		

Towards Ethics and Responsibility in American Culture


A recent issue of Life magazine featured a picture of a young child on the cover, surrounded by such words as 'crime', 'drugs', 'sexual abuse', and 'vulgarity'.  The caption at the top of the picture reads, 'How can we keep our children safe?'

Seeing this I had the thought that, in spite of the fact that most people have this motivation to care for our young people and to create a safe place to live, it must be that we are working at cross purposes with ourselves.  As a group, either we are being short-sighted, or we are unaware of the relationships that exist between the different parts of our culture.

Looking around, reading the paper, we can see that far too many people obviously have no feelings of respect for life, or no sense that they belong to a community, sharing in its' privileges and owing some contribution to the shared life.  Where do people learn this?, or maybe we should ask: why do they not learn respect or community?

It's a many sided issue, but the effect of the imbalance in how we've been educated shows itself in all the ways I just mentioned; crime, drug use, abuse, vulgarity, and more.

So I have to ask, What does it mean to consistantly encourage personal responsibility?  I ask in this way because it is not enough for us, as a society, as a culture, to give just the occasional message about the value of life if at the same time, all around, people are hearing just the opposite, that 'life has very little meaning- so get what you can'.  In this environment, it goes against logic to think that just sending a few positive messages will work.  

If the overall balance of our education is about being greedy, fearful and self-indulgent, or if we have not taught that other people's lives have worth, we can't really expect to have anything approaching social or personal responsibility.  

Right now, our culture's analysis and response to socially destructive action has a paralell with the Western medical model- seeing 'parts' as more seperate than they are, and treating effects, or symptoms, rather than the whole body.  

A good example of this is the legislation that calls for life sentences for felons after their third conviction.   In spite of its emotional appeal, this is attacking the isolated symptom and not adressing the causes.  Because of its being short-sighted, this type of action is bound to be ultimately ineffective, and worse.  There is and will be progressively more crime as long as the causes of socially destructive action are not recognized and changed.

Another way of looking at disease and health in the human body, that also has its application to social issues is found in the Chinese medical model, and is called 'pattern thinking'.  In pattern thinking, no one cause produces one result.  Instead, diagnosis is done on the whole body (lifestyle, temperment, diet), and for treatment to be effective, as many factors as possible are brought into the equation.

In working to bring change, either physically or on a social level, in people's thoughts and attitudes, it's not that we have to change everything.  However, if we hope to be effective, then enough factors have to be included, and enough has to be done with them to restore balance.  If no results appear, or if the situation gets worse, then either more needs to be done, or we have to look for other factors.

The comprehensive way of thinking is demanding, but it is also effective in the long term.

In pattern thinking as it applies to social issues, when looking at any one event, everything is included- the political system, education, the state of our religious institutions, mass media, the economic system, and so on.
We find that we can't leave anything out because everything is connected.

In Traditional Chinese Medicine they speak of an overall environment where health or disharmony (illness) will appear.  They see these as the result of many different elements working together.

To see how the Chinese medical model of 'pattern thinking' would apply to social issues, we can start by looking at the aspect of  mass media and how it contributes to the way people think and act.  This is one of our main sources of education about ourselves, our community, and the world we live in, so we have to ask- what kind of messages are we sending?  And what kind of results can we hope to expect?  

Living in the city, particularly, we are surrounded by an artificial, commercial world, a world of fantasy.   The purpose of advertizing is to direct us to a particular end, which is to buy a product. But it does more than this.  It also more generally effects how we see ourselves and what we think of as important.  

And that's just advertizing.  In the mass media there are also the issues of violence and the demeaning of human worth to consider.

In my opinion, there is not enough credit being given to the power of words and images- in movies, television, on magazine covers and in print media- to create experience, to change perception of self and others, and to influence values.  

Predictably however, whenever there is any attempt at making a connection between the ways that people act and the values expressed in media, the response usually goes something like, 'Oh, because a person sees a violent movie doesn't mean they do what they see.  Lots of people see Terminator or Die Hard movies and don't go around shooting other people'.  

It is claimed that the media, whether it be rap music, movies or the six o'clock news is just 'reflecting reality'.  And any criticism is seen as an attempt at 'censorship'.  Unfortunately, this argument, which oversimplies the matter to the point of absurdity, is usually thought of as good enough to end the discussion.

