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Praise for Character Matters

“In a world where the hole in the moral ozone continues to widen, Character Matters is an absolute must read. With Lickona’s brilliant new manual, parents and teachers have what they need to do what matters most: help their children become people of solid character.”

—Michele Borba, Ed.D., author of Building Moral Intelligence and Don’t Give Me That Attitude!

“One of our nation’s foremost authorities on character education, Tom Lickona has made another major contribution to the character education movement. Whether you are a parent, teacher, student, or concerned member of the school community, Character Matters will be an invaluable resource for implementing quality character education.”

—Sanford McDonnell, chairman of the board of the Character Education Partnership and chairman emeritus of McDonnell Douglas Corporation

“Tom Lickona has done it again. This outstanding book is the ideal blend of theory and practice. It is a wonderful resource for parents, teachers, and all those concerned with our young.”

—Kevin Ryan, founder and director emeritus of the Boston University Center for the Advancement of Ethics and Character

“Character Matters is an extremely useful book for all—whether they be parents, teachers, or counselors—who work with young people. Down-to-earth, pithy, accessible, the book is full of sound advice and practical help. We should all be deeply grateful to its author, Tom Lickona, for sharing his considerable wisdom with us.”

—F. Washington Jarvis, headmaster, The Roxbury Latin School, Boston

“Character Matters is both a tour de force and an excellent guide for parents and teachers who want to help young people toward strong character development. It will be useful both in public schools and in programs where religious values are recognized as part of character formation. If you are really concerned about the character development of young people in our culture, you may find yourself buying several copies!”

—Fr. Benedict J. Groeschel, C.F.R., psychologist and author of Spiritual Passages

“Character Matters offers a comprehensive set of hands-on strategies for helping children develop the strong moral character they need to navigate the challenges of adolescence and adulthood. Imbued with a clear vision of the potential and promise of young people and punctuated with illustrations and anecdotes, this book makes character education eminently accessible, enormously creative, and a highly collaborative undertaking. Lucid, engaging, and rich in practical wisdom, Character Matters is a must read for parents and educators who care about the kinds of persons our children will become.”

—Karen E. Bohlin, head of school, Montrose School, Natick, Massachusetts, a National School of Character; senior scholar, Boston University’s Center for the Advancement of Ethics and Character
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to Mary,
with gratitude for
her constant care


A child is a person who is going to carry on what you have started. He is going to sit where you are sitting and, when you are gone, attend to those things which you think are important. You may adopt all the policies you please, but how they are carried out depends on him. He will assume control of your cities, states, and nations. He is going to move in and take over your churches, schools, universities, corporations. The fate of humanity is in his hands.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN

Fame is fleeting; popularity an accident; riches take wings. Only one thing endures: character.

—HORACE GREELEY

The aim of education is to guide students in the process through which they shape themselves as human persons— armed with knowledge, strength of judgment, and moral virtues—while at the same time conveying to them the spiritual heritage of the nation and the civilization in which they are involved.

—JACQUES MARITAIN

Intelligence plus character—that is the goal of true education.

—MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

A general dissolution of principles and manners will more surely overthrow the liberties of America more than the whole force of the common enemy.

—JOHN ADAMS

Morals are the foundation upon which a country rises to great heights. Take away morals, and individuals, leaders, and countries fall.

—OLD SPIRITUAL WISDOM

Children develop character by what they see, what they hear, and what they are repeatedly led to do.

—JAMES STENSON


INTRODUCTION

Portraits of character touch something deep in the human heart. In the award-winning Civil War documentary by Ken Burns, one of the most commented on and moving moments was the reading of a letter written by a Union soldier, Major Sullivan Ballou, to his wife, Sarah, a week before his death at the Battle of Bull Run:

 

My very dear Sarah,

The indications are very strong that we shall move in a few days—perhaps tomorrow. Lest I should not be able to write again, I feel impelled to write a few lines that may fall under your eye when I shall be no more.

I have no misgivings about, or lack of confidence in, the cause in which I am engaged, and my courage does not halt or falter. I know how strongly American Civilization now leans on the triumph of the Government, and how great a debt we owe to those who went before us through the blood and sufferings of the Revolution. And I am willing—perfectly willing—to lay down all my joys in this life to help maintain this Government, and to pay that debt.…

Sarah, my love for you is deathless… and yet my love of Country comes over me like a strong wind and bears me irresistibly on to the battle field.

The memories of the blissful moments I have spent with you come creeping over me, and I feel most gratified to God and to you that I have enjoyed them so long.… I have, I know, but few and small claims upon Divine Providence, but something whispers to me—perhaps it is the wafted prayer of my little Edgar, that I shall return to my loved ones unharmed. If I do not, my dear Sarah, never forget how much I love you, and when my last breath escapes me on the battle field, it will whisper your name.

 

Here was a humble man, a courageous man, who loved his family and loved his country and, spurred on by high ideals, did his duty as he saw it without complaining. Tom Brokaw, interviewing veterans of World War II in his best-selling book The Greatest Generation, was struck by many of the same qualities. September 11 produced abundant examples of unassuming heroism and sacrificial generosity.

We are moved by these stories of character because they show us human beings at their best. They reveal our capacity for goodness. They challenge us to be more than we might otherwise be. And they renew our faith in every child’s potential to grow into a person of character.

As we begin a new century, we have a sharper sense of how much character matters. We need good character to lead purposeful, productive, and fulfilling lives. We need character to have strong and stable families. We need character to have safe, caring, and effective schools. We need character to build a civil, decent, and just society.

