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Abstract: 

 

According to G. Biesta and S. Miedema (2002), a lack of meaning of life and therefore 

a lack of a sense of ontological security is today a typical characteristic of students in 

both monolithic private denominational schools and nondenominational public 

schools. In this article, we present an argumentation on the basis of the European 

personalistic philosophical tradition (Frankl, Ricoeur, Levinas), suggesting that 

concepts of character education that could successfully accomplish the task of helping 

students to build a strong enough personal meaning of life should be based on the 

relational concept of education and supported with principles of the pedagogy of 

listening (Rinaldi). In both cases, pluralist school environment and personally engaged 

teachers form the most suitable setting. 
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The thesis about searching for the meaning of life being a constitutive characteristic of the 

human being, which facilitates the sense of 'ontological security' crucial for identity 

development (Giddens 1991), hardly requires special argumentation. Nevertheless, seeking 

answers about circumstances that help realize this and establishing the role of the public 

school in the process unveils many unresolved questions. 

 

Let us begin with a provocative dilemma metaphorically depicted by M. Kundera in The Book 

of Laughter and Forgetting: 

 

 “Dominion over the world, as we know, is divided between angels and devils. The 

 good of the world, however, implies not that the angels have the advantage over the 

 devils (as I believed when I was a child) but that the powers of the two sides are nearly 

 in equilibrium. If there were too much incontestable meaning in the world (the angels' 

 power), man would succumb under its weight. If the world were to lose all its meaning 

 (the devils' reign), we could not live either.” (Kundera 1999, p. 86). 

 

If we apply the metaphor of the devil to nihilistic loss of meaning and take the metaphor of 

the angel to signify hypothetical life in its fullest sense, observing a living experience of a 

coexisting God, Kundera's words could be used to argue that the adventure of man's 

dichotomous existence begins “...when evident living God withdraws and speaks to man in a 

way that requires 'recognition' and free 'acceptance'. This initiates an interesting introduction 

to the dialectics of searching for meaning as 'a struggle with lack of meaning' and 'a search for 

fragile balance' offered by experiencing one's existence in the world as meaningful. The 
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necessity of the nihilistic phase in searching for meaning was expressed most eloquently /.../ 

by Frankl, for whom existential emptiness does not necessarily signify a pathological state, 

but is viewed as a potential drive of perpetual quest for meaning. This concept can also be 

confirmed from the perspective of cognitive psychology. In Kohlberg's theory, each phase of 

moral reasoning introduces a uniquely logical construction of meaning undermined by the 

realization that one's perception and meaningful construction of reality is not the only possible 

one. Development (and moral education) can thus be seen as a continuous weakening of old 

patterns of meaning and a quest for a deeper truth of existence...” (Kroflič, Kovačič-Peršin 

and Šav 2005, pp. 10-11). Or as Kovačič-Peršin adds, reflecting on the same dilemma: “... a 

person who has never intensely experienced the abyss of nothingness cannot rise towards the 

light of an incontestable meaningfulness of existence. Followers of various religions find 

themselves in a similar position. Their deepest relationship with God is divided between a 

dichotomous opposition of being for oneself within oneself and being negated in God to gain 

the meaning of one's own self. This unfolds the paradox of existence and, above all, the 

paradox of Christian existence.” (ibid., p. 38) 

 

But what is the present and future role of the public school in this endeavour? If the public 

school is not allowed to renounce its support of pupils/students and their personality 

development, what kind of environment is suitable for the task and what pedagogical 

approaches can institutional education adopt to assist in the construction of personal meaning? 

This article attempts to provide my understanding of possible answers to these questions. 

 

  

 Tasks of the public school in view of moral education and theoretic dilemmas 

 

In their book The Erosion of Education, Egan and Nyberg highlight three groups of aims that 

the modern school should not avoid. Socialization aims are related to preparing students for 

employment and involvement in everyday social, economic and political activities or, in other 

words, for active citizenship. General education aims are associated with searching for the 

truth, and finally, moral education aims promote individual development. These definitions 

reveal the first theoretic and practical dilemma, which, according to the authors, lies in the 

danger of limiting education aims to their socialization dimension in the sense of conforming 

the individual to social (i.e. political and economic) expectations, as socialization could be 

said to enable life in the society, whereas education is what truly brings sense to it (in Šimenc 

and Kodelja 2009). 

