflections of a society that rewards precisely such values. 

We believe that virtue is a private matter, to be kept safe from the 

public sphere, Michael Sandel, professor of government, points out. The 

predominant American ideology regarding the nature of government is that 

"[pjolitics should not try to form the character or cultivate the virtue of its 

citizens, for to do so would be to 'legislate morality.' Government should not 

affirm, through its policies or laws, any particular conception of the good 

life; instead it should provide a neutral framework of rights within which 

people can choose their own values and ends." This public philosophy, 

Sandel notes, has dominated American politics only for the last fifty years. 

From Thomas Jefferson to the Civil War and then to the Progressive era, 

the reigning assumption was that "public policy should cultivate the 

qualities of character that self government requires. . ." While today we 

argue about how to promote economic growth, throughout much of our 

history Americans asked questions such as, What economic arrangements 

are most hospitable to self-government? 

Sandel approaches politics not as a neutral procedural process in 

which values, ethics and ends are set aside but as a deliberative 

engagement by citizens in creating a society that promotes the common 

good. "It requires a knowledge of public affairs and also a sense of 

belonging, a concern for the whole, a moral bond with the community 

whose fate is at stake," Sandel writes. Stated this way, we see that politics is 

a uniquely ethical undertaking. Political decisions, rightfully 

understood, should be based upon considerations of what best creates 

an environment in which people can flourish. 
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The Medium and Ties That Bind 

Children need to be socially engaged in order to develop their moral 

sensibilities. Social isolates are seldom extensive personalities. Children also 

need a secure, dependable and caring environment in which to grow. 

Unfortunately, many factors are at work to undermine the very foundations 

necessary to create moral people. Television is one such factor. There is 

good reason to be upset by what children watch, day after day, year after 

year. The American Academy of Pediatrics reports by the age of 18, the 

average young person will have viewed as many as 200,000 acts of 

violence on television. They also report that during the course of one year, 

the American teenager sees an estimated 14,000 sexual references and 

innuendoes on television. Only 150 of these deal with sexual responsibility. 

The constant exposure to violence and anti-social behavior is a 

serious problem. Innumerable studies have demonstrated conclusively 

that media violence leads to aggressive behavior in some children. 

Given the nature of many shows — the graphic nature of news shows with 

the emphasis upon the visually engaging fires, accidents, crime and war and 

the commercial nature of the medium — I am astounded that parents allow 

their children to watch television alone. I wonder what parent would permit 

an uninvited stranger into her home to speak to her child alone for an 

hour. But this is what happens when the TV is turned on. 

Now that the television industry has approved a rating system that 

includes code 

letters for violence, sexual content and foul language, as wanted by 

family advocacy groups, will our children be more moral as a result? It isn't 

likely. Keeping children away from excessive and gratuitous violence has to 

be for the good; limiting the amount of irresponsible sexual behavior a child 

sees is also probably helpful. But the problem with television goes beyond 
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the content of the shows. It almost doesn't matter what is on TV; it's that 

the TV is on that matters. The number of hours in front of the screen is 

the problem. The average American child views more than 20 hours of TV 

every week. "By the time today's children reach age 70, they will have spent 

7 to 10 years of their lives watching television," the Academy of Pediatrics 

notes. In 1993, American children spent more time (outside of school hours) 

watching television than anything else except sleeping. A 2003 survey by the 

Kaiser Family Foundation found that “Children six and under spend an 

average of two hours a day using screen media (1:58), about the same amount 

of time they spend playing outside (2:01), and well over the amount they 

spend reading or being read to (39 minutes).” 

Some may say that it is better that families watch TV together than it is 

to have each person doing something alone — reading, collecting stamps, 

quilting. And there is some truth to it. Researchers on the effect of 

television upon the quality of life, Robert Kubey and Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi note that discussions about TV shows watched 

together offers the opportunity for children to share common experience 

with their families. "Viewing with the family is clearly a more positive 

experience than viewing alone," they write. "When television is viewed 

with family members, it is a significantly more challenging, cheerful, 

and sociable experience than when viewed alone." However, Kubey and 

Csikszentmihalyi also find that whatever the content of a show, there is a 

general negative trend associated with television watching, even when 

viewed with others. Television watching, whether alone or with others, 

makes people passive, less alert and causes difficulty in concentration. 

