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Abstract 

 

 
In spite of so much advancement in science and technology, the society is still besieged with the 

age old problems of inequity, poverty, strife, crime and violence. Though superficially, these 

problems seem to be disparate, having their origin in the economic, the political and the social 

systems, their roots can be traced to the fact that the youth are being given an education that 

completely sidesteps the whole question of human values and goals. Not that the need for such 

education has not been realised, but there seem to be two serious misgivings about imparting 

value education. First, value education is often equated with sectarian indoctrination- an anathema 

to a secular state like India. Secondly, there is this notion that values can not, and should not, be 

taught at all, these are picked up by youth from the environment in which they live, from the 

inspiration provided by the leaders, the role models. This paper analyses the reasons behind both 

these objections and shows how can values be taught in a scientific manner to modern rationally 

minded youth. 

 

Introduction 

 

To any discerning person, it must strike as a great paradox that in spite of so much 

advancement in science and technology, the society is still besieged with the age old 

problems of inequity, poverty, strife, crime and violence. The paradox is nowhere as 

striking as in our country: The granaries are overflowing, the food-grain production has 

increased so much that there is acute shortage of space to store these safely, and yet a 

large section of the population can not get two square meals a day.  We boast of being one 

of the most ancient civilisations, the cradle of the spiritual giants who gave to the world 

the message of piety, compassion, universal love and brotherhood, and yet today ethics 



and morality seem to be at their lowest ebb in our society. The chasm between the rich 

and the poor has widened to frightening proportions-- generosity and compassion seem to 

have evaporated from the society. The internecine conflicts are breeding antisocial 

elements, brigands and terrorists, which are threatening the very fabric of civil society. 

 Though superficially, these problems seem to be disparate, having their origin in 

the economic, the political and the social systems, all these have their roots in the 

deficiencies of education being imparted in the schools and colleges. Aristotle recognised 

this over two thousand years ago: “ All who have meditated on the art of governing 

mankind have been convinced that the fate of the empires depends on the education of the 

youth.”  

 Modern education system, especially in India, has been overwhelmed by the rapid 

growth in knowledge. The sole aim of the very best schools and colleges is to deliver the 

largest possible amount of latest information in the shortest possible time. What the 

student is supposed to do with that information, seems to be nobody’s concern. The 

education system completely sidesteps the whole question of human values and goals. 

The result, as pithily put by Albert Einstein,  “… perfection of means and confusion of the 

ends seem to characterize our age”. No wonder today most people, failing to find any 

meaning in their lives, lead an ad-hoc instinctual life and become crass hedonists, thus 

accentuating all round degeneration of the society.  

 The need for correcting this situation is well recognised. All the education 

Commissions [from Radhakrishnan Commission (1949) to Kothari Commission (1964-

66)] set up in our country have repeatedly stressed the need for incorporating moral and 

spiritual education as a part of the mainstream education system. Unfortunately, the 

implementation of these recommendations has always been a matter of controversy. 

Recalling the long discussions the author had with late Prof. D.S. Kothari in early eighties, 

the main difficulty has been of the apprehension in a section of society that equated value 

education with secterain indoctrination- an anathema to a secular state. Rather than 

addressing the issue squarely and taking the bull by the horns, the educationists have taken 

the softest option: avoid such education altogether. That this apprehension remains intact 

even today is evident from the numerous articles which have appeared in the national 
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press recently seeing a ‘hidden agenda’ behind the decision of the government to 

introduce education in human values (EHV) at all levels of the education system.  

There is also a fundamental doubt, especially popular among philosophers: how 

can values be taught? Their implicit belief is that the values can not, and even should not, 

be taught. These are picked up from the family and the society (the school being a part of 

it) by observing the role models--be it the parents, the teachers, the film stars or the 

political leaders. In their view, any attempt by ordinary mortals to ‘teach’ values is 

tantamount to becoming self styled moral masters, and this posture itself defeats the very 

purpose of this education. 

 This paper addresses both these issues in detail and points out how education in 

human values can be given rationally by training the students to analyse their own life in a 

scientific manner, just as they are trained to analyse the world outside.  

 

 

EHV and Secularism 

 

The biggest impediment in the initiation of value education in our country has been the 

apprehension that such education implies indoctrination in some sectarian beliefs, which 

is against our constitutional duty to promote secularism. These apprehensions arise from a 

wrong interpretation of the concept of ‘secularism’ and widespread confusion about the 

meaning of the term ‘religion’.  

Collins Cobuild dictionary gives following definitions of these two terms: 

Religion : particular system of belief in god or gods and the activities that are 

connected with this belief, such as prayer or worship in a church or a temple  

Secularism: A system of social organisation and education where religion is not 

allowed to play a part in civil affairs.  

It is evident from these definitions that the term religion is used here in the sense 

of a ‘particular religion’, e.g. Islam or Christianity or Hinduism etc.  This widely accepted 

definition seems to have been the reason for inclusion of Article 28 in our constitution: 
 

No religious instruction shall be provided in any educational institution wholly maintained 

out of State funds.  
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So when it is argued that India is a secular state it implies that no ‘particular religion’ (a 

better word is sect) would be patronised by the state and its specific teachings introduced 

in the mainstream education system. This is clearly unexceptionable if we accept the 

above definition of religion, and by ‘religious instructions’ we allude to instructions 

regarding particular form of prayer, worship or belief system. 

