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Where We Are
It is barely eighty years since the Great Depression, and here we stand yet again at the brink of another economic abyss. What have we learned other than that pride, invariably precedes a fall. And what a “fall” it has been! The “fall” of 2008 will go down in all history books as one of global economic implosion.

So, what will we tell the children? How will we explain that we do not really understand the systemic nature of capitalism? What excuses can we provide for ignoring the warning signals of the man we love to hate, Karl Marx? Marx argued relentlessly that unfettered capitalism (the U.S. laissez-faire, deregulated kind), requires continuous growth to survive. Eventually, he claimed, it would feed on itself and implode. Add to this freedom of international financial flows regardless of real as opposed to paper trade taking place, and implosion is guaranteed. 

How will we explain to the children that we have all participated in creating this illusion of limitless wealth? The American Dream is a wonderful idea and provides creativity, optimism and hope. Realism reminds us that not everyone will strike it rich. However, we have ignored any signs of gravity or limits. We have wanted those soaring 401k plans, spacious homes, cars, TVs, gadgets, holidays and unchecked consumer opportunities. Now the bill has arrived. And it is a BIG one. And who will pay? Our children! What will we tell them?

Where We Stand
Well, university students are young adults and not necessarily seen as children – but what will we tell them? How will we explain this financial mess we have got ourselves into? In 80 years since the Great Depression, we do not seem to have learned much other than yet again history repeats itself.

As educators, what insight and guidance can we give the future leaders and shapers of our country? Not only how can we explain what has occurred, but even more importantly, what insights can we give them to reduce the risk that they might be caught up in similar economic disasters in the future?

The media and the press are already wringing our public hands about how bad it is and what went wrong. We can talk until the cows come home about what might have been avoided. We can add our tar and feathered outrage to the scapegoating that is going on and will continue for some time. But what will we tell the children? How can we help them now they are dragged into this mess and they are going to pay dearly for the bailout for many years to come?

As an Educator, and a Business Ethics Professor I certainly do not claim to have the answers. I am also part of the system. And that is the place to begin. The system. We have a responsibility to help our students understand the systemic nature of capitalism and the role of ethics. It is essential that at this time we explain to our students what has happened and how easy it is to suspend one’s better judgment and follow the crowd. It behooves us to explore with them the temptations of human nature and to help them understand that the sooner they can find their moral courage to counteract the pressure of systems, the greater determination they will have over their own lives.

Millions of people are going to be affected by this financial fallout, and many of those are going to lose their jobs. Young people are particularly vulnerable. The graduates of 2009 are facing a bleak window when it comes to job opportunities. Even so, students must be made aware of the fact that no job in the short term is better than a job with a corrupt organization headed by corrupt leadership. This is of course a hard pill to swallow. Money in the hand frequently trumps ethical ideals.

Moral Courage: Preventing the Fall
As educators we have an obligation to explain and educate our students about what is going on. Critical lessons for students need to include discussions on the pursuit of character. They need to know why it is important to stand for principles of honesty, respect, responsibility, care and justice. They need support to find their inner strength and authority so that they are not hoodwinked into handing over their moral agency to others, as we did.

Most of all students need education into the coercive power of systems and the ability of the group mind to mislead us into many things, one of which is “après moi la deluge!” Students must learn the importance of moral courage and must be provided opportunities to develop their own. Only a well developed and habituated moral courage will help them withstand the immoral nature of the group mind and the slippery slope mentality easily succumbed to when “everyone is doing it.” Besides being exposed to such critical writings as Reinhold Neibuhr’s Moral Man: Immoral Society; Stanley Milgram’s Obedience to Authority, and Howard S. Schwartz’s Narcissistic Process and Corporate Decay, all of which explain the root causes of unethical group behavior, students need practice in developing their own moral courage. How does one do this? Moral courage cannot be taught in the abstract. Moral courage develops from real experience. As educators we need to help students have those real experiences in the classroom. If we want to make a difference with our students we need to provide opportunities for the experience of moral courage and moral cowardice, and get them to feel the dissonance the latter creates. Students should engage in experiential processes and exercises where they can learn about what it means to stand up for ideals such as honesty, responsibility and moderation. They need to learn to call on an inner commitment to what is honest, just and true and to be able to resist the coercive pressures of the group. They also need to understand and practice limits and to witness how excess invariably results in destructive consequences. As educators we need to be creative in our pedagogies when it comes to teaching ethics. Intellectual lessons do not translate to ethical behavior nor do they foster moral courage. Moral courage comes from real life experiences and we need to ensure the classroom mirrors real life.

Moral courage is what we all need more than ever now as we face some rather unpalatable realities that we may be tempted yet again to deny or defer. Sadly, we are back to telling our children “do as we have learned and not as we have done.” Humility will do none of us any harm, but denying our students and our children the devotion and attention to strengthen their moral courage will!