One statistic presents a ray of false hope. For the first time, the 

amount of hours in front of the TV is decreasing. Unfortunately, one tube has 

been substituted for another. Instead of television there is the computer. CD-

ROMs, the internet and computer games are replacing TV, but these activities 

don't get people out of their chairs and into conversation. Walls of separation 
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continue to rise. 

So the very foundations necessary to create moral people are 

eroded. Although rating shows as to age-appropriateness may to some small 

degree help parents choose more appropriate shows for their child's moral 

development, it will not matter much until the sheer numbers of hours 

children spend in front of the tube — television or computer — is itself 

curtailed. 

One of the reasons for the decline in manners, I think, has to do with 

watching television. When you walk out of the room, you don't ask 

permission from the TV; it's OK to make comments while a show is on; you 

can shut it off if you're bored. Many teachers, me included, have noticed the 

way in which students sometimes act as though teachers aren't present. 

Students talk to one another as the mood hits them, they leave when they 

feel like it. The classroom, for these students, is like a television show and 

the teacher just another entertainer. 

In a paper presented at a conference that examined the effects of 

television watching on family life, Robert Kubey said, "Another area worth 

examination concerns family members who feel that they must compete with 

the people on television for the attention of other family members. . . Never 

before in the history of the human species has there been such a form of 

distraction in the home wherein the most beautiful and interesting and 

engaging people that a culture can find are presented incessantly in full 

living color." Parents have to be as entertaining as stand-up comics, 

teachers are smart as scholars on PBS, siblings as much fun as Power 

Rangers. Who can stand up to such attractive entertainers? 

Kubey could have added the way television makes it difficult for 

families to raise children in accordance with their developmental needs. In 

the past, certain topics were kept from children's ears. Adults waited until a 

child was asleep before discussing a friend's affair or a relative’s fatal illness. 

We thought it appropriate to spare children particular types of information 
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until they were ready to absorb it in a mature way. But today no subject is for 

private conversation alone. Children listen in on every topic. Whether this is 

good or bad is not clear. But what is certain is that it makes the work of a 

parent even more difficult, for a mother or father has to be ever-vigilant to 

translate for a child what he is watching. A parent has to be aware of the 

anxiety created by the information barrage to which children are exposed. Is 

our house going to burn down? Will a tornado destroy my school? Are you 

and daddy getting divorced? Will I get AIDS? Young children can't 

distinguish between the unlikely and the probable, fact and fiction. So we 

hear about child abduction and teach our children to be wary of strangers, yet 

the chance of being harmed this way is more remote than being struck by 

lightning. 

"Social capital" — the common goods and efforts of a shared life — is 

diminishing around us. Political scientist Robert Putnam sees evidence of 

this gnawing away at the threads that hold us together when he looks at 

bowling. While more Americans bowl now than ever before (up 10% in the 

last decade), we are choosing to do so outside of league play (down 40%). 

As with television watching, the decline in league bowling may not mean 

that people are bowling alone. They may be doing it with a partner instead, 

say a boyfriend or wife. However, it seems to be part of a larger pattern in 

which participation in all sorts of civic associations is weakening. 

Throughout the country fewer parents participate in parent-teacher 

organizations. Several of my elementary school teacher friends, from poor 

districts to affluent ones, tell me that they have little or no contact with most 

of their pupils' parents. They send notes home fully aware that they are likely 

to go unread. 

On the whole, church membership is in decline, as is attendance 

at worship services. So what are people doing instead? Aside from 

television watching and playing with the computer, going to the mall, it 

seems to me. However, shopping is not the same kind of communal activity 
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as is league bowling or PTA meetings. Although done in the presence of 

others, walking, browsing and hanging out in the mall is based on a 

consumer ethic, not a civic one. A shopping plaza is a private space, 

governed not by public policy but by private gain. Spending time with 

someone in the mall is akin to what to toddlers do in nursery school — play 

side-by-side but not with each other. 