We are troubled, however, by the unraveling of the moral fabric of our society. In a recent national poll, nearly three of four American adults said that they believe that people in general lead less honest and moral lives than they used to.1 Says a high school teacher, “Kids today are more cynical than ever about the lack of honesty they see in the adult world.”

We’re troubled by all the ways societal moral decline is reflected, as it inevitably is, in the attitudes and behavior of our children. We’re troubled by the precocious sexual behavior of the young. We’re troubled by the bad language that comes out of the mouths of even elementary school children. We’re troubled by the breakdown of the family and the growing numbers of parents who seem to let their children do and watch what they please. We’re troubled by a ubiquitous media culture that grows more violent and vulgar by the day.

How can we renew our moral culture?

Children are 25 percent of the population but 100 percent of the future. If we wish to renew society, we must raise up a generation of children who have strong moral character. And if we wish to do that, we have two responsibilities: first, to model good character in our own lives, and second, to intentionally foster character development in our young.

Happily, an effort to do this is under way. For more than a decade, there has been a resurgence of character education in our nation’s schools. It can be seen in a spate of character education books and curricular materials; in federal funding for character education and character education mandates in more than two-thirds of the states; in the emergence of national advocacy groups such as the Character Education Partnership and the Character Counts! Coalition; in the new Journal of Research in Character Education, the National Schools of Character awards competition, and reports on how to prepare future teachers to be character educators; and in an explosion of grassroots character education initiatives.

Character education is welcomed by parents who need support for the hard work of raising good children in a hostile moral environment; welcomed by teachers who went into teaching hoping to make a difference in the kind of person a child becomes and are demoralized to be in a school that gives up teaching right from wrong; and welcomed by all of us who are saddened by the decline in values as basic as common courtesy that we once took for granted. Effective character education in our schools is something all of us have a stake in, not just educators and parents, but everyone who cares about a decent society.

The premise of the character education movement is that the disturbing behaviors that bombard us daily—violence, greed, corruption, incivility, drug abuse, sexual immorality, and a poor work ethic—have a common core: the absence of good character. Educating for character, unlike piecemeal reforms, goes beneath the symptoms to the root of these problems. It therefore offers the best hope of improvement in all these areas.

Character education, of course, is not only the responsibility of schools. It is the shared duty of all those who touch the values and lives of the young, starting with families and extending to faith communities, youth organizations, business, government, and even the media. The hope for the future is that we can come together in common cause: to elevate the character of our children, our own character as adults, and ultimately the character of our culture.

At the heart of effective character education is a strong partnership between parents and schools. The family is the first school of virtue. It is where we learn about love. It is where we learn about commitment, sacrifice, and faith in something larger than ourselves. The family lays down the moral foundation on which all other social institutions build.

Parents, if they make the effort, can remain formative influences even during the challenging adolescent years. Building a Better Teenager, a 2002 research report based on hundreds of studies, concludes that the most academically motivated and morally responsible teens—and the ones least likely to engage in risky behaviors—are those who enjoy warm and involved relationships with their parents and whose parents set clear expectations and monitor their activities in age-appropriate ways.2

For the past nine years, our Center for the 4th and 5th Rs (respect and responsibility) at the State University of New York at Cortland has worked with schools and parents to promote the development of good character. We publish a Fourth and Fifth Rs newsletter (www.cortland.edu/c4n5rs) spotlighting character education success stories and run the Summer Institute in Character Education, which trains teachers, counselors, administrators, and other educators from across the country.

Character education, we always emphasize, is not a new idea. Down through history, all over the world, education has had two great goals: to help students become smart and to help them become good. They need character for both. They need character strengths such as a strong work ethic, self-discipline, and perseverance in order to succeed in school and succeed in life. They need character qualities such as respect and responsibility in order to have positive interpersonal relationships and live in community. At the beginning of our republic, the Founders argued that a democracy—government by the people—could not thrive without virtuous citizens, ones who understood and honored democracy’s moral underpinnings: respect for individual rights, voluntary compliance with the law, participation in public life, and concern for the common good. For most of our nation’s history, character education was at the center of the school’s mission.

Unlike the nondirective and often relativistic values education of the recent past—which encouraged students to “make your own decision” without grounding them in the content of character— character education is the deliberate effort to cultivate virtue. The school stands for qualities of character such as hard work, respect, and responsibility. It promotes these through every phase of school life, from the example of adults to the handling of discipline to the content of the curriculum.

What is the content of character that we should try to model and teach in school, at home, and in our communities? In this book, I set forth ten essential virtues that are affirmed by nearly all philosophical, cultural, and religious traditions: wisdom, justice, fortitude, self-control, love, a positive attitude, hard work, integrity, gratitude, and humility. Part 1 explains these ten essential virtues and the way character profoundly affects the quality of our individual and collective lives.

Part 2 shows how parents can raise children of character and how schools can help parents fulfill their primary role as children’s first and most powerful moral teachers.

Part 3 shows how all classroom teachers, regardless of subject matter, can create a learning community that fosters responsible work and moral behavior.

Part 4 shows how any school can become a school of character. Here and throughout the book, I report on exemplary elementary, middle, and high schools, many of which have won national recognition for excellence in character education. These schools have reaped the rewards of fewer discipline problems and higher academic performance by putting character first.

Part 5 shows how to involve an entire community in promoting good character.