 

Naturally, all three tasks of the public school are vital in successfully confronting the nihilist 

threat of 'existence robbed of its meaning'. Today's understanding of social expectations and 

opportunities for personal meaning construction is jeopardized due to exclusivist views 

inherent in school policies and promoted by some theoretic circles that hold the view that in 

the public school: 

 

 socialization and education are more important than moral education; 
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 explanations of social phenomena that are neutral in terms of values should be 

prioritized over personally engaged and thus essentially subjective approaches to reality; 

 the individual's free choices have a higher value than the transmission of common 

civilization values promoting coexistence of unlike-minded people in a common social 

space; 

 development of the individual as an autonomous subject and the subject of human rights 

is more significant than the community which attempts to protect its values and 

interests, using moral education as a conscious reproduction of the society to transmit its 

values to children and the young; 

 principles of distributive social justice should be prioritized over the right of each 

individual to be respectfully recognized in terms of his or her individual and collective 

(national, religious, cultural) identity, to enter public space as a person different from 

the majority and to be equally included in the heterogeneous community of school 

environment and wider social environment (Kroflič 2003, 2004 and 2010). 

 

The pressure to employ the competence approach in education pushes schools towards 

socialization requirements and enables the primacy of the first concepts in the pairs listed 

above, thus hindering the attainment of classic educational goals related primarily to personal 

construction of meaning. An interesting exploration of these dilemmas has been provided by 

G. Biesta and S. Miedema (2002) on the example of recent developments in public schools in 

the Netherlands. The authors argue that both conceptually monolithic private denominational 

schools and nondenominational public schools have recently had to face educational and 

discipline problems (stemming from the failure to introduce the young to personally binding 

constructions of meaning). The former because providing favourable conditions for 

adolescents from diverse value environments means that moral education can no longer be 

perceived in terms of the traditional transmission of chosen values, and the latter because a 

'passive non-preferential' explanation of reality does not compel young people to make 

responsible social choices. The authors do not see the solution in strengthening the character 

educational pole of pedagogical processes in relation to transmission of knowledge, as they 

believe that both poles derive from the same transmission paradigm of education, but in 

perceiving education as communication which promotes integrated personal development of 

adolescents. Active participation of pupils/students in pedagogical processes plays a vital role 

in such development. Metaphorically speaking, domination of either devils or angels is clearly 

not the answer for public moral education in times of globalization and heterogeneous social 

environment, where it is no longer possible to reach consensus about conceptually strong 

meaning constructions that would enable unlike-minded individuals an appropriate form of 

coexistence. At the same time, we are growing increasingly aware of threats that neoliberal 

constructions of social environments pose to the models of coexistence, hiding behind the 

false idea of value neutrality and effective regulation of society through free market principles 

as well as legal and administrative protection of an individual's rights.  
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 Weakness of the competence approach to education 

 

The competence approach is problematic both with regard to the formation of future teachers, 

who find it difficult to harmonize deeper layers of their personalities with socially prescribed 

professional roles (Korthagen), as well as the basis of moral education of children, 

adolescents and adult students.  

 

As early as in the 1930s, Slovenian educational theorist S. Gogala (1933) argued that 

successful moral education can be provided by teachers with strong personalities, who should 

be familiar with modern educational principles but should also choose those that correspond 

to their personal characteristics, thereby developing their own methods. A strict plan can 

quickly undercut “the personality bridge that enables moral educational formation and 

acceptance”. Gogala also discussed this danger in relation to devising a systematic moral 

education methodology. He believed that an overly schematic observation of method 

guidelines, caused by the teacher's desire for a solid scientific structure of the moral 

educational process, can in fact diminish the remaining moral educational power that these 

guidelines 'theoretically' comprise. 

