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Inequality, diversity, ethical
lapses, clashes of civilization,
and an escalating financial
crisis are all reasons why
there is a growing call
for a new form of moral
leadership on a global scale.
The educational system plays
a huge role in developing the
moral leaders of tomorrow. The
Quarterly takes a closer look
on diversity in South African
schools, the young generation
in China and the making of
moral leaders with both a
global and local mindset.

“J’accuse…!”
Few, if any, article has influenced society’s morality – or
lack thereof – as much as Emile Zola’s open letter in
1898. On the front page of the newspaper L’Aurore, Zola
accused the French government for anti-Semitism and
miscarriage of justice in the jailing of the innocent captain Alfred Dreyfus, and thereby caused a huge commotion in many countries.
The world still needs people like Emile Zola, who
fight injustice and steer society back on the moral high
ground – and perhaps this need is stronger than ever.
“Poverty and inequality have increased around the
world over the last 30 years. A new form of moral leadership – focused on reducing poverty and inequality and
maximising human potential – is not only necessary, but
imperative. All countries face global challenges that will
require leaders with vision and humility. These leaders
must inspire people to mobilise for their own futures.”
So says Joan Dassin, Executive Director of the Ford
Foundation International Fellowships Program (IFP).
She explains that there is a particular need in developing
countries to train new socially committed and morally
responsible leaders, who do not represent the usual elite
interests, but those of poor and marginalised communities.
The International Fellowships Program is trying to meet
this need by providing opportunities for advanced study to
potential leaders who will use this education to fight injustice in their own country. According to Dassin, education
is the only long-term solution for poverty and inequality.
“The most talented members of those communities
should have access to cutting-edge knowledge that will
allow them to work for development and social justice.

Education is the most important investment for longterm, sustainable development in areas across the human
spectrum,” she says (please refer to the interview on p. 30
for more information about the IFP).
Too much focus on profit
Professor Wang Yingjie, an expert on comparative education at Beijing Normal University, sees another problem
that calls for a new moral leadership: commercialisation
of education.Yingjie explains that commercialisation is a
trend in many countries where universities and schools
are implementing strategies from the business world.
“In a financial crisis, it is very easy to adopt a business perspective. But we already see a lot of problems in
society because people do not tolerate differences and
are busy making money,” he says.
“More and more schools are run like businesses.
School leaders are learning to become business leaders,
and they use models from the business world. School
leaders try to be efficient and profit-oriented like business leaders. But this is wrong. Schools are not a business
and should not have a narrow focus on economy. School
leaders have to be school leaders again. They must set
the examples and have a moral basis to lead the schools.
Leading is not just about evaluation, test scores and
profit,” Wang Yingjie says.
One step towards the moral school is that schools
should hold regular discussions or debates to discuss the
moral principles, so that all teachers and children know
what kind of behaviour that schools accept or reject.
Group- and team work should be encouraged, so that
children can learn how to live together.
“Moral education can be a part of curriculum, but it is
more important to let all teachers in all subjects know
that it is also their responsibility to teach and discuss
moral issues. If schools are a place where children form
their moral values that society accepts, they will be moral
leaders in the society,” Wang Yingjie says.
Dealing with differences
Inequality, poverty, a financial crisis and ethical lapses in
society are all major issues calling for a strong, ethical
and visionary voice. But where are the Emile Zola’s of
today? What or who holds the moral authority?
As the world becomes more interconnected, many
intellectuals call for a moral leadership on a global scale.
One such intellectual is Professor Crain Soudien from
Cape Town University, a leading international educationalist and an expert on the sociology of education.
“The new globalised world requires a new moral and
intellectual authority. A new common voice,” he says.
“We need a common voice that can help us understand
each other. Even though the world has grown smaller, and
we know more about each other today than at any previous time in history, we still have a limited understanding of
each other. We need a voice that can speak into the public
domain and can stimulate a continuing discussion about
how we deal with differences,” Crain Soudien says.
The educational system faces a gigantic task in promoting this moral leadership. A main problem today, however,
is that the educational system is experiencing increased diversity but it has great difficulties in dealing with diversity.
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According to Professor Soudien, the school system
could do a much better job in explaining differences to
its students. One key role of schools is to lead children to
understand and appreciate differences, but schools today
are rather confirming the limited environments in which
children find themselves, Professor Soudien explains.
“This happens through our responses, virtually everywhere, to the real increase in the range of ‘harms’ that
might befall our children. So we emphasise the safety of
the ‘known’ and the limiting environment of the local.
Children aren’t encouraged to explore the world. Ironically,
this has become an elite preserve. Only the very wealthy
are able to see and experience difference,” Soudien says.
“But even the virtue of this is undermined by our
poor preparation of young people for this difference.
They come to these forms of difference generally with a
sense of their own superiority. In the process, they fail to
recognise the incredible insights that come with appreciating difference. The result is that the children learn to
be scared of differences. This is a huge problem in many
parts of the world.”
Learn from South Africa
South Africa might be more diverse than the average
country, but other countries can learn a lot from the way
South Africa deals with diversity, Crain Soudien explains.
“South Africa is of sociological significance to the
rest of the world. Even though South Africa has a very
unique history you see a similar complexity of differences
in cities like Barcelona, Madrid, Sydney and some big
cities in the USA.You can say South Africa is a sociological experiment with a wonderful set of differences
that the rest of the world can learn from.”
The diversity in South Africa goes far beyond the
28 Education Alliance Quarterly

question of race. “The complexity of difference is nowhere as intense as in South Africa. Everybody in South
Africa has to deal with a complexity of difference.You
can see a complexity of difference in a whole range of
representations. It is a diversity of race, social class, religion, language, gender, health, and a lot more. It is not
just black and white,” Soudien says.
Hostility towards authority
Most of the South African schools continue to fail the
bulk of young people. While education has become
compulsory, large numbers of young people never make
it to school. And those who do make it to school have
great difficulties in finding a job once they graduate.
Crain Soudien explains that the primary problem for
many young people is their indifference and hostility to
adult authority.Young people turn their backs on the
older generation and only trust their own generation.
“A large number of children are disaffected. They
dismiss the authorities of parents and teachers and don’t
care about learning. The school has lost its meaning as a
learning environment and has become a place to meet
friends. This is an awful tragedy,” Crain Soudien says,
“and it is also a problem in countries like the United
Kingdom and the USA.”
The teachers’ capacity to lead is a big part of a solution
to this problem. “Teaching is a leadership activity. Teachers should explain the complexity to their students,”
Soudien says. “Teachers must engage with the young
people’s aimlessness and be role models. But it is a lot to
ask of the teachers because this is a 24-hours-business.
Unfortunately, most teachers are not like that. However,
you will always find individual stories where the principal leads from the front and the teachers dare to lead.
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considered the most important value. In this atmosphere,
children tend to hide their own interests and their initiatives are ignored, Wang Yingjie says.
Harmony with diversity
Diversity is also a challenge in China and many schools
have not yet learned how to handle the increased diversity of the society, Wang Yingjie says.
“The student personnel should be more tolerant to individual differences, and they should teach the students to
learn to be more tolerant. Our students must learn to live
with moral. Schools should be a lever to promote differences as well as a place to live together with diversity.”
Wang Yingjie suggests that the educational system
can learn a lot from the traditional Chinese value
‘harmony with diversity’. “’Harmony with diversity’ is
a Chinese way of thinking. The point is that we should
learn from each other and try to balance differences.
There should be harmony between learning and doing;
between man and universe; between knowing and doing,” Professor Yingjie says.
‘Harmony with diversity’ may come from China, but
it could very well become a universal guiding star for
tomorrow’s moral leaders. n
By Camilla Mehlsen
cme@dpu.dk

Those schools do miracles with their children.”
The sad fact is that most teachers do not lead today.
“You do see teachers as leaders in some elite schools,
but you rarely see teachers lead in the schools that really
matters: the poor schools. That is a paradox,” Crain Soudien says. “In the poor schools, the children are taught to
follow – not to lead.”
Generation Me
It is not just a problem that an increased number of
young people dismiss authorities from South Africa to
Sweden. It is also a problem that more and more young
people focus on their own choices and interests. Sociologists such as Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens have
long argued that individualisation is a key characteristic
for young people today.
The concept of individualisation is most often described as a trend in the Western world. But individualisation is perhaps even more present in a country where
every single child grows up in the centre of the entire
family’s attention: China.
Professor Wang Yingjie at Beijing Normal University
puts it like this:
“The students today are very different from those of
the past. This generation is much more self-centred and
also much more innovative. In China, many students
come from one-child-families, and they are used to be
the centre of attention. They have individual interests
and express themselves individually. This poses a problem
to the educational system, which is not in tune with the
young generation.”
In traditional Chinese schools, children are required to
listen to authorities and to respect their teachers. They
are not expected to express themselves. Collectivism is

Crain Soudien
Crain Soudien is professor of education at the
School of Education, University of Cape Town.
He is the President of the World Council of
Comparative Education Societies. His research
interests include the sociology of education; race,
class and gender; policy shifts in education.
Favourite book about leadership?
“Books that have influenced me a great deal
recently include Mohandas Gandhi’s Collected
Works and Nelson Mandela’s Long Walk to
Freedom.”

Wang Yingjie
Wang Yingjie is professor of comparative
education at the School of Education, Beijing Normal University. His research interests include the
challenges of higher education in the world and
university models for the 21st century, especially
from an American and Asian perspective.
Favourite book about leadership?
“One of Confucian classics, Zhongyong. The
English version could be The State of Equilibrium
and Harmony.”

Joan Dassin
Dr. Joan Dassin is the Executive Director of the
International Fellowships Fund that oversees the
Ford Foundation International Fellowships Program
(IFP). Among her publications are a co-edited
volume, Training a New Generation of Leaders.
www.fordifp.net
Favourite book about leadership?
Nelson Mandela’s Long Walk to Freedom.
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