Character education, to be sure, can be done ineffectively, as little more than slogans, banners, and adults’ urging kids to be good. But schools that do character education well—in a way that transforms the school culture, the daily experience of students and staff—create an environment in which diligent effort, mutual respect, and service to others are the rule rather than the exception. A growing body of character education research (see, for example, What Works in Character Education, www.character.org) documents these positive outcomes. Hal Urban, an award-winning high school history teacher, a character education speaker, and the author of Life’s Greatest Lessons, shares his firsthand observations:

 

I’ve had the good fortune to visit schools all over the country that have character education programs in place. The first word that pops into my mind when I visit them is “clean.” I seen clean campuses and buildings, hear clean language, and see kids dressed cleanly and neatly. I also see courtesy being practiced by everyone—students, teachers, administrators, custodians, and cafeteria workers. Most important, I see teaching and learning going on in an atmosphere that is caring, positive, and productive.

 

At the end of a unit on slavery, a fifth-grade boy in New Hampshire said, “We think slavery was bad, but what are people going to say about us in a hundred years?” Most of us would be likely to agree that our contemporary society faces serious social-moral problems and that these problems have deep roots and require systemic solutions. Many of us are also now coming to recognize the link between public life and private character—that it is not possible to develop a virtuous society unless we develop virtue in the hearts, minds, and souls of individual human beings. Families, schools, and communities can and must each do their part in creating a culture of character by raising children of character. Indeed, the health of our nation in the century ahead depends on how seriously all of us commit to this calling.


PART ONE
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Why Character Matters


CHAPTER 1
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Why Character Matters

 

I was a punk before I came to this school. I used to make little kids cry. When I met Mrs. Brown, I changed. I’m not a punk anymore, because Mrs. Brown taught me character.

—DREW, A SIXTH GRADER

 

Nothing is more important for the public weal than to train up youth in wisdom and virtue.

—BEN FRANKLIN

Why does character matter?

A headmaster remembers that above the door to the main classroom building where he went to school as a boy, the following words were engraved:

 

Be careful of your thoughts,

for your thoughts become your words.

Be careful of your words,

for your words become your deeds.

Be careful of your deeds.

for your deeds become your habits.

Be careful of your habits,

for your habits become your character.

Be careful of your character,

for your character becomes your destiny.

 

The Greek philosopher Heraclitus said it simply: “Character is destiny.” Character shapes the destiny of an individual person. It shapes the destiny of a whole society. “Within the character of the citizen,” Cicero said, “lies the welfare of the nation.”

“Transmitting values,” as the essayist Lance Morrow points out, “is the work of civilization.” A glance at history reminds us that civilizations do not flourish forever. They rise, and they fall. They fall when the moral core deteriorates—when a society fails to pass on its core virtues, its strengths of character, to the next generation. The historian Arnold Toynbee observed, “Out of twenty-one notable civilizations, nineteen perished not by conquest from without but by moral decay from within.”

More than a century ago in a lecture at Harvard University, Ralph Waldo Emerson asserted, “Character is higher than intellect.” Writes the psychiatrist Frank Pittman, “The stability of our lives depends on our character. It is character, not passion, that keeps marriages together long enough to do their work of raising children into mature, responsible, productive citizens. In this imperfect world, it is character that enables people to survive, to endure, and to transcend their misfortunes.” “To do well,” Stephen Covey says, “you must do good. And to do good, you must first be good.”

All of us who are parents naturally want our children to be successful. But we know in our bones that success without character— qualities such as honesty, a sense of responsibility, kindness, and determination in the face of difficulty—doesn’t count for much. The novelist Walker Percy once said, “Some people get all A’s but flunk life.” In living a life well, as a proverb puts it, “An ounce of character is worth a pound of intelligence.”

As a society, we are beginning to recover this age-old wisdom. Schools are taking up the work of character education. We have a renewed concern about the character of our government and corporate leaders, having learned painfully that expertise without ethics is a menace to society. Best-selling books such as Emotional Intelli-gence,1 The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People,2 and The Book of Virtues3 are essentially reflections on character and its importance in our individual and collective lives. Life, such writings remind us, is a moral and spiritual journey for which we need a reliable inner compass.

THE RIGHT STUFF

Character is having “the right stuff.” As parents and educators, we labor to teach kids this—that it’s what’s inside that counts.

We know good character when we see it. At age nineteen, Bob Wieland landed a contract with the Pittsburgh Pirates but was drafted to serve in Vietnam. There he lost both of his legs in a mine explosion. In the hospital, he sank into a deep depression and wasted away to eighty-seven pounds. Then one morning he woke up and said to himself, “What can I do? It won’t help me to focus on what I can’t do.” He began to lift weights, then to lift competitively, and went on to set a world record by bench-pressing five hundred pounds. He also learned to walk on his hands. On September 8, 1982, with pads on his knuckles, he left his California home and set out to walk across America on his hands. He got thousands of people to sponsor his trip, with the proceeds going to alleviate hunger in this country and around the world. It took him three years, eight months, and nearly 5 million hand steps to reach his destination of Washington, D.C. When he got there, he said, “I wanted to show that through faith in God and dedication, there’s nothing a person can’t achieve.”

For the past two decades, images of character have come in abundance from the Giraffe Project (www.giraffe.org), based in Langley, Washington. This project is dedicated to finding and honoring “human giraffes”—people sticking out their necks for the common good. Codirectors Ann Medlock and John Graham have created a character education curriculum around these everyday heroes. Students read giraffe stories, find and tell stories about giraffes in their own school or community, and then are challenged to become giraffes themselves by sticking their necks out to make a difference. Over the past twenty years, the Giraffe Project has built a bank of more than a thousand stories of giraffes of all ages. Here are just three:

 

Every payday for more than a quarter of a century, the late Michael Greenburg bought three pairs of gloves. On the coldest days of winter, he headed for the toughest parts of town and talked street people into accepting them. He helped the homeless by doing what he could—over and over again.