 But surely it doesn’t imply that the state will be value neutral. Can a civil society 

exist without adherence to the basic human values of truthfulness, nonviolence, honesty, 

kindness, compassion and abstinence from stealing, sexual misconduct etc.?  How can the 

civil and criminal laws be enforced without an implicit acceptance of these values? Surely 

a discussion on these universal human values should be included to make the education 

meaningful, for without any opportunity for such discussion the youth fall an easy prey to 

hedonism and moral relativism.  Of course, since most religions also prescribe some 

ethical and moral norms for their followers, there is always the possibility of confusing the 

teaching of these universal human values with ‘religious instruction’? How to draw a line 

between the two is an important issue. 

To be able to do so in a rational manner, we need to appreciate that every 

‘religion’ has two dimensions, viz. Its socio-political expression, the outer sheath, (smriti) 

and its core, the truly spiritual part ( sruti)1. The smriti is naturally conditioned by 

historical, social and political climate of the age when that ‘particular religion’ was 

founded. It is parochial and not applicable universally. The sruti or the core teaching 

consists of the spiritual truths, which are universal. These are in fact the ‘Laws of Nature’, 

as applicable to the subjective world of man, quite akin to the ‘Laws of nature’ applicable 

to the objective world and enshrined as Science. Like the laws of science, these too are 

universally valid.  

If we go into the etymology of the word Dharma used in the Indian scriptures 

(generally wrongly translated as religion), one of the prominent meanings is: the basic 

nature or characteristic. As pointed out by Goenka-ji2, in Indian languages we still hear an 

echo of this meaning, e.g. when someone says: “The dharma of the fire is to burn”, the 

obvious meaning is that it is the nature of fire to burn itself and burn others. Similarly, the 

oft repeated statement, “all beings are jaradharma” means that all beings have the 
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characteristic of getting old and decaying. Thus the most mis-understood word in Indian 

spiritual tradition “ sanatan dharma”* actually means the “Eternal Laws”, which like laws 

of science, would be universal. Thus it is an Eternal Law of nature that mental defilements 

like ill will, anger, animosity, greed, lust, etc. have the characteristic of ‘burning’. 

Anybody whose mind has any of these defilements would experience this burning, and 

feel miserable. This law is applicable to all, whether he calls himself a Hindu, a Muslim, a 

Christian or a Sikh!  Similarly when the mind is pure free from all such impurities, in 

accordance with the Laws of Nature, it is full of love, compassion, kindness, equanimity 

etc., and these have the characteristic of happiness, peace and harmony. These, and similar 

other laws-which in some form or other are included in the core teaching of all religions-

are clearly universal, there is nothing sectarian about these.  If value education is seen as 

understanding and internalising of such Laws, bereft of any discussion of the smriti 

content of any sect, it would surely be unexceptionable. As has been succinctly put by 

Swami Ranganathanada1, the whole issue of communal distortions has arisen because of 

..“the dominance of  (the) obsolete elements of a socio-religious tradition; they sustain the 

rigidities of social customs, anti human practices, inter-religious and intra-religious 

frictions, disharmonies, and persecutions, and the stagnation and immobility of human 

attitudes”. Prudence lies in avoiding such sectarian teachings in mainstream education, but 

not in throwing the baby along with the bath water, by excluding the teaching of the 

universal human values (UHV) like truthfulness, honesty, universal love, compassion, 

kindness, non-acquisitiveness, cooperation, abstaining from stealing, sexual misconduct, 

etc. These constitute the core of most religions, and are the backbones of every civilised 

society.  

                                                           
* It is a great tragedy that this word is now-a-days generally used to signify  a 

particular sect of Hinduism. This was never the original meaning. Probably the earliest 
mention of this phrase ‘sanatan dharma’ is found in the exhortations of the Buddha, 
(Dhammapada ,verse 5), and here too its meaning in the sense of “Laws of Nature” is 
quite evident. 

Na hi verena vera-ni samantidha kuda-canam, 
Averena ca sammanti, esa dhammo sanantano  

           Which can be translated as  
Never does enmity through enmity appease, 
But only through friendliness, this Law shall never cease. 
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Can values be taught? 

 

Let us now analyse this view of some philosophers of education: values can not be 

formally taught in a classroom. These are unconsciously picked up from the environs, by 

looking at the role models, how they behave, what values they cherish? If you teach in a 

class: ‘be honest’, and the students see that in the society honest people suffer, they would 

only poke fun at your value education. 

Prima facie this argument seems quite cogent. However, a closer scrutiny reveals 

major flaws. Firstly, if one were to accept this argument then there is no way out of the 

present morass. Since our society is bedeviled with dishonesty, corruption, violence, 

sexual misconduct, etc. no attempt to teach universal values can succeed. We can only 

wait for the ‘deliverer’ to come who by his/her illustrious example would motivate the 

populace to overcome these baser instincts and imbibe universal human values. Who 

knows, whether we will survive this waiting period; it may be just too late! 

Secondly, there is a basic deficiency in this ‘inspirational’ model of value 

inculcation. When the charismatic personality who has been the source of inspiration is no 

more, the populace would soon slide down to the ‘old ways’ for it is very unlikely that 

(s)he would have an equally charismatic successor. The impact of the sheer charisma 

rarely lasts beyond the personality, as we have seen in our own country with the illustrious 

example of Gandhiji. As long as Gandhiji was on the scene his charismatic personality 

exerted a tremendous influence on people. Never in the history of our country did the 

masses imbibe the values of religious tolerance, nonviolence, sