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Ethical enquiry and the importance of freedom and responsibility

Abstract:
Ethical enquiry involves creating an environment of freedom and responsibility — with respect to what we believe to be true and what we do as a result. 

A learner engaged in ethical enquiry is free insofar as they are not constrained by the teacher’s plan for the dialogue, nor are they engaged in a game of guessing what the teacher wants to hear. The teacher’s ethical views, however sincere and well-founded, are simply not the subject of the enquiry at all. Instead the focus is on helping a community of students to think together and think for themselves, so that each can arrive at their own view, and acquire the skills needed to navigate new ethical issues in the future with independence. Yet, this freedom comes with significant responsibility. When students are liberated from what we might think of as the script on certain ethical issues, they sometimes arrive at ideas that undermine their existing ethical commitments or reveal ways in which their views are incomplete or inconsistent. Some of their thoughts they have may have the power to hurt others. When this happens, they must also take responsibility for their thinking, recognising when there is more work to do, either in further dialogue or in action. By taking responsibility for their explorations, participants in a community of enquiry realise that they are not free to say anything at any cost. The perspectives shared should rest on sincere and well-justified foundations and should take account of the implications for others. 

As students begin to see the connection between playing freely with ideas about what is true and what is right, while at the same time, taking responsibility for demanding evidence and accepting consequences, it becomes more obvious that the freedom and responsibility cultivated in P4C is both ethical and epistemological.  

Ethical enquiry can promote this vital freedom and responsibility to a greater or lesser degree. Sometimes ethical instruction can masquerade as enquiry, only to direct children towards certain pre-determined conclusions through the use of leading questions and moralising stimuli. Elsewhere, ethical enquiry can satisfy the requirement to be non-directive while at the same time remaining excessively intellectual with little concern to the relationship between thoughts, feelings and actions. 

This short talk will explore some of the ways to optimise freedom and responsibility drawing on some examples of dialogue with children around the climate and ecological emergency. 
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