 

Twelve-year-old Craig Kielburger in Toronto read about the murder of a Pakistani child who had spoken out against child slavery in his country. Craig started Free the Children, a movement dedicated to ending slavery worldwide. He raised money, spoke out, and even went on a global fact-finding trip. After the media picked up his story, several major companies pledged not to buy products made by child labor.

 

British doctor Alice Stewart has quietly done a lifetime of painstaking research on the effects of radiation. One of her many discoveries was that a single X-ray of a fetus could double the risk of childhood cancer. Thanks to her, thousands of children’s lives have been spared. She has ruffled a lot of feathers in medicine and industry but continues her research on public health hazards.4

 

These human giraffes have compassion and courage, but they also have another quality: They find fulfillment and even joy in their work. It feels good to do good. Some years ago, the PBS talk show host Dennis Wholey edited a book titled Are You Happy?—a question he put to forty people, half famous, half not.5 In every case, people cited as the source of their greatest happiness the times they made a positive contribution to the lives of others. The world tells our children that happiness is to be found in sexual pleasure, beauty, popularity, wealth, power, or unending good health. They need to learn what Aristotle taught ages ago: A fulfilling life is a life of virtue. You can’t be happy unless you’re good.

THE CONTENT OF OUR CHARACTER

In his famous “I Have a Dream” speech, Martin Luther King, Jr., said he dreamed of the day when all Americans “will be judged not by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”

What is the content of character? The content of good character is virtue. Virtues—such as honesty, justice, courage, and compassion—are dispositions to behave in a morally good way. They are objectively good human qualities, good for us whether we know it or not. They are affirmed by societies and religions around the world. Because they are intrinsically good, they have a claim on our conscience. Virtues transcend time and culture (although their cultural expression may vary); justice and kindness, for example, will always and everywhere be virtues, regardless of how many people exhibit them.

We can assert that virtues are objectively good—not subjective preferences like taste in music or clothes—because they meet certain ethical criteria:

 

• They define what it means to be human. We are more fully human when we act virtuously—generously rather than selfishly, justly rather than unjustly, honestly rather than deceitfully.

• Virtues promote the happiness and well-being of the individual person.

• They serve the common good, making it possible for us to live and work in community.

• They meet the classical ethical tests of reversibility (would you like to be treated this way?) and universalizability (would you want all persons to act this way in a similar situation?).

TEN ESSENTIAL VIRTUES

What virtues are most important for strong character?

The ancient Greeks named four. They considered wisdom to be the master virtue, the one that directs all the others. Wisdom is good judgment. It enables us to make reasoned decisions that are both good for us and good for others. Wisdom tells us how to put the other virtues into practice—when to act, how to act, and how to balance different virtues when they conflict (as they do, for example, when telling the honest truth might hurt someone’s feelings). Wisdom enables us to discern correctly, to see what is truly important in life, and to set priorities. As the ethicist Richard Gula points out, “We cannot do right unless we first see correctly.”

The second virtue named by the Greeks is justice. Justice means respecting the rights of all persons. The Golden Rule, which directs us to treat other persons as we wish to be treated, is a principle of justice that can be found in cultures and religions around the world. Since we are persons ourselves, justice also includes self-respect, a proper regard for our own rights and dignity. Schools, in their character education efforts, often center on justice because it includes so many of the interpersonal virtues—civility, honesty, respect, responsibility, and tolerance (correctly understood not as approval of other people’s beliefs or behaviors but as respect for their freedom of conscience as long as they do not violate the rights of others). A concern for justice—and the capacity for moral indignation in the face of injustice—inspires us to work as citizens to build a more just society and world.

A third, much-neglected virtue is fortitude. Fortitude enables us to do what is right in the face of difficulty. The right decision in life is often the hard one. One high school captures that truth in its motto: “Do the hard right instead of the easy wrong.” A familiar maxim says, “When the going gets tough, the tough get going.” Fortitude, as the educator James Stenson observes, is the inner toughness that enables us to overcome or withstand hardship, defeats, inconvenience, and pain. Courage, resilience, patience, perseverance, endurance, and a healthy self-confidence are all aspects of fortitude. Teen suicide has risen sharply in the past three decades; one reason may be that many young people are unprepared to deal with life’s inevitable disappointments. We need to teach our children that we develop our character more through our sufferings than our successes, that setbacks can make us stronger if we don’t give in to feeling sorry for ourselves.

The fourth virtue named by the Greeks is self-control (which they called “temperance”). Self-control is the ability to govern ourselves. It enables us to control our temper, regulate our sensual appetites and passions, and pursue even legitimate pleasures in moderation. It’s the power to resist temptation. It enables us to wait and to delay gratification in the service of higher and distant goals. An old saying recognizes the importance of self-control in the moral life: “Either we rule our desires, or our desires rule us.” Reckless and criminal behaviors flourish in the absence of self-control.

