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Rai sing a child with sound noral val ues

Dr Abu Bakar Abdul Mj eed

DURI NG a recent norning TV tal k show on the topic "Psychol ogy of the
Youth", a viewer phoned in to pose a very pertinent question. She had a
12-year-ol d daughter who had begun to show what appeared to be peculiar
behavi our. The young girl had started to spend nore tinme outside the house
and when at hone she seenmed to prefer to be al one.

Even though the father had al ways been very strict with her, he too was
beginning to feel that things were getting out of hand. The nother was
afraid that she was on the brink of "losing" her daughter forever. Wat
could she do to put a stop to the deteriorating parent-daughter
rel ati onshi p?

We might think that this situation is unique, but the truth is, simlar
questions are being asked by mllions of parents the world over.

At an international parent conference, one nother voiced her concern in
this manner, "The 1970s and 1980s (the 1990s, too) have been the worst
time to bring up children. It is so hard to tell what is right and what is
wong. Everything is open to question. My own parents were very strict and
autocratic and | followed their orders. But | do not want to be |ike them

| want ny children to understand the reasons behind the rules | |ay down.
But frankly, I'mnot always sure nyself what ny reasons are. So half the
time | sinply avoid saying anything at all about what | feel is right or
wong. |'ve never really taken a stand on |ying or cheating in tests,
marijuana, or even on househol d chores. And, believe nme, all these issues
have cone up. | just don't know whether | have the right to denand."

Traditionally, parents and their children have been intertwined in a web
of famly, conmmunity and religious institutions, all of which contribute
to the nmoral well-being of the children

In Mal aysia, for exanple, it was once common for children, parents,
grandparents and great grandparents to |ive nearby, sometines under one
roof. However, the nuclear famly of today is nostly independent and
i sol ated; renoved from geographical, cultural and sonetines religious
roots.

Parents are now forced to instil noral values in children on their own.
But many parents are uncertain about how to go about this and often query
whet her norality can really be taught at all

Child-rearing experts have soneti nes only added to parents' confusion.
In the past, experts proposed that discipline could | ead to an inhibited
or even neurotic child. "Perm ssiveness" was the catchword of the day.
Today the "disciplinarians" are comng up with counter-proposals. They are
calling for the re-inposition of traditional values and the resurrection
of the obedi ent and i nnocent child.

Qbvi ously, neither perm ssiveness nor discipline has been successful in
al l eviating parents' real concerns. The question is not how restrictive or
accommodat i ng parents shoul d be, but rather, howto bring up a "noral"
child. And "noral" sinply neans a child who strives to be kind, fair and
responsi bl e. These values relate to how their behavi our affects other
peopl e. And, indeed, norality is concerned with how we treat our fell ow
man and nature.

What is the strategy for bringing up a noral child in today's world? The
first is called internalisation. Parents are always telling a child in one
formor another, "Do this because it's good" and "Don't do that because
it's bad". Wen children begin to give these same instructions to



t hensel ves, then internalisation has taken place. Thus, a nother woul d say
of a child, "He won't do it because he knows it's wong" and not "He won't
do it because he knows he'll get hit".

Internalisation provides the first stage of self-control over selfish
and aggressive inmpulses. It is acconplished when the inner voice speaks to
the child before he acts. When he has internalised the noral rules, he
"knows right fromwong”. It is then fair to say that he has begun to
acqui re ethics which becones his internal control for good behavi our

Jawahar !l al Nehru, the first Prime Mnister of India, reveal ed that when
confronted with a difficult decision he would be gui ded by the words of
Mahat ma Gandhi

"Whenever you are in doubt or when the self becones too much, try the
foll owi ng expedi ent: Recall the face of the poorest and nost hel pl ess man
you have ever seen and ask yourself if the step you contenplate is going
to be of any use to him WII he be able to gain by it? WIIl it restore to
hi mcontrol over his own life and destiny? Then you will find your doubts
and your self nelting away."

Enpathy is the second foundation stone for a noral child. It allows him
to feel pleasure at other people's joy, and pain at their suffering. The
ability to enpathise is sonething we are born with. It does not develop in
everyone to the sane degree. Child psychol ogi sts have observed enpathy in
children at very early ages. Sone research has even suggested that it
begins virtually at birth.

In one study, a team of psychol ogi sts observed 26 chil dren aged from
three to five during 30 hours of free play in a pre-school setting. The
children were found to engage in about 1,200 "altruistic" acts such as
sharing, co-operating, hel ping and conforting. These are manifestations of
enpat hy.

Achild is better able to put hinmself in sonmeone else's place and thus
is more likely to feel enpathy for that person when he knows not only what
the person feels, but why he feels as he does. As noral trainers, parents
can guide the child by providing the answers to these questions.

If a nother tells her son in a harsh voice, "Turn down the nusic", he
can be quite sure what she is feeling. The tone of voice would indicate
her irritation and perhaps even convey a warning that he' Il be punished if
he doesn't do what she asked. Scol di ng and threatening may get her what
she wants for the nonent, but they won't get her son to care about her
peace of mi nd.

If she wants her son to enpathise with her, she'll have to tell himso
and not expect himto read her m nd. Perhaps she could say, "Wen the
music is too loud it nmakes ne physically unconfortable. | need to rel ax
for a while after work." This information would | et the son know the
speci fic needs behind her reactions to his Ioud nusic. This gives himthe
opportunity to acconmodat e her out of conpassion rather than fear.

The third pillar is devel opi ng personal noral standards the child
bel i eves he ought to live up to, with or without the approval of others.

If a child has never |learned to evaluate the norality of an action for
hi msel f according to principles that he understands and believes in, he
remai ns forever vulnerable to the control of any new authority that enters
his life, regardless of howill-intentioned that authority may be. For
exanpl e, when he interacts with a conpetitor, sound personal noral
standards will ensure that he renmmins steadfast in his character.

In the foreword of the recently |launched book witten by his daughter,
Dati n Paduka Mari na Mahathir, entitled In Liberal Doses, Prine Mnister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad wote: "One is tenpted to ask fromwhere
she acquired this sense of independence, this urge not to conform to be
critical and not just to cheer on those in power." This is what nora



standards are all about.

Utimtely, we want our children to treat other people well because they
want to, because they have devel oped their own standards of noral
behavi our. If you want your child to treat other people kindly, you will
have to hel p hi mdevel op personal standards of kindness, fairness, and
responsibility. This can be done through the power of reason, that is, by
convincing the child that if he lives up to these standards, the desired
outcome will follow And the best tine to start is, right now.
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