For a variety of complex reasons, Americans are not as engaged in 

social activities as they once were. The camaraderie that comes from 

being part of a common effort is absent when activities are pursued alone. 

This is especially serious for the development of the moral sensibilities of 

children. They are deprived of real life encounters where real people have 

real feelings. Just as significant is the necessity of learning to be tolerant of 

different opinions, being part of a group effort and developing the art of 

compromise. As a result, Putnam says, community life suffers. 

In response to the breakdown in community life, churches and 

schools are once again being called upon to play a role in character education. 

I once appeared on a television show with an evangelical preacher and a 

conservative politician. We were discussing a ruling by a school district 

that had barred religious clubs from meeting on school premises (a position 

that all three of us thought wrong). The conversation turned to the morality 

of children and both the minister and the politician were certain that they 

could pinpoint the time in which America's morals went into decline. 

"The day the Supreme Court took prayers out of the schools," they 

insisted. They, like other parents who are concerned about moral 

education, believe that without religious guidance and instruction, without a 

belief in God, morality is impossible. The evidence to support this claim, 

however, is far from certain. Sociologist Robert Wuthnow reviewed the 

scholarly and popular literature to see if there is relationship between 

participation in religious organizations and charitable behavior. He writes, 

"There is some evidence that religious participation encourages people to 
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become involved in activities that actually benefit the needy. The kinds of 

activities that are encouraged seem to be ones closely connected with 

the church itself." Wuthnow concludes: 

 
What the evidence on religious 
participation suggests is that churchgoing 
does not seem to generate convictions about 
caring that carry over into all realms of the 
believer's life. People do not, for example, see 
caring acted out in their churches and then 
go out with such conviction about the 
importance of caring that they help the next 
person they see. Instead, their caring is 
channeled by what they see and hear in church. 
It is channeled, above all, into programs the 
church as an organization is trying to promote. 
After this it is channeled informally among 
members and into certain kinds of traditionally 
accepted behaviors. One's definition of what 
constitutes a need and, when it is appropriate to 
care is, in short, shaped by the organization one 
attends. 

While Wuthnow looked at the relationship between caring and 

religion, Evans, Cullen, Dunaway and Burton looked at the relationship 

between religion and crime. They concluded that neither the intensity of 

religious beliefs nor the degree to which one believes in divine rewards or 

punishments for bad behavior inhibited criminality. However, the more 

frequent the attendance at religious services or study groups the lower the 

crime rate. Byron Johnson of Lamar University in Texas also found a 

relationship between religion and the rehabilitation of prisoners. In this 

study, Lamar found that those inmates who participated significantly in 

Prison Fellowship programs were less likely to be rearrested than those 

prisoners with low or medium participation rates. What is unclear from the 

research is whether it is religion per se that makes the difference or 

whether it is participation in a group dedicated to pro-social values 
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that helps keep people from committing crimes or former prisoners from 

reverting to their old patterns of anti-social behavior. When a person is 

engaged in religious activities, they are entangled with other people. The 

association itself may be the strongest factor, not the religious factor. 

The research regarding the relationship between religion and caring 

echoes that found by the Oliners and Eva Fogelman. Some people are 

motivated by religion to value caring. There are others, however, where there 

is no relationship between the two. Renee Kann, you may remember from 

Chapter One, was hidden in Le Chambon by people motivated by their 

religious convictions; at the same time, her parents were sheltered by an 

atheist couple who were motivated by political and ethical principles. 

These conclusions are consistent with the findings of educational 

psychologist Larry Nucci. Nucci found that children's moral understanding 

is independent of their understanding of religious requirements. Nucci 

notes that "children's conceptions of morality cannot be accounted for in 

terms of a simple adherence to God's word. Instead children attempt to 

coordinate their notions of God with what they know to be morally right 

(italics Nucci's)." So, for example, when children were asked if God could 

command something bad to be good, most children rejected the idea 

that even though God commanded an immoral action it would now be a 

moral one. 

The research suggests that religion may play a supporting, though 

not primary, role for some in creating prosocial behavior. In the main, ethical 

behavior and religious commitment have little relation to one another. 