But media can contribute to an environment where certain attitudes and types of action are seen as commonplace.  It can make us desensitized to violence or to vulgar thought.  The media has the power, if not to create, then at least to legitimize, by repetition, a certain point of view.  It can, in its' own way, tell us what is acceptable.  
 
If, for example, from an early age, we keep hearing and seeing that pleasure and money alone are important, that self centered greed is everywhere, or that life has little worth and violence is acceptable, then at some point, lacking anything to balance out this view, those messages will contribute to the way we see ourselves and other people in the world.
Perhaps in another world, sending these messages over and over, for profits' sake, wouldn't make a whit of difference.  But we're not in another world, we're in this place where too often there is not a strong family, community, religious or educatonal basis in people's lives.  In such an environment it is irresponsible to say the least to put out images and ideas without thought for their consequences.

Film, print, radio and television are almost everywhere, and although they claim not to be having much of any effect, the values expressed are seldom about our responsibility to each other.  Instead, destructive, or at least socially negligent values are put out there, over and over again. 

This just one of a number of factors that has to be taken into account psychologically because what we are doing right now to bring constructive change isn't working.

To try to understand why people act as they do, expressing so much anger, alienation, and greed, we need to take into account as much of the cultural environment that we live in as we can.  To understand and to hope to change anything, we need to look at where we are.


In my view, one of the main problems we face right now is that we live with and participate in a capitalist economic system.

I wouldn't be the first to point out that there is something violent, or harmful to human relationships, about competitive capitalism when its focus is corporate or self interest alone.  

Having the ideal of making money at the expense of everything else, if necessary, moves everything off balance.  It corrupts values.  Sometimes I try to imagine what this world would be like without the profit motive.  It effects everything- social services, education, health care, the environment, politics, arts, religious institutions, sports, agriculture, and how we relate to people in other nations.  You can make your own list.  Capitalism, at least the way it's being practiced here and now, is at odds with our best, meaning our most humane motivations.


The view that making money is at least one of the most important things also contributes to irresponsibility.  When people think that individual success is all that matters, how can this not be socially destructive?  

The problem with setting the profit motive above all else is that it is short sighted, thinking only of short term gain and not of the effect of actions.  There is a very limited perception.

I think of gigantic wastes of money, time and energy, such as the Space Program, the cosmetics industry, the candy-snack food industry, the automobile industry (make your own list), and then ask, 'Why aren't people fed?  or taken off the streets of our cities in the winter months?  Why isn't there national or international access to basic health care?  

These things happen if for no other reason than resouces are being directed primarily to self and corporate interests.  More significantly, this much corporate and self interest reinforces the experience people have of being disconnected.  And estrangement shows itself in a number of different ways.

As a culture, it's been said, we've become fat and lazy and self-indulgent, what with all the ways we have to entertain ourselves.  On the one hand, we've become complacent because of our comforts, as if this is the best we can do with our lives

There are a lot of people who feel isolated and who live with blinders on, thinking they have to make a certain amount of money.  They are always in hurry, caught up in the momentum of their own lives.  When people spend most of their waking hours at work they often end up feeling burned out because of it.  I think this happens to a lot of people, and it's a real problem.  Many things are connected to this.  

At the end of the day or week many people are just too tired to think of anything past a small circle of what they need to do to survive.  Somehow we have to find a way for this to change.  (quit your full-time job, your too-demanding- paycheck-only job, or do the best you can with less)

This is a necessity because if we, as individuals in a community, try to think about the things we're all involved in (collective social issues such as crime, poverty, or the anger or alienation that people feel) only when we're tired or in our spare time, then we're not going to get as useful a result as we can.  

If we're not to just continue in the direction we're headed, our thinking about where we are and where we're going not only needs to be given more time, it also has to be done with our better quality of mind.  If we know something's important enough, then we'll give it the time and the energy it deserves. 

You've probably heard the  saying that 'It takes a whole village to raise a child in the right way'.  Well, the opposite is also true- that it takes a whole community of people not doing enough to make an environment where destructive attitudes can exist.

We are deceiving ourselves if we think that how we live has no effect on anyone but ourselves and those immediately around us.  The way we live effects everything.

It's not helpful to anyone when personal responsibility is defined in a very narrow way, as it is in the modern democratic-capitalist mindset.  It's that misuse of the term that allow a person, when looking at what is goes on all around, to get away with thinking, 'it's not my problem'.  Not only is this a mistaken view, it is also ultimately self-defeating.  As long as there is any ignorance that brings suffering to our lives, it is all of our problem.  


