31/ 07/ 1999
Qur education system nust give proper place to ethics

Dat uk Dr Yahya | brahim
OF late, people fromall wal ks of |ife have expressed their thoughts about
the dire need for ethics in all aspects of life.

Inline with our Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad' s recent
call (NST, July 11) for new subjects to replace traditional ones so that
they remain relevant in our education system | hope the current nove to
revanp the systemw || accord ethics its appropriate place in the 21st
century ..

Hurrani t ari an and Nobel Peace Prize wi nner Albert Schweitzer wote that
the underlying course for the severe crises of 20th century civilisation
is the lack of true ethics.

The only way out of our current nadir of norality is to utilise
education to "bring nmore ethics into the world".

Schwei t zer goes on to postulate that our age nust achi eve spiritual
renewal .

It can do so in only one way: the people nust reflect on the nature of
true goodness.

The continual barrage of unethical behaviour by people in responsible
positions certainly suggests that we are ethically apathetic and
negl i gent.

It is indeed al arm ng that persons who hold key positions in business,
| aw, government, mlitary, education, politics, and religion are bright,
conpetent, efficient and articulate, but ethically |ax.

Recent exanpl es range from ni suse of power, authority and public funds
to blackmail and corruption

It is equally alarmng that [ arge nunbers of our citizens are:

* Rel atively undi sturbed by the apparent w ongdoi ngs of people in
posi tions of power;

* Shel | -shocked by the nunmerous and fl agrant unethical actions of
ot herwi se respected persons; and

* Confused and bewi | dered by the questionabl e behavi our of these trusted
| eaders.

VWiile all the factors contributing to the current wave of unethical
actions are difficult to identify, in my judgnent, it is the conspi cuous
absence of the study of ethics in the education curricula that is, at
| east, partially responsible for such occurrences.

For some tine now, contenporary witers, teachers, preachers and critics
at | arge have been urging that our education systemgive careful attention
to the study of right conduct.

The school s shoul d be hel ping children to | ook within thenmsel ves, and
fromthis self-know edge drive a set of val ues.

Val ues per se are not adequately taught in our schools today.

It is neither wise nor practical to remain ethically illiterate just as
it is neither wise nor practical to remain scientifically and IT
illiterate.

Just as studies have devel oped around et hnic relations and environnent al
literacy, education nust necessarily include a neaningful study of ethics,
to investigate right or "acceptabl e human conduct"” and what is ultimtely
good or desirable for people.

Al t hough the definition of acceptabl e conduct varies between countries,
the core ethical values - respect, trustworthiness, justice and fairness,
caring, responsibility, civic virtue and citizenship - transcend



geogr aphi cal and cultural barriers.

The study and practice of ethics is not only necessary for survival but
al so for achieving the spiritual life which is part of the human essence.

In short, full humanity cannot be achi eved unless a culture and its
i nstitutions encourage goodness.

The essence of goodness here neans the ability to practise functiona
honesty, enpathy, unselfishness, and | ove towards our fell ow human bei ngs.

So it behoves the education systemto do what is within its power to
provide its learners wi th know edge concerning ethics and with
opportunities to apply such know edge.

I ndeed, an educati on systemwhich ignores the responsibility of
instructing its youths in ethics is not only self-defeating but also life-
negati ng.

Not only would the study of ethics help our youths to arrive at what
constitutes good conduct, it would al so offer them know edge of genera
phi | osophy, history, economics, and political science.

It woul d enable themto better interpret such disciplines fromdifferent
perspectives while they are introduced to theol ogy, psychol ogy, soci ol ogy,
and even | aw

The spectrum of general know edge to be encountered in the study of
ethics woul d be very broad yet quite integrated.

In the process of ravanpi ng our education system which is geared
towards creating a society of "thinking and know edge students" under the
smart school concept, let our students at all |levels be taught to be
ethical as well as to be innovative, creative, and anal ytical.

The current nove to revanp our education systemis tinely, desirable and
comendabl e.

It should be pursued vigorously so that we can avoid the path taken by
traditi onal education which has pushed et hics al nbst conpl etely asi de.

O herwi se, the education system nmust continue to accept much of the
bl ame for the present noral sl unp.
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