Whether someone is a believer or atheist is no predictor of altruistic or 

heinous behavior. 

Moral education, whether in the classroom, at home or in the 

community, is effective to the extent to which the various components work 

to support one another. David Blankenhorn, the president of the Institute for 

American Values, proposes that "a primary goal of public policy and private 
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initiative in the coming generations should be to protect and strengthen civil 

society." He continues, "Regarding any public policy proposal, the first 

question to ask should be: Will this policy strengthen or weaken the 

institutions of civil society?" This is a recognition that economic and political 

decisions by government and business have consequences in the lives of 

families. Families no more live in isolation from society than children do 

from adults. Recently the German government implemented regulations in 

line with Blankenhorn's recommendations. All legislation considered by the 

federal government must include a statement regarding the impact such 

legislation will have on children. 

 

Working Parents and the Family 

Divorce is bad for children, some claim, pointing to the weighty 

evidence that there is a strong correlation between divorce and numerous 

emotional and social problems. David Popenoe, professor of sociology 

and co-chair of the Council on Families in America, cites a twenty-six-

year study that examined the relationship between parental behavior in early 

childhood and the ability of those children as adults to experience 

compassion. The study found that the most important childhood factor was 

"parental involvement in child care. Fathers who spent time alone with their 

children more than twice a week, giving meals, baths and other basic care, 

reared the most compassionate adults." The involvement of fathers 

accounted for a "greater percentage of adult outcome than the three strongest 

maternal factors combined, which included 'maternal inhibition of child's 

aggression' and 'maternal tolerance of dependent behavior.'" 

Those, like Popenoe, who maintain that divorce is bad for children 

confuse a correlation with cause and effect. Divorce and social problems are 

found together, it is true, but it isn't certain which is the cause and which 

is the effect. Stability isn't by itself a virtue. A stable, intact home is 
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desirable if there is a desirable atmosphere in the home. Divorce is bad for 

children but so are bad homes. It may be that children who live in homes with 

both mother and father where there is violence are far more at risk than those 

children who experience divorce and live without the father. The 

American Psychological Association Presidential Task Force on Violence 

and the Family reports that "Although random violence is . . . on the rise in 

our society, women and children remain at greatest risk of sexual violence 

or physical assault by their current or former partners, parents or parental 

figures, and other family members." More than half the children under 12 

who are murdered are killed by a parent and each year more than three 

million children are exposed to violence of family members against their 

mothers or female caretakers. No wonder novelist Peter DeVries writes, 

"When I can no longer bear to think of victims of broken homes, I begin to 

think of the victims of intact ones." 

Whether a child's moral development is fostered or hindered by 

divorce depends much on the particulars of a given family. Neither 

staying together in a home full of violence or being raised in a family 

ripped by divorce are promising situations for the development of an 

altruistic, extensive personality. 

But if a family can stay together, with care and consideration, without 

abuse, it is desirable. The city of Hartford thinks so, too. That is why in 1996 

that city instituted the Family Reunification Program, designed to keep 

fathers in the home by changing welfare regulations. Where 85 per cent of 

the households in the projects are headed by single mothers, the city offers 

fathers $22-an-hour jobs as an incentive to return to their children. The city 

has also changed housing policy that required setting rent at 30 per cent 

of a family's income. Hartford's Housing Authority realized that many men 

leave their families because decent paying jobs aren't easily available and 

also that some housing and welfare regulations discourage keeping families 

intact. At the same time the program promotes individual responsibility by 
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insisting that father's take their children off welfare and that they move in 

with the mother of the child. The Hartford approach acknowledges that there 

are large social forces that pull families apart and unless these are 

addressed, making divorce more difficult or preventing it altogether will not 

benefit children. 

Some have also pointed to the detrimental effect on children raised 

without a father as an argument not only for opposing divorce but also as the 

rationale for opposing homosexual couples becoming parents. However, 

there are no long term studies of children raised by gay or lesbian 

couples. We don't know whether having two fathers or two mothers has a 

detrimental effect on a child's moral development. It may be that each of the 

partners in homosexual couples replicates the more traditional roles 

played by heterosexual couples — the parent who loves unconditionally, the 

one who enforces standards; the expressive parent, the rational one. 