 

Theorists nowadays link this notion with the imperative of the teacher entering the 

educational relation with the entirety of his or her personality, using different approaches to 

confirm this observation. According to F. Korthagen, teachers are able of being personally 

involved/present in the relationship with students only when they strive to harmonize 

professional competencies and behavioural responses with deeper aspects of their personality, 

basic beliefs and values, essential elements of their identity and their personal mission 

(Meijer, Korthagen and Vasalos 2009). Moreover, personal presence is that key dimension of 

the educational relation providing the foundation for teachers' authority, even though this 

basic characteristic of successful moral education is admittedly also defined by other 

relational components, for instance, school rules and didactic approaches in the classroom 

(Harjunen 2009).  

 

As argued by N. Noddings (2003, in Meijer, Korthagen and Vasalos 2009), the teacher's 

personal presence in the pedagogical relationship is further crucial in establishing a caring 

relationship, care being one of those existentialities that directly promote the development of 

prosocial responses and therefore of ethical consciousness. At the same time, personal 

presence concerns the teacher's engagement, a vital condition for quality pedagogical practice 

besides excellence and ethics (Goodwork® 2006).  

 

According to Csikszentmihalyi (1991), discovering flow provides one of the more interesting 

proofs of why personal presence increases the quality of pedagogical work and promotes the 

teacher's well-being in the pedagogical relationship. Csikszentmihalyi defines this concept as 

a state of intense immersion – deep involvement in an activity or work, when time passes 

quickly and when we experience the state of high satisfaction or, in other words, “the state of 

optimal experience”.  
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All models presented above assign great importance to teachers' or child-care workers' 

personal orientation, their active engagement and their personal involvement in educational 

situations, all of which is essential in promoting and developing an insightful relationship to 

one's own professional engagement and pedagogical practice as well as the context this 

practice takes place in. 

 

In order to prevent paradoxical consequences, as a teacher with considerable personal power 

may suggestively lead pupils/students to problematic life experiences, our reflection should 

also consider certain 'structural safeguards'. Among these, it is especially important to 

underline ethical consciousness comprising quality work criteria, as well as the promotion of 

active involvement of children/adolescents in teaching processes and mutuality of recognition 

relations, which should become one of the main principles of pedagogical practice. 

 

 

 Moral education as aid in personal meaning construction 

 

Among various arguments speaking in favour of moral education as aid in personal meaning 

construction, I shall focus on personalistic anthropological concepts (Frankl, Ricoeur, 

Levinas, Gogala), principles of relational pedagogy (Bingham and Sidorkin) and the 

pedagogy of listening (Rinaldi). Arguments for two additional conditions necessary for 

successful moral education in the public school will be added, both of which tackle the 

question why pluralist school is necessary in constructing personal meaning (Garisson) and 

why pluralist public school as well as the wider social environment require solid (pre-)ethical 

safeguards that strengthen the language of human and children's rights (Levinas, Todd, 

Galeotti and Frazer). 

 

In Frankl's view, the following definitions are essential for perceptions of the meaning of life: 

meaning is always relative (and thus depends on the person and the situation the person is 

placed in), subjective (meaning is perceived differently by everyone) and objective (since 

reality makes sense, meaning is not created but discovered over and over again). Based on 

this, Frankl suggested an argument that proved to be crucial for pedagogy, namely that 

meaning cannot be given to people neither through therapy nor through moral education, and 

individuals must instead be encouraged to start discovering meaning responsibly on their own 

(Lesar 2002). 