These are just a few of the factors that effect the attitudes that people have today.  Of course, there are more variables when you think about it, but this should be enough to indicate the orientation of pattern thinking.


So much is there in any one destructive action- the loss of support from family, from community, the decline of the effectiveness of religious institutions, the twisted values that are developed due to growing up in a blind-materialistic society, and more.

So we ask: What is going to enable a person to right the balance, to begin to see truly, and mend their lives, 'mend their ways'?  Will jail or punishment do it?  Psychologically, what does that really accomplish for most people?  What will actually help them gain a measure of control over their lives?  

The potential for a person to act in an ethical way is always there, but it needs the right conditions before we can see it expressed.  For this reason we should do all we can to encourage their personal responsibility, and at the same time, we need to have the view of interdependance.  One without the other is not enough.  Recognizing what it means to consistantly encourage individual responsibility means we have the view of the way things are.  This approach brings together both the collective and personal responsibility.

We can see that the personal and the collective can't be seperated, and any justice system worth the name would have to have this kind of understanding of psychology.  Only then would its judgements go in the direction of restoring the balance.  We have to look past our first responses to harmful actions if we are ever going to accomplish anything more than retribution.  We can't afford to get so caught in one issue that we miss the larger pattern.


I don't believe people are evil, or ignorant, fundamentally, but I think in a way they are not yet alive, or else they are numb.  These people need to be held back from destructive action, of course it's true.  But more important than this we have to change the overall education people receive.

As it is, the moral laws and restrictions we have are only the most outward, superficial level of social and personal control.  We can see that's not enough, especially when there is nothing in the home, or religious or educational institutions to back it up.

A further level of health promoting social order takes place when a person cultivates a sense of ethics, learns to calm the mind, and becomes capable of pacifying destructive tendencies.  Yet even that is not enough to ensure social harmony.  

Ultimately, education should lead a person to insight, which is freedom from delusion, and knowing for themselves the truth that life is something precious, something worthy of our respect, and even more, of our reverence and service.

Of course, what we are talking about here is spiritual education- without which a person is more deprived than if they lived their entire life in material poverty.  Everyone needs to learn about who they are, and how to live.
As a society I think we can agree that we need to encourage right values and responsible action.  This is in all of our best interest.  In fact, we could say it's a matter of our own public health and safety.  Up until now though, we havn't done enough.

What is needed is more extensive change than we usually even consider, because the problem with trying to change just one thing (such as 'send this person to rehab', or to jail) is that too many times it's not enough-  without the supporting factors in our community (religious, social, psychological, in media and economics) it's likely the change won't hold.  It will be opposed, contradicted.

The way we encourage personal responsibility is not by just telling a person to act differently or threatening punishment, but by providing the conditions where their inherent morality, inherent wisdom can function.  This is the responsibility of a society.  If we don't do this we go against ourselves, we subvert our own ends.  Again, it's not that we have to involve everything, but enough has to be included, otherwise we are still working at cross-purposes with outselves.  


Looking back, the picture of the girl on the cover of Life Magazine shouldn't have just been circled by the words 'crime', 'drugs', 'sexual abuse', and 'vulgarity', - that's superficial, and worse, it panders to an emotional reaction and to simplistic (non) solutions.  No.  If we're going to name what threatens us all, the words around the picture should be, 'not enough time', 'capitalism', 'mass media', and 'the state of education and religion'.  Or even more to the point, 'stupidity', 'greed', demeaning human worth', and 'glorifying violence'.  Using these terms and thinking this way at least would be a start.

I think it's important to recognize also that something more than our own welfare is at stake in trying to establish basic changes in how people think of themselves and of other people.  Perhaps you've heard of victims rights organizations.  I would like to see more advocates for future victims rights, because if we continue the way we are going, there will be other people hurt just as people are hurt today.  There will be more destruction, just as there is today.  


There is a Native American tradition of thinking out the effects of actions to the seventh generation.  We need to think about what we are doing, because the seventh generation is now.  

Living here together, for however long, and being human, we are all responsible for each other.  We are all related.   At the same time, it is only when we have eyes to see and the freedom to act that we are fully able to respond.  What then could be more worth striving for than to develop this capacity in ourselves and in other people?  We all have a stake in the outcome.  I need your help.  I keep myself, and I am my brother's keeper.