No one can be sanguine about the state of children's moral health 

today, but when we take a long view I believe that as a whole children are 

better off today than at almost any time gone by. Historian Stephanie Coontz 

encourages us to put our attitudes into historical perspective. She points to 

some of the ways that the modern family is more stable and functional now 

than in the past. While formerly children didn't suffer the disruptions of 

divorce to any large extent, neither did the typical child a century ago have 

what half of today's children have until adulthood: two parents. "One-third to 

one-half of all children [in colonial America] lost at least one parent before 

the age of twenty-one; in the South, more than half of all children aged 

thirteen or under had lost at least one parent." Colonial families also 

"lamented 'the great neglect in many parents and masters in training up their 

children' and expressed the 'greatest trouble and grief about the rising 

generation.' " 

Coontz also points out that extended families have never been typical 

in America. The high point for multi-generational families occurred in the 
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mid-nineteenth century, more than one hundred years ago. Children today are 

far more likely to know their grandparents than in any time in the past. This 

has certainly been true in my own experience. Both my grandmothers were 

dead before I was born, one grandfather died when I was five and another 

when I was fourteen. My children, however, knew all four of their 

grandparents until they were well into their twenties and my mother-in-law 

lived to see her great-granddaughter. As people live longer, the odds are that 

children will have two parents and know their grandparents, something rare 

in the past. 

And while it is true that an absent parent is a liability in the moral 

development of a child, it is also true that fathers today are more engaged 

with their children than men of yesterday. For example, I seldom spent time 

alone with my father growing up. He was too busy working or, when he was 

home, it wasn't his role to take care of me. One of the few times we were 

alone together was when as a teenager I would work with him, going to 

bakeries in the middle of the night, delivering cakes, pastries and breads to 

grocery stores before sun up. But I can't remember simply being with him, 

just the two of us. He never cooked, cleaned or did laundry. Women took 

care of children, not fathers. I was part of the first generation where 

significant numbers of men have changed diapers, made breakfast, lunch and 

dinner for their children, walked them to school, brought them to the doctor. 

Even if the past was better — a dubious proposition — there is no 

possibility of returning to it. Family life responds to social conditions and we 

will never live in a preindustrial world again. What is more, I'm not sure that 

many would want to return to an earlier period if we could see it fully. At the 

beginning of this chapter, David wrote sentimentally about his Buffalo 

childhood and Mrs. Scott. Such watchfulness as David described was often 

tinged with minding other people's business and a disregard for 

children's opinions. I too have a story about cigarettes but with a different 

ending. When I was about ten, Stanley and I went to the main shopping 
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street not far from our apartment house. When we got home, Stanely's 

mother confronted him. What was he doing smoking cigarettes? she 

demanded to know. He insisted that he hadn't been doing any such thing. She 

told him that a neighbor had seen the two of us on Liberty Avenue with 

cigarettes dangling from our lips. No he hadn't, Stanley said. She didn't 

believe him and he was punished. The truth is that we had cigarettes all right 

but they were the candy kind, white sugar with a painted red tip. 

Crime 

During the 1996 presidential campaign, candidate Bob Dole said that 

the "root cause of crime isn't economic poverty, as some suggest, but moral 

poverty." Dole was echoing the view of William Bennett, who writes 

"The key to [preventing crime] is moral education." Bennett reaches the 

conclusion that "[moral education] depends upon reviving the character 

forming institutions of civil society. But we know that there is no easy way to 

accomplish that." 

Why is it that reviving family life, work life, religious life and 

so forth are so difficult to revive? One factor is cultural. Moral values take a 

backseat to other values, such as achievement and material success. The 

overarching message in America is that market values are more important 

than ethical values. This point is made by financier George Soros, who 

writes, that "Laissez-faire capitalism holds that the common good is 

best served by the uninhibited pursuit of self-interest." Capitalism is very 

good at generating wealth. But there is a price to pay and that is social 

instability. As professor of public policy Francis Fukuyama, a staunch 

defender of capitalism, writes, "What Americans do want is consumer 

choice, social mobility and freedom from authority . . . . So it is not 

surprising that they get a wealthy entrepreneurial, dynamic country — but 

also more crime, litigation, broken families [and] job insecurity. . ." 
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In our society it isn't moral character we value but character that is 

associated with something like, "That team really showed character 

today," meaning they won a tough game. Sociologists Steven Messner and 

Richard Rosenfeld describe this drive for success as the underside of the 

American Dream. 

 

The American Dream is a double-edged sword, 
contributing to both the best and worst elements 
of the American character and society. In the 
words of sociologist Robert K Merton, " . . a 
cardinal virtue, 'ambition,' promotes a cardinal 
American vice, 'deviant behavior.' " The 
cultural emphasis on achievement, which 
promotes productivity and innovation, also 
generates pressures to succeed at any cost. The 
glorification of individual competition, which 
fosters ambition and mobility, drives people 
apart and weakens the collective sense of 
community. Finally, the preoccupation with 
monetary rewards, which undergirds 
economic demand in the market economy, 
severely restricts the kinds of achievements to 
which people are motivated to aspire. 

It is hard to instill moral values when other values are taken more 

seriously, given more weight and are reinforced daily by many segments 

of society. As explained by political science professor Andrew Hacker, 

"[America] poises its citizens against one another, with the warning that 

they must make it on their own. Hence the stress on moving past others, 

driven by a fear of falling behind. No other nation so rates its residents 

as winners or losers." The exaggerated desire to succeed all too often means 

succeeding at any cost. In many communities, having winning teams is 

more important than social values. This distortion of values leads to a 

celebration of power and a glorification of winning, status and celebrity 

and privilege at any cost. Teachers and entire communities will often indulge 
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successful athletes and overlook immoral behavior and even criminal 

behavior — as long as the athlete or team is successful. A championship 

trumps honest play. Schools are reluctant to discipline top athletes because 

the team may lose the next game and thereby the prestige and money that 

come along with winning. Professional athletes garner commercial 

endorsements as long as they are at the top of their game. And parents push 

their children to succeed, at any cost to ethical values, because of the vicarious 

thrill it gives them. "[T]he sad truth is:" writes sports columnist Harvey 

Araton, "monuments and trophy cases are built faster for jocks who score 

than for champions of virtue." 

Occasionally there are such champions of virtue, someone who 

stands against the prevailing ethos. Such was the case of principal Don 

Pastine, of Central High School in Providence, Rhode Island. Central's 

soccer team had won the 1996 state championship when Pastine 

discovered that his school's coach had deliberately falsified records so that a 

talented but ineligible goalkeeper played the second half of the season. Pastine 

forfeited the title, fired the coach and offered to pay all the expenses for a 

replay of the championship, a game that involved two other teams. Pastine 

also demanded that all the players who had knowingly participated in the 

deceit return their gold medals. "The actions of the coach, who is supposed 

to be a leader and an educator, were a disgrace," Pastine said. "You are put in 

the position where you show everyone what's right. That's not your intention: 

your intention is to do right." 

Another reason for the failure to create character forming institutions 

is financial. Good schools and daycare, recreation centers and safe, suitable 

playgrounds aren't cheap. Amongst the 20 wealthiest countries, the U.S. 

ranked last in social spending on its young, ranked next to last on spending 

on education. In other words, America isn't willing to pay the cost of 

reviving those institutions that make a difference in forming moral character. 

Economics and moral behavior are linked in another way: the 
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relationship of crime and unemployment. Economist John Kenneth Galbraith 

argues that industrial society has "made unemployment a problem." 

Galbraith explains that we must contend with the "painful tendency of the 

modem economy to periods, sometimes prolonged, of recession and 

stagnation, accompanied, inevitably, by more unemployment. These 

recurrent episodes, not continuous expansion, are a basic feature of the 

market system. So in modem times is continuing unemployment, even in 

periods of marked growth and well-being." 