 

Such a conception of personal meaning contradicts transmission conception of education, as 

moral education cannot be defined as transmission of moral values and social norms (of 

'objective meaning'). The key dimension of moral education, as argued by Frankl (as well as 

M. Buber and S. Gogala before Frankl), is insistence on a personal relationship between the 

teacher and the student. This reflects Frankl's warning that logotherapy presupposes a deep 

humanization of relations and should not be understood merely as a new therapeutic 

technique. Establishing a personal relationship between the teacher and the student should 

further be emphasized due to Frankl's perception of meaning as a spiritual category, which 

can only be promoted in the spiritual dimension of interpersonal relations. 
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In his work Oneself as Another (1992), P. Ricoeur takes the notion of the search for meaning 

as one of the main existentialities of human existence even further by pointing out the vital 

importance of interpersonal relations for the development of an authentic self. Assuming that 

the self marks our individuality or unique selfhood, the fundamental question is not that of the 

authentic self and what separates one from others, but of the self that is developed, reflected 

and recognized in relation with the Other throughout life. Self-recognition is thus closely 

connected with facing otherness. However, the source of otherness cannot be found only in 

persons close to us (and our identification with them), but also in our ancestors, imaginary 

characters (e.g. literary heroes) and God (for believers). What is more, Ricoeur foregrounds 

otherness in the core of the self, arguing that it is associated with unreflected (unconscious) 

processes of thinking, acting, feeling, etc. Recognizing otherness in ourselves in fact 

facilitates entering into different relationships, through which we are constantly confronted 

with radical unknowability of the other person. Therefore, the core of ethical relationship 

cannot be built on the concept of common moral norms, but on respectfully accepting the 

other person as a worthwhile being (Levinas). Furthermore, this requires a problematization 

of our own aversion to subordination inherent in addressing the visage of the Other, which 

reveals more about ourselves than it reveals about the other person (Boler, Benjamin) ... 

 

Anthropological concepts introduced by European personalism in the twentieth century have 

most clearly influenced two modern moral education concepts: relational pedagogy (Bingham 

and Sidorkin 2004) and the pedagogy of listening (Rinaldi 2006). 

 

The manifesto of relational pedagogy, which was signed by internationally renowned moral 

education theorists (Bingham and Sidorkin 2004, pp. 6-7), argues that: 

 

- a relation is more real than the things it brings together; 

- the self is a knot in the web of multiple intersecting relations; pull relations out of the 

web, and find no self. We do not have relations; relations have us;  

- human relations exist in and through shared practices;  

- relations are complex; they may not be described in single utterances. To describe a 

relation is to produce a multi-voiced text;  

- human words and actions have no authentic meaning; they acquire meaning only in a 

context of specific relations. 

 

One's development into a person accompanied by the development of various personality 

aspects, including meaning construction, is thus strongly connected to one's relations and 

activities facilitating one's development. Since all past attempts to define the authentic self in 

the substantial sense through 'meditative' introspection of the depths of one's soul (Polonian 

model) or a radically free construction of the self (Dadaist model) (Cooper 1998) have failed, 

personalism now combines searching for answers to basic existential questions with 

examining interpersonal relations and activities that provide a person a chance to recognize 

his or her inner self. Among the activities that enable personal self-expression, artistic 

creation is the most significant one. 
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In the spirit of this theory, the essence of moral education is demonstrated in its specific 

relational dimension:  

 

- authority and knowledge are not something one has, but relations, which require 

others to enact; 

- teaching is building educational relations. Aims of teaching and outcomes of learning 

can both be defined as specific forms of relations to oneself, people around the 

students, and the larger world; 

- educational relation is different from any other; its nature is transitional. Educational 

relation exists to include the student in a wider web of relations beyond the limits of 

the educational relation. (ibid., 6-7)  

 

Authority, the fundamental pedagogical concept that establishes foundations for educational 

influence, as well as moral education in all its meanings and forms can thus be considered as 

relational concepts, provided that a relation is understood widely enough as: a relation to 

oneself, to a fellow human being, to the surrounding social and natural environment, and to 

knowledge and other cultural goods. Pointing out that the educational relation differs from 

other relations and that it is of a transitional nature reveals missed turns typically found in 

educational practice. Moral education is often viewed as a form of a paternalistic relationship, 

with the teaching party attempting to maintain a dominant position for as long as possible. 

