Ewa Nowak 

Uni Poznan 

„Mother, remember what you said just now. You promised that I might

state my opinion freely without fear” (EURYPIDES, 1055-1056).

Ladies and Gentleman, welcome to the symposium: 

The relevance of moral discourse competence for democracy 

Morality and democracy belong together. Especially moral discourse competence is, I believe, a key competence for living together in a democratic society. This I want to argue for. 

I am from Poland, where morality and democracy try to recover from many years of oppression and dictatorship. I am philosopher interested in political life and education. I do not only want to interpret the world but also want to help to change it (MARX 1973: 123). Therefore, I was very happy that I got a Humboldt-fellowship which mades it possible for me to come to Georg Lind to Konstanz. I believe that the answer these old philosophical question: how to be a democratic citizen? is the key to the understanding and the improvement of democracy. 

I did not onl want to learn about this in theory but also in practice. So I attended Georg Lind’s workshop-seminars “Fostering moral and democratic competencies in school”, and got training applying the Konstanz Method of Dilemma Discussion. 

Part of the extended training is to apply the KMDD in schools. So I went to Poznan, my home town., and conducted a dilemma dicussion in a class of 10th grade high school students. Before, I merely believed that morality and democracy are two closely interwined concepts. Standing in the front of this class, made me actually experience to relevance od moral discourse learning for democracy. 

         In this KMDD session, I presented the dilemma of a fictitious person and let the students clarify the dilemmas it contained. Then I was supposed to ask for a vote on the protagonist’s decision. According to Georg Lind’s long-standing experience, here in Germany, all but very few students feel free to vote on any issue presented in KMDD-classes, although they concern mostly ‘hote’ issues like torture, abortion, violence, cheating and so one. But in this class od Polish 16-year old students, one third did not raise theor hands. They refused to vote! 

They avoided eye contact with me. They bowed their heads. I tried to encourage them to vote but nothing helped. Apparently, this was the first time in school that someone asked them to express their moral opinion on a real issue openly and discuss it. They did not seem to trust their teacher and to know how to handle this situation. We agreed that the non-voters would not participate in the subsequent pro and contra discussion but remain silent listeners in that phase of the KMDD session. 

Maybe, these non-voters felt overwhelmed by the difficulty of the dilemma in the story. Maybe, as a teacher, I was as representative of some “higher authority” which could impinge all kinds of threats on them. Even though this generation was born after the end of communist dictatorship in Poland in 1989, Polish students still seem not to feel comfortable in a democratic discussion in which they have to expose their opinions, listen to others’ opinions and solve a dilemma. 

Only on hour later, after some lifely discussion of the pros and cons, when the class was asked to vote a second time, the proportion of non-voters decreased from one-third to almost zero. Only two students were refusing to vote in the end. I believe that the atmosphere of trust and mutual respect, and the KMDD helped me to create during the phase of discussion, turned the tides. 

2. Democracy is a high moral ideal

For many people “democracy” is a term which means, first of all, an ideal political system. This system comprises institutions such as a democratic constitution proclaiming freedom, citizenship, equality, and the like, majority rule, citizen participation procedures and so on. Moreover, for many people all over the world “democracy” is a high moral ideal, along with the values of individual dignity, mutual respect, justice etc. Still, the behavior of many private and public persons often deflects from the democratic ideals. There is a “performative contradiction” between what is declared and what is actually done. Frequently, people cannot “make judgments and undertake actions in agreement with their own moral ideals, and which would correspond with varying situations” (LIND 2009: 33). It is even more difficult for them to evaluate social issues or deal with conflicts between two differing principles (e.g. moral versus legal obligations). Democracy offers plenty of differing rules and lifestyles, and living in a democracy confronts each person with many unavoidable moral conflicts and dilemmas. Coping with them requires moral judgment competence and moral discourse competences. Supporting these competences can make democracy more than an ideal, it can make it a real way of living, of which John Dewey spoke. 

3. What is moral discourse competence?

As participants of social conflicts we need moral judgment competence: the ability of independent evaluating, deciding, and acting, grounded in “self commitment to one’s own moral ideals” (LIND 2009: 31). As participants of moral discourses we naturally need the moral discourse competence, too. Georg Lind says: 

“When we are speaking about moral judgment competence, we always mean moral discourse competence as well. Moral actions in a social context cannot be restricted to “lonely and secret” considerations inaccessible to anyone else and not subject to criticism from external parties. It has to include the ability of confronting other people and other opinions, and the participants of such a confrontation must be oriented toward moral principles. This is what the ability of solving problems and social conflicts in a rational way demands.” (LIND 2009: 19)

In a democracy, however, social conflicts do not have one solution, they have many. People who believe only one solution to be absolutely right, who ignore other people’s arguments, and who evade discursive confrontation, have not developed moral discourse competences in a degree sufficient for participation in equality- and fairness-based democratic discourse. They do not yet show respect toward other people who argue in a different but equally rightful way. Whereas democracy is based on plurality and diversity of judgments and of arguments exchanged in a discourse, the people will try to force their opinions on others, oblivious to contrary arguments. Listening means “being open to the word of the other... to the differences of the other… Qualities that build up the practice of listening democratically” (FREIRE 1998: 107). Speaking and listening are the basis of “democratic maturity” (LIND 2009: 33). In the words of Aristotle, a human being is a social animal as “the only animal who has the gift of speech and listening” (zoon logon echon). 

Before modern democracy was born people were divided into two classes: those who spoke and those who listened obediently. In countries in the process of democratization, such as Poland, Hungary, and Romania, this division still holds strong in authoritarian school systems. Pupils and students are given few occasions to undertake democratic discourse (NOWAK/LIND 2009; LUPU 2009). Democracy requires common and equal participation in moral discourse. Moral discourse creates a democratic social lifestyle. Excluding people from this discourse restricts the development of democratic competences (LUPU 2009). Discourse excludes violence, while people excluded from discourse are more likely to reach for violence (HEMMERLING et al. 2009). If “democracy is essentially a moral institution, the “key democratic competence” (LIND 2009: 31) is discourse competence.

4. Moral discourse competences in theory and practice

I personally share Kohlberg’s conviction that moral competences, or rather: moral discourse competences, are much more important for democracy than intellectual competences (KOHLBERG 1996). I do not intend to present here the discourse theories which eliminate the real dimension of discourse (FOUCAULT 1991: 31) and which disclose discourse rules clear only to academics. In a democratic moral discourse the participants are moral persons, and not discourse theory experts. Democratic discourse has to be egalitarian and accessible to everyone. There are no privileged or discriminated people. To participate, one only needs moral engagement and the ability to argue “without any violence, i.e. from inside /with better reasons only/, so that the change of one’s stand is brought about thanks to rational motivation” (HABERMAS 1983: 172). It is in the interest of the education of a democratic country, then, to strength moral discourse competence on a practical level. Such strengthening cannot be ensured “either by stricter laws… or by heightened “authority”, or by more stringent attempts at behavior control.” (LIND 2001: 31). The development of moral discourse competences is possible only through direct, frequent experiencing of free democratic discourse. Such experience is offered by the Constance Method of Dilemma Discussion.

5. Check list of moral discourse competences 

When we talk about discourse, we mean conversation, communication. An basic condition of a communication is the ability to speak: anyone who can speak can participate in discourse. However, not all speaking people are prepared for democratic discourse. Almost every day the mass media show us pictures of a distorted or even impossible discussion about social problems. Aggressive speech, negative emotions, insulting gestures, and insistence that “I’m the only one who is right here”, are all samples of undemocratic culture of discussion still persisting in democratic countries. A discussion free of aggression presupposes that all speakers recognize one another to be equal participants in a debate and that they express this mutual respect through their behavior. The speakers cannot at any moment forget that the discussion is a meeting of human beings and that they should feel like human beings throughout that whole meeting, for each of them has their dignity. A famous German Philosopher Hegel said: “[A] human being counts as such because he is a human being, not because he is a Jew, Catholic, Protestant, German, Italian, or the like”, and this “is of infinite importance” (HEGEL 1996, RhP § 209). 