The Greeks covered a lot of the moral territory but by no means all of it. A fifth essential virtue is love. Love goes beyond justice; it gives more than fairness requires. Love is the willingness to sacrifice for the sake of another. A whole cluster of important human virtues—empathy, compassion, kindness, generosity, service, loyalty, patriotism (love of what is noble in one’s country), and forgiveness— make up the virtue of love. In his book With Love and Prayers, F. Washington Jarvis writes, “Love—selfless love that expects nothing back—is the most powerful force in the universe. Its impact on both the giver and the receiver is incalculable.” Love is a demanding virtue. If we really took seriously the familiar injunction to “love your neighbor as yourself,” says an essay on this virtue, would we not make every effort to avoid gossiping about others and calling attention to their faults, given how sensitive we are to such things said about us?

A positive attitude is a sixth essential virtue. If you have a negative attitude in life, you’re a burden to yourself and others. If you have a positive attitude, you’re an asset to yourself and others. The character strengths of hope, enthusiasm, flexibility, and a sense of humor are all part of a positive attitude. All of us, young and old, need to be reminded that our attitude is something we choose. “Most people,” Abraham Lincoln said, “are about as happy as they make up their minds to be.” Said Martha Washington, “I have learned from experience that the greater part of our happiness or misery depends on our dispositions and not on our circumstances. We carry the seeds of the one or the other with us in our minds wherever we go.” A 1998 book by Michael Loehrer, How to Change a Rotten Attitude: A Manual for Building Virtue and Character in Middle and High School Students (order@corwin.sagepub.com), recognizes the great importance of attitude in educating for character.

Old-fashioned hard work is a seventh indispensable virtue. There is no substitute in life for work. “I challenge you,” says the great basketball coach John Wooden, “to show me one single solitary individual who achieved his or her own personal greatness without lots of hard work.”6 Hard work includes initiative, diligence, goal-setting, and resourcefulness.

An eighth essential virtue is integrity. Integrity is adhering to moral principle, being faithful to moral conscience, keeping our word, and standing up for what we believe. To have integrity is to be “whole,” so that what we say and do in different situations is consistent rather than contradictory. Integrity is different from honesty, which tells the truth to others. Integrity is telling the truth to one-self.7 “The most dangerous form of deception,” says author Josh Billings, “is self-deception.” Self-deception enables us to do whatever we wish, even great evil, and find a reason to justify our actions.

Gratitude is a ninth essential virtue. “Gratitude, like love, is not a feeling but an act of the will,” observes writer Anne Husted Burleigh. “We choose to be thankful, just as we choose to love.” Gratitude is often described as the secret of a happy life. It reminds us that we all drink from wells we did not dig. It moves us to count our everyday blessings. Asked what was the biggest lesson he learned from drifting twenty-one days in a life raft lost in the Pacific, the war hero Eddie Rickenbacker answered, “That if you have all the fresh water you want to drink and all the food you want to eat, you ought never to complain about anything.”

Humility, the final essential virtue, can be considered the foundation of the whole moral life. Humility is necessary for the acquisition of the other virtues because it makes us aware of our imperfections and leads us to try to become better people. “Humility,” writes the educator David Isaacs, “is recognizing both our inadequacies and abilities and pressing our abilities into service without attracting attention or expecting applause.” “Half the harm that is done in the world,” said T. S. Eliot, “is due to people who want to feel important.” “Every virtue turns worthless,” writes the philosopher Dietrich von Hildebrand, “if pride creeps into it—which happens whenever we glory in our goodness.” Without humility, observes another writer, we keep all our defects; they are only crusted over with pride, which conceals them from ourselves. Humility enables us to take responsibility for our faults and failings (rather than blaming someone else), apologize for them, and seek to make amends. The psychiatrist Louis Tartaglia, in his book Flawless! The Ten Most Common Character Flaws and What You Can Do about Them, says that in more than twenty years as a therapist he has found the most common character flaw to be “addiction to being right.”8 (“Do you find yourself discussing disagreements,” he asks, “long after they are finished, just to prove you were right?”) The key to character growth in therapy and life, he says, is simply the humble willingness to change.

The life of virtue is obviously difficult. Nearly everyone falls short in the practice of these ten virtues at least some of the time. And yet most of us also possess these character strengths at least to some degree. It helps, I believe, to think of each of the essential virtues as a continuum and to focus on making progress in practicing that virtue more consistently. We can also take heart from knowing, as the educator James Coughlin points out, that the virtues are linked; a decision to work seriously on even one virtue will be likely to pull all the other virtues up (just as a serious weakness in one of the virtues tends to pull the others down).

THE TWO SIDES OF CHARACTER

The ten essential virtues can be thought of as constituting what Aristotle called the life of right conduct. This life of character has two sides: right conduct in relation to other persons and right conduct in relation to oneself. The virtuous life includes other-oriented virtues such as fairness, honesty, gratitude, and love, but it also includes self-oriented virtues such as fortitude, self-control, humility, and putting forth our best effort rather than giving in to laziness.

These two kinds of virtue are connected. For example, we need to be in control of ourselves in order to do right by others. A man with an alcohol or gambling problem often finds his marriage and family life suffering. In a book of personal accounts of sexual addiction, a pastor told of once being in a hotel alone with time on his hands and deciding out of curiosity to visit one of the local strip joints—something he had never done before. He rationalized that he was doing it as a kind of sociological study. The next time he traveled, he went to another strip joint. Over time, it became an obsession and nearly wrecked his ministry and marriage.

WHAT IS THE CURRENT CONDITION OF OUR CHARACTER?

Without the virtues that make up good character, no individual can live happily and no society can function effectively. Without good character, the human race does not make progress toward a world that respects the dignity and value of every person.

If this is true, we have no greater responsibility than to try to raise up people of character. How are we doing as a nation in fulfilling that responsibility?

The evidence is not encouraging.

The country got its first hard look in the mirror nearly a decade ago with the publication of The Index of Leading Cultural Indicators.9 This index used sobering statistics to measure societal changes between 1960 and the early ’90s. During that thirty-year period, the population grew 41 percent, the gross domestic product tripled, and total spending by government at all levels increased more than fivefold.

During that same period, however, nearly every indicator of social stability and moral health shifted dramatically in a negative direction. Violent crime increased more than 500 percent. Teen suicide tripled. The divorce rate more than doubled—becoming the highest in the world. About 40 percent of children now go to sleep in homes where their fathers do not live; most divorced fathers pay no child support. Fatherlessness is now the leading predictor of nearly every childhood pathology.10

Between 1960 and 1991, births to unmarried mothers increased more than 400 percent. They continue to rise; one of three babies is now born out of wedlock, compared to one of twenty in 1960. The percentage of children living in poverty declined briefly during the 1960s but between 1970 and the early ’90s increased 40 percent. More than one in five children now live in poverty. Since the Supreme Court’s 1973 legalization of abortion, there have been more than 40 million abortions in the U.S.—one about every twenty seconds. U.S. teens have the highest abortion rate in the developed world.

Average television viewing per household rose from five hours in 1960 to more than seven hours in 1992 and continues to climb. The average teen now spends less than two hours a week reading and more than twenty hours a week watching TV. Between 1960 and 1993, average test scores for all students on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) dropped 73 points.

2002 REPORT CARD ON AMERICAN YOUTH ETHICS

More recent data, equally troubling, come from other sources. One is the “2002 Report Card on the Ethics of American Youth,” issued by the California-based Josephson Institute for Ethics (www.josephsoninstitute.org). Published every other year since 1992, this report card is based on a national survey of thousands of high school students (more than twelve thousand in the 2002 sample). Here are some of the 2002 findings:

 

• Three out of four students admitted to cheating on an exam in school during the past year.

• Nearly four in ten students said they had stolen something from a store during the past year.

• Nearly four in ten said they “would lie to get a good job.”

 

In the 2000 edition of Who’s Who Among American High School Students, 80 percent of the students selected—considered the best and the brightest of the nation’s youth—admitted to cheating in school, the highest percentage in the twenty-nine-year history of the survey. Most said they considered it no big deal. Research reported by Duke University’s Center for Academic Integrity (www.academicintegrity.org) indicates that on most college campuses, over 75 percent of students admit to some cheating.11 More than a third of college students told a 1999 U.S. News & World Report survey that they would steal from an employer (only 6 percent of those over forty-five said they would do so).

Paradoxically, despite high levels of self-reported dishonesty, 76 percent of all students in the 2002 Josephson survey had high “ethical self-esteem”—agreeing with the statement, “When it comes to doing what is right, I am better than most people I know.” Nearly eight in ten agreed that “it’s not worth it to lie or cheat because it hurts your character.” If character is defined as moral values in action, it is clearly not measured by self-opinion or mere espousal of high ideals.

CHARACTER IN THE FACE OF TEMPTATION: THE LOST WALLET EXPERIMENT

Our character determines how we act when we think we’re invisible to others. Or as an old saying has it, “Character is what you do when nobody’s looking.”

A few years ago, a simple experiment gave people in countries around the world a chance to reveal their character when they thought no one was watching.12 Researchers conducting the experiment “lost” more than 1,100 wallets to see how many would be returned. Each wallet contained $50 in local currency and the name and phone number of the owner. The wallets were left on sidewalks and in phone booths; in front of office buildings, discount stores, and churches; and in parking lots and restaurants. Then the wallet droppers sat back and watched.

All told, 56 percent of the wallets were returned; 44 percent were whisked away. But from one country to another, the results varied greatly. First prize for honesty went to Norway and Denmark, where fully 100 percent of the wallets were returned. Finishing in the bottom four spots were Italy (35 percent returned), Switzerland (35 percent), Hong Kong (30 percent), and Mexico (21 percent). The United States placed in the middle range with 67 percent returned.

If these data are any indication, honesty is more a part of the national character in some countries than in others. But cities and towns within the same country also varied widely. Within the United States, the four most honest communities out of ten chosen for the experiment were Seattle (90 percent returned); Concord, New Hampshire (80 percent); Cheyenne, Wyoming (80 percent); and Meadville, Pennsylvania (80 percent). Tied for worst place to lose your wallet were Atlanta, Las Vegas, and Dayton, Ohio—where half the wallets were never seen again.

The moral of the story? Culture matters. The character of a community or country—in this case its social norms regarding honesty—influences the character of its citizens. (It doesn’t determine their character, since even in the least honest places, some persons scrupulously returned wallets.) There’s hope in this: If you can raise the norms of a group (a school, a neighborhood, a community), you can raise the operative character of the group’s members.

WHAT MOTIVATES HONESTY?

What accounted for the differences in honesty across and within communities and cultures?

Clues come from interviews in the lost wallet experiment. Most of the returners, young and old, said their parents had instilled in them the desire to do the right thing.

Some people cited their religious faith as the reason for their honesty. In Malaysia, a twenty-year-old woman running a fruit stand said, “Being a Muslim, I’m aware of how to overcome temptation.” Lena Kruchinina, a governess in the Russian city of Vladimir, explained, “Several years ago, I could have taken it, but now I am completely changed. As they say, ‘Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s goods.’”

For others, empathy appeared to play a key role. The world over, people who looked as if they could really use the $50 turned it in, while those who looked as if they didn’t need it took the money and ran. Canadian Brian Toothill was typical of honest individuals of meager means who expressed concern for the wallet’s owner. He found a wallet in a Saskatoon telephone booth and told the interviewer, “The wallet was down low in the booth, so I thought it might belong to a handicapped person in a wheelchair. They’d need the money more than I do, wouldn’t they?” In truth, Brian himself was out of work and just minutes before had been searching for bottles and cans he could sell. But his values were stronger than his need for cash.

CHARACTER IN THE FACE OF EVIL: THE RESCUERS STUDY

Character determines how we respond when someone loses a wallet. It also determines how we respond when a civilization loses its soul.

The Third Reich of Nazi Germany systematically and ruthlessly murdered 11 million civilians, including 6 million Jews. Many of those who perpetrated this horror enjoyed their work. Adolf Eichmann confessed that going over the death lists from the concentration camps was his favorite bedtime reading.13 Rudolph Hess, commandant at Auschwitz, had a window installed in a gas chamber so he could watch the victims die.14 Nazi guards would sometimes kick prisoners to death or turn loose police dogs trained to eat live human flesh.

When the ghastly machinery of the death camps was revealed after World War II, a glimmer of redemption emerged in the stories of persons who had stood against this tide of evil and risked their lives to rescue Jews. What led them to do it? Why did they disobey the Nazi authorities when most of their fellow citizens did not? What kind of families did they come from?

Eva Fogelman, author of Conscience and Courage, writes that “a rescuer’s life was intricate and terrifying. A careless word or one wrong move could lead to death.”15 Estimates of the number of people who rescued range between fifty thousand and a million, the lower figure considered more likely. But even if the highest estimate were true, it would represent less than one-half of 1 percent of the total population under Nazi occupation.

In 1988, researchers Samuel and Pearl Oliner published The Altruistic Personality, the most extensive study ever conducted of persons who rescued Jews from the Holocaust.16 The Oliners and their research team interviewed 406 rescuers who had lived in Nazi-occupied Europe. For purposes of comparison, they also interviewed 126 nonrescuers, persons who had lived in the same occupied countries at the same time as the rescuers but did not get involved in helping Jews.

Rescuers did not consider themselves moral heroes. Again and again, they spoke of simply doing “what had to be done.” Most of them hardly deliberated before acting. Asked how long it took them to make their first helping decision, more than 70 percent said “minutes.”

WHAT MOTIVATED RESCUE?

The Oliners’ study found three kinds of “moral catalysts,” sometimes operating in combination, that moved people to rescue. For the majority of rescuers (52 percent), a norm-centered motive—allegiance to the moral code of one’s social group—led to their first helping act. Such persons often began rescue work at the request of a person who was an authority figure within their group. For example, Ilse, the wife of a German Lutheran minister, initially took Jews into her home because her husband and church asked her to do so.

A sub-group (19 percent) of these norm-centered rescuers had so strongly internalized a social norm that their helping action appeared to be independent of any authority. For example, a Danish man, part of a rescue group that smuggled more than seven thousand Jews out of Denmark by ferry to Sweden, explained:

 

The basic morality in this little homogeneous country is to be nice to your neighbor and to treat people well. Denmark is a very lawful society. People would stop others from doing illegal things. Even during blackouts, there was no theft. The main reason I helped the Jews is that I didn’t want anybody to hurt my neighbors, my fellow countrymen, without cause. It was based on good morals and good traditions.

 

For more than a third of the rescuers (37 percent), an empathic orientation—a response of the heart to people in pain—motivated their first helping act. For some of these individuals, merely knowing that others were suffering was enough to motivate action; for others, a direct encounter with a person in distress led to helping. A Polish woman recounted:

 

In 1942, I was on my way home from town when M. came out of the bushes. I looked at him in striped camp clothing, his head bare, shod in clogs. And he begged me, his hands joined like for a prayer—could I help him? It still makes me cry. How could one not have helped such a man?

 

For a small minority of rescuers (11 percent), their first helping act was motivated by a belief in universal ethical principles of justice or caring. For example, Suzanne, a high school mathematics teacher born in Paris, was deeply involved in saving children, hiding them in various schools. While she did not consider herself religious, she saw herself as “a very moral person,” which she attributed largely to her Protestant upbringing. She had not directly witnessed the mistreatment of Jews. Asked why she helped them, she responded simply, “All men are born free and equal by right.”

Other principled rescuers emphasized an ethic of care—a feeling of obligation to help all people out of a spirit of generosity and concern for their welfare. For example, Louisa and her husband joined the Dutch underground in 1940 and for the next five years hid Jews in their home. She said, “These were people in need, and we helped them.” She described herself as very influenced by her Christian religion in her childhood.

These three moral orientations—norm-centered (acting in accord with the values of one’s group), empathic (moved by another’s distress), and principled (committed to a universal ethic of justice or care)—were three different paths to the virtuous act of rescuing. What they have in common, the Oliners believe, is the capacity for extensive relationships—a feeling of responsibility for the welfare of others, including those outside one’s immediate family and community circle. This extensive disposition stands in sharp contrast to the “constrictedness” that tended to characterize nonrescuers in the study. Constricted people were more centered on themselves and their own needs, reserving their sense of obligation to a small circle of others.

THE ROOTS OF CARING

What kind of developmental histories gave rise to rescuers’ capacity for extensive caring?

Rescuers were much more likely than nonrescuers to describe close family relationships in which parents modeled and taught caring values. Said one woman, “My mother always said to remember to do some good for someone at least once a day.” By contrast, parents of nonrescuers were more likely to emphasize economic values (“Get a good job,” “Be thrifty”) than moral concerns.

Nonrescuers more often described their parents as using physical punishment to discipline—typically experienced by the child as a cathartic release of aggression on the parent’s part rather than anything related to the child’s behavior. Rescuers, by contrast, remembered their parents as only occasionally punishing and more often “explaining things,” telling the child that he or she had made “mistakes” or hadn’t understood the other person’s point of view.

Rescuers’ parents were also much more likely to explicitly teach a positive attitude toward different cultures and religions and the obligation to help others generously without concern for rewards or reciprocity. Said one rescuer, “My father taught me to love God and my neighbor, regardless of race or religion. At my grandfather’s house, when they read the Bible, he invited everybody in. If a Jew happened to drop in, he would ask him to take a seat. Jews and Catholics were received in our place like everybody else.” Another rescuer asserted, “When you see a need, you have to help. We are our brother’s keeper.”

As rescuers grew up, distinctions of class and religion were far less important to them than to nonrescuers in choosing friends. Rescuers also developed a greater “internal locus of control” than nonrescuers—a stronger feeling that they could shape events and a greater willingness to risk failure.

It was no accident, this study concludes, that when the lives of outsiders were threatened, persons who had been developing an extensive orientation from childhood responded by reaching out. Saving others from the Holocaust grew out of the ways in which they ordinarily related to other people. When the war was over, they were likely to continue this pattern. In postwar life, significantly larger percentages of rescuers than nonrescuers participated in community service. Their most common activity was attending to the sick or aged.

The research on rescuers has important implications for both families and schools. Families need to nurture an inclusive caring that reaches beyond the home. Schools must foster that same spirit of inclusiveness and the actual experience of caring community through day-to-day relationships.

CHARACTER AS TRANSFORMATION OF MORAL SELF

The rescuer study sheds important light on the nature and roots of character, but it’s not the whole story.

As psychologists Anne Colby and William Damon point out in their book Some Do Care: Contemporary Lives of Moral Commitment, not everyone in Nazi-occupied Europe who had the rescuers’ personality characteristics (empathy, a sense of internal control, feelings of responsibility for others) and family backgrounds (parents who taught tolerance and caring) took the life-endangering step to rescue Jews.17 Most, in fact, did not. Early experience, like culture, may influence but does not determine adult moral behavior. What other factors help to explain why a particular person chooses to act compassionately and courageously without counting the cost?

To try to answer that question, Colby and Damon asked a group of “expert nominators”—theologians, philosophers, and historians of varying political ideology, religious beliefs, and sociocultural backgrounds—to define criteria for a “moral exemplar” and then to suggest persons who fit those criteria. There was a surprisingly high degree of consensus on five criteria for exemplars: (1) a sustained commitment to moral ideals; (2) a consistency between one’s ideals and means of achieving them; (3) a willingness to sacrifice self-interest; (4) a capacity to inspire others; and (5) a humility about one’s own importance.

Using these five criteria, Colby and Damon proceeded to identify and interview twenty-three moral exemplars. Educationally, the exemplars ranged from having completed eighth grade to having earned medical, doctorate, and law degrees. They included religious leaders of different faiths, businessmen, physicians, teachers, charity workers, an innkeeper, a journalist, lawyers, heads of nonprofit organizations, and leaders of social movements. Ten were men; thirteen were women. Their contributions spanned civil rights, the fight against poverty, medical care, education, philanthropy, the environment, peace, and religious freedom.

In the course of their lives, each of these remarkable individuals, Colby and Damon found, developed a personal goal that involved a moral transformation. In most cases, mentors and colleagues played an influential role in the development of this defining goal. In all cases, the goal involved a commitment to a cause or principle that led to a life of uncompromising integrity and service.

As a striking example of this goal-driven transformation, these researchers cite the Russian scientist Andrei Sakharov. Until he was thirty-six, Sakharov was a pillar of the Soviet Union’s Communist establishment. He invented the Russian H-bomb. He was considered both a brilliant scientist and a patriot. He had never rocked the boat.

Then, in 1957, he became concerned about radioactive contamination following Soviet nuclear weapons tests and wrote memos urging caution. A few years later he personally contacted Nikita Khrushchev to try to persuade him to halt further testing—and was told to cease meddling in affairs of state. By 1966 he was dissenting publicly, warning against the reintroduction of Stalinism. In 1967 he pleaded the case of two Soviet dissidents sentenced harshly under Soviet law. A year later he lost his clearance for scientific work. In 1970, with two close colleagues, he founded the Moscow Human Rights Committee to advocate publicly for persecuted people throughout the Soviet Union. In 1973 he appealed to the United Nations to intervene on behalf of Soviet dissenters sent to psychiatric hospitals. In 1986, having become the target of intense attacks from the state media, he was exiled from Moscow to the city of Gorki.

Here, then, is a journey of moral growth in adulthood—from a secure, establishment scientist to a principled defender of human rights willing to risk all. This journey confronted Sakharov with repeated opportunities to decide whether to move forward on the path he had chosen or to withdraw. Each time, supported and challenged by like-minded colleagues committed to human freedom, he chose to move forward. His ethical pilgrimage illustrates how the course of character development may continue over a lifetime, propelled not by determining factors from childhood, personality, or culture, but by freely chosen acts in service of a compelling ideal.
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