Dominance is supposedly legitimized through assumed possession of knowledge and 

protection of students from unsuitable experience. In this way, moral education fails to 

provide a space offering an opportunity for personal independence and seeking a subjective 

dimension of meaning. Not uncoincidentally, the manifesto of relational pedagogy concludes 

with the following argument, drawing attention to the necessity of defining the ethical 

dimension of moral education: 

 

- relations are not necessarily good; human relationality is not an ethical value. 

Domination is as relational as love. (ibid., 6-7) 

 

A highly useful addition to the paradigm of relational pedagogy has been provided by the 

pedagogy of listening, which has been developed most compellingly – both in the theoretical 

and practical sense – by C. Rinaldi (2006) through the design of the Reggio Emilia concept. 

Ideas of the pedagogy of listening can be presented on different levels. 

 

Within the ontological dimension, C. Rinaldi focuses on the notion that the search for the 

meaning of life and the self is born together with the child. Searching for meaning is thus a 

constitutive characteristic of man from early childhood onward and must satisfy our 

intellectual, affective and aesthetic needs, as well as the need for communication with others, 

without which we would find ourselves in a state of lacking ontological security. With regard 

to epistemological dimensions of listening, C. Rinaldi notes that listening is a metaphor for 

openness as well as sensitivity to listen and to be heard. This includes a person's 

interpretation, ascribing meaning to the message and value to those who communicate the 
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message. To understand is to be able to develop an interpretative theory, a narration that gives 

meaning to events and objects in the world, both for adults and children. Nevertheless, our 

theories are provisional and can be revised continuously, if we share them with others and are 

open for new experiences that can refute previous explanations. 

 

These two dimensions are related directly to the ethical and political levels of the pedagogy of 

listening, as listening can be viewed as an act of welcoming and expressing openness to the 

difference of the other or accepting the meaning of the other's point of view and its 

interpretation. Moreover, listening requires a deep awareness and suspension of one's own 

opinions and above all prejudices, as well as a readiness for change that the visage of the 

other person constantly lures us into. At the same time, listening makes it possible to 

transform an internal and personal world into a shared world, where one is lifted from 

anonymity to visibility, thus enriching both those who listen and those who give the message. 

Perceiving the child as a being who possesses and claims his or her rights means not only 

recognizing the rights given to the child by the society, but also creating a context of 

'listening' in the full sense of the word. This type of theory requires us to respect the student's 

subjectivity. 

 

J. Garrison (1996) puts forth a provocative claim that, based on the assumption of the 

autonomous rational subject and his or her possession of the right to speak and be heard in the 

public social space, the Western modernity ironically devaluated the importance of listening 

to the other and replaced it with the metaphor of monologue regardless of the values of 

democracy, equality and dialogue. The importance of openness towards other views/voices 

and the readiness to risk changes in the structure of our previous cognitions and prejudices has 

been pointed out most convincingly by H. G. Gadamar's hermeneutic theory. According to his 

opinion, we enter each communication with a system of previous experiences, pre-judgements 

and prejudices that constitute the historical reality of our existence and therefore of our 

personal identity (Garrison 1996, p. 434). Similarly as P. Ricoeur and L. Vygotsky, Garrison 

is convinced that one cannot become aware of or recognize one's own interpretative position 

unless one encounters the difference in another person's opinions (ibid., p. 435); this 

awareness is possible only when we are open and ready to listen to the collocutor.  

 

Since such openness always involves the risk of losing confidence in the correctness of 

previous judgements, the question arises what induces individuals to enter the position of a 

listener willing to accept the other's views. Among various reasons, Garrison underlines that 

we live in a complex and fast-changing world, where such confrontations can simply no 

longer be avoided. In addition, confronting the other as a different person enables us to learn 

more about ourselves (“unless we listen we cannot know ourselves, that is, our prejudices”; 

ibid., p. 438) and promotes personal growth (“it is through interactions with others that we 

can learn the new vocabulary we need to tell the stories of our lives differently”; ibid.) by 

widening our horizons (“perhaps the meaning of life is to make more meaning and the aim of 

education more education”; ibid., p. 439). If we develop these ideas further with C. Rinaldi's 

argument that listening to the other as an element of recognition makes it possible “to 

transform a world that is intrinsically personal into something shared: my knowledge and my 
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identity are also constructed by the other. Sharing theories is a response to uncertainty and 

solitude” (Rinaldi 2006, p. 88), this reveals the tremendous transformative power held by the 

concept of recognition related to the pedagogy of listening. 