For a communication to become infused with this democratic quality, and to bring as much as possible to the evaluation and solving of problems in a democratic way, the speakers also have to possess other discursive skills. We already know that these skills can be trained and fostered. Let me highlight only the skills which are important for good democratic discourse atmosphere: 

(1) To speak free of all egocentrism and monopoly for rightness. 

(2) To speak with equal respect for each person, regardless of her viewpoint; 

(3) To let other persons speak freely their different viewpoints, and to consider an issue from different viewpoints too. Exclusion of other thinking people has no place in democracy. 

I have a pertinent example of a plurality of viewpoints: 

An engineer, a scientist, a mathematician, and a philosopher are hiking through the hills of Scotland, when they see a lone black sheep in a field. The engineer says, “What do you know, it looks like the sheep around here are black.” The scientists looks at him skeptically and replies, “Well, at least some of them are.” The mathematician considers this for a moment and replies, “Well, at least one of them is.” Then the philosopher tuns to them and says, “Well, at least on the one side.”
(4) To speak respectfully about moral problems and ideals important for other people (Lind 2009: 98). A conflict between different ideals is not 

(5) To speak about problems in terms of moral and justice*. 

(6) To have civil courage. It means: to express one’s moral arguments openly even if other people hold opposite moral viewpoints.  

(7) To support solidarity with people holding similar moral viewpoints (Lind, see above). 

(8) To appreciate a differing viepoint.   

(9) To take responsibility for one’s speech in discussion, especially if the discussion influences institutional decisions (Lind, see above).

(10) To speak without using violence, verbal aggression, and manipulation. Michel Foucauls said: “For the Greeks, using one’s psychological, social, or intellectual abilities to seduce another person is not so different from using physical violence” (FOUCAULT 2001: 39). 

(11) To support one’s moral opinion with rational reasons like democratic principles. 

(12) Critical reflection applies to arguments, not people (a negative example: “This is what you should not do or should not think” (FOUCAULT 2001: 17). 

(13) To be able to change one’s opinion under the influence of the “inner” power of someone’s rational arguments and to say openly: Well, I changed my opinion because your arguments are better!  

(14) “Constructing the social reality”: speakers are aware of the fact that social relations are based on norms (LIND, see above).

(15) “Meta-cognition”: speakers know that discursive confrontation supports their own moral-democratic competences (LIND, see above).

(16) To evaluate problems and seek solutions together; decision making and voting independently. 

(17) To observe basic discourse rules without external intervention. 

There should be room for everyone to reflect and judge for themselves.  Discursive freedom experienced live, in an active way, will most strongly foster the development of moral discourse competences. Discursive freedom is one of the most important rights offered by democracy. If people learn to use it, democracy will cease to exist as a moral ideal only and will become a real way of life. I’ve collected observations in many democratic countries. If I compare the discoursive behavior styles of children, teens and students living in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, and in one of the youngest European democracy: Poland, I can see striking differences. Polish children most often are silent and are afraid to express their own moral judgments. Adults treat their judgments as “false” and “wrong”. Moral dialogue between adults and children is dominated by authority and mistrust. Childrens’ opinions are not expected. Later, as young adults they might be not able to make moral judgments. And later, as adults their judgments are often authoritarian and respectless… 


The discoursive behavior of children in Germany and in Switzerland is very different. Many of these children speak freely about difficult problems and have independent viewpoints. I think that direct democracy creates more free room for moral discourse than other democratic systems. In the old, direct democracy the people cannot avoid making judgments and solving problems because nobody else makes it for them. The way to democracy should be constructed as a bottom-up one: it is the people that do democracy, not ideals and institutions. However, each democracy offers more and more opposite values and lifestyles: people find solving moral conflicts increasingly difficult. This is why in each democracy there is also a need for special, educational support of moral judgment and discourse competences. 


Dear Georg, let me thank you for the brain washing in the last three years. For opening eyes to democracy on basic level: as a way of behavior, as a way of life. Now I hope, I see how relevant moral discourse competencies are for democracy. But in democracy there is no place for “Me” and “My viewpoint” only. So now let’s let our guest ask the questions and give the answers: how relevant are the moral discourse competences for democracy? Which competences? For what and why relevant…? 
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