Many economists, both liberal and conservative, agree that 

unemployment is an inevitable feature of a market based economy. (They do 

disagree as to how much unemployment is acceptable.) Too many people 

working – high employment rates – leads to unstable prices – inflation, a 

condition unacceptable to the financial community and to those on fixed 

incomes. If this analysis is correct, then it is impossible for everyone 

without work who wants a job to get it. This is the case in New York City 

today. A study conducted by the Manhattan Borough President found that at 

any given time there are about 50,000 jobs available in New York City. This 

includes jobs from entry level to the highest executive positions. If every 

one of those positions were filled by those on welfare, 300,000 more 

positions would be needed for those who remained on _welfare and an 

additional 200,000 jobs would have to be found for those remaining 

unemployed New Yorkers. Exhorting people to find gainful employment 

when there isn't enough work to be had may feel good, but it won't create 

jobs. Moral education programs and the rhetoric of responsibility won't 

make a difference to children whose families don't have enough money 

for housing and have no realistic prospect of earning it. In New York 

6,000 families live in emergency shelters and 700 more apply each week. 

The average age of the homeless New Yorker is 9-years old. 

Anti-social behavior is a result of two forces: individual 

character and social conditions. The analogy here is to good health. 



 

242 

Eating the right foods and exercising regularly help to keep a person 

healthy. But equally important is access to clean water and not being subject 

to being bitten by malarial mosquitoes. So individuals play a role in 

keeping healthy but so do public health measures. In the same way character 

and character-forming institutions both have their place in moral 

development. Parents need viable social institutions to support them in their 

difficult task of raising moral children, but at no point pan a parent claim that 

one is excused from being a moral person because of oppressive social 

conditions. 

A child also needs a stable home in order to develop a sense of trust. 

Steady employment is vital, so that a family can establish roots in a 

community. If we think it is better for a single mother to work rather than 

receive charity or welfare, and if both parents must work in order to meet 

more than simply the basic necessities for their families, then we have to 

provide decent daycare for their children. Children who are put in poor 

quality daycare, where there are too many children per adult, 

unqualified staff, uncaring supervision, are children who may well suffer 

from an atrophied morality in the long run. However, a recent study done 

by critics and proponents of daycare found that in those centers that have 

small groups, with a high adult-child ratio and sensitive caregivers, where 

children received stimulation and attention, children did fine. What's more, 

daycare didn't affect the bond between parent and child. The key to a child's 

developing trust and bonding with the parent wasn't whether the parent was 

at home but the degree of sensitivity and responsiveness towards the child by 

the parent when the two were together. 

Perhaps the major reason parents look only at their relationship to 

their child when thinking about moral development is that thinking about 

how to change society is overwhelming. This is understandable, but the fact 

is that the wider social world cannot be ignored. While it is difficult for any 

one individual to affect political and cultural forces, it isn't impossible. 
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Mothers Against Drunk Driving was started by a handful of women who 

wanted to put a stop to the carnage on the roads due to alcohol. They have 

succeeded not only in changing the severity of penalties for driving while 

intoxicated in nearly every state in the union but have also changed the 

level of tolerance for drinking and driving. Similarly, small groups of 

women throughout the country have taken breast cancer from a shameful, 

hidden illness to making the eradication of the disease a national priority. 

Even if efforts at social change bear little fruit, the action is 

worthwhile, for it demonstrates that there is a world beyond your immediate, 

personal concerns and it too commands your attention. It is a way of showing 

your child that we are a part of the human community and we have to 

contribute our share to its upkeep. None of us is self-made and therefore each 

of us has a responsibility to the society in which we live. Children learn this 

lesson by observing the actions of adults and by being involved themselves. 

This is why it is important for families to find ways to engage in social 

change, either as individuals or together. Some action is seemingly small and 

largely symbolic. For example, when our family gets together to exchange 

holiday presents, we also write letters to people identified by Amnesty 

International as prisoners of conscience. 