 

Arguments of relational pedagogy and the pedagogy of listening thus bring us to the 

conclusion that it is an individual's confrontation with the other as a different person that 

forms the basis of the modern world; it should not, however, be understood merely as a 

'problem' that needs to be overcome or at least neutralized with regard to its potential effects. 

As argued by J. Garrison, encountering difference on the individual level and diversity on the 

collective level is, above all, an opportunity for personal growth and self-knowledge. 

 

 Conclusion  

 

The plurality and heterogeneity of school settings naturally entail a far more complex 

understanding of the conditions that are necessary for the creation of an environment of 

coexistence, similar to the conceptually monolithic social environments at the time of the 

formation of new nation states in Europe. This explains the present attempts at further 

development of classic civilisation tools that first appeared in the Age of Enlightenment and 

aimed at regulation of the relationship between the individual and the society. These tools can 

be developed further by using concepts that enable the consideration and effectuation of 

coexistence, while at the same time establishing the distinctness of every individual as a 

cultural value. Among the concepts that have recently emerged in the field of ethics and 

political theories, I would primarily like to mention the remarkable dimensions opened by 

Levinas’ ethics of personal encounter with the visage of the Other as well as the concept of 

positive recognition that can be used to elaborate on classic liberal concepts of justice 

(Rawls), tolerance (Locke, Mill) and the manner of enforcing basic human rights (Kroflič 

2010). 

 

Let us, however, consider once more Milan Kundera's idea about the world reigned by devils 

and the world reigned by angels that, as the author proposes, equally endanger the ability of 

the individual to embark on a life-long quest of searching for personal meaning. 

 

In our case, the world reigned by devils can be seen in the threat posed by consumer mentality 

and neo-liberal values that dictate personal choice as a prescribed stance of the individual, a 

process similar to the emergence of the Dadaist concept of authenticity at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. Problems encountered by the youth today are in many ways linked to the 

lack of “ritualized life courses” and traditional “social stabilizers” (a stable family, credible 

faith, uniform values in public schools, youth subcultures involved in social movements with 

a clear ideology) that formed “protective cocoons of meaning” in societies before late 

modernity (Ule 2008). 

 

The world reigned by angels, on the other hand, can be recognized in religious concepts of 

monotheistic cultures and the idea of an exclusive Truth that often leads to language of 

violence (Assman 2008). According to Levinas (2006), C. Chalier (2002) and S. Todd (2003), 
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individuals as moral subjects are generally prone to make the mistake of seeing other people 

as a projection of their alter ego and respect others not due to their uniqueness but because 

they perceive those individuals to hold a similar view on what constitutes the core of our 

humanity. Personalists, however, warn that absolute respect towards the other person (the 

visage of the other person) regardless of their difference is a pre-ethical condition for the 

development of a culture of dialogue, as well as the development of personality and personal 

construction of meaning since: “... it is only when I see and understand myself with the eyes 

of another human being that I am able to sight the part of myself usually hidden from me. 

Until I can see myself with the eyes of another human being, there can be no dialogue.” 

(Simoniti and Kovačič Peršin 2008, p. 7) 

 

This ideal should be followed by both secular and denominational public schools: the former 

by aiming at ecumenism and encouraging life choices that join unlike-minded individuals in a 

culture of mutual respect and dialogue despite their differences; and the latter by 

foregrounding the dangers of those truth regimes that create the mirage of seeming value 

neutrality of concepts present in social sciences today and by helping young people to choose 

among the available constructions of meaning in a way that allows individuality, but at the 

same time fosters the feeling of acceptance/human connection/security despite all personal 

and cultural diversity. 
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