Family therapist Mary Pipher, who is concerned about the cultural 

forces that are pulling families apart, presents several strategies to 

challenge the prevailing norms in society. One of her suggestions is that 

parents create spaces in their neighborhoods where people of all ages can 

gather for common experiences. This idea goes against the grain in our 

society where we segregate people according to age, race and class. Her 

suggestion is consistent with findings in the area of moral psychology that 

understanding someone else's point of view is part of the underpinnings of 

character building. Pipher also urges families to participate in the national 

TV-free week in April and throughout the year to find games and activities 

to do together. She could easily have agreed with the slogan common on 
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streets in Serbia in 1996, Switch off the TV; switch on your mind. "One 

person can make a difference," Pipher writes. "People . . . needn't feel that 

they must change the world single-handedly . . . Just because a person can't 

do everything doesn't mean he/she should do nothing." 

If we truly want our children to acquire an extensive personality, to 

be like those who rescued Jews in Nazi Europe, then moral values must 

count for a great deal. They don't have to be our only values, but they cannot 

be minor, incidental or discretionary ones either. If parents don't make moral 

values central in their own lives and work towards creating a society which 

supports and helps make it possible to realize those values, we won't have 

the institutions that support character formation. Instead, we will continue to 

make pronouncements about what how bad children are today and lament 

their selfishness and self-centeredness, but such statements will be pious 

sentiments without practical import. 

In addition to individual efforts made at moral education, people who 

raise children must live in a society that supports such efforts. There is little 

disagreement about the desirability of parents taking responsibility for 

raising moral children. However, their efforts cannot exist by themselves; 

parents can't stand alone and expect to be particularly successful. This isn't a 

liberal or conservative position but a position that is self-evident. Simply 

stated: there are conditions under which people are inclined to be 

virtuous. We know what those conditions are — safety and stability, 

work and education. The great debate in our society today is how to 

achieve such conditions. Raising a moral child requires not only efforts 

by the family but by all of society as well. Families are best supported 

by a society that cares for the adults who, in turn, are then best able to 

raise moral children. 
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40 Things You Can Do 

To Raise a Moral Child 

 
 
 
FEELINGS: Emotions Are the Groundwork of Morality 
 
• Tune into your child's feelings. 
• Comment on your own emotions. 
• Talk about how you think others may be feeling. 
• Read stories that are fanciful. 
• Sing to your children. 
 
 
REASON: Feelings Need to be Guided by Reason 
 
• Give reasons why you approve or disapprove of your child's behavior. 
• Provide reasons for rules you want your child to follow. 
• Encourage your child to play with children of various ages. 
• Engage your children in reflective discussions by asking open-ended 

question. 
• Promote independent thinking. 

SELF-ESTEEM: Self-Respect Is A Prerequisite to Acting Morally 
 
• Treat your child with respect. 
• Express interest in your child's activities, projects and dreams. 
• Help set goals and encourage your children to see them through. 
• Praise a task well done. 
• Give your child emotional and verbal support to stand against the   crowd 

when necessary. 
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DISCIPLINE: Behavior Has Consequences 
 
• Be flexible — not arbitrary — in your discipline. 
• Don't use intimidation; never use ridicule. 
• Severity of punishment should be related to the severity of the wrong-

doing. 
• Discipline with explanations. 
• Criticize in private. 
 

PREJUDICE: Treating All People Fairly Is Fundamental To Morality 
 
• Examine your own biases. 
• Provide examples that counteract society's prejudices. 
• Don't allow biased or bigoted comments to go unchallenged. 
• Give your child books that show different kinds of people playing, 

working and living together. 
• Talk about differences between people, but speak about them neutrally. 
 
 
VALUES: Some Values Are More Important Than Others 
 
• Tell your children who you admire and why. 
• Live your life as you want your child to lead hers. 
• Show the importance of protecting the vulnerable. 
• Comment on compassionate behavior — let your child know that caring is 

an important value. 
• Let your children know what you value and why you value it. 
 

HABITS: Morality Is Learned Through Observing and Doing 
 
• Provide opportunities for your child to help others. 
• Give positive verbal feedback for being a good person. 
• Work with your child in community and volunteer service. 
• Expect and encourage good deeds from your children. 
•  Help your children to keep promises. 
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C O M M U N I T Y :  Morality Involves Other People 
• Talk about the TV shows, music and movies your child sees. 
• Get involved in your child's education. 
• Make family meals an important and regular occasion. 
• Encourage activities that involve your child with others. 
• Take an interest in the world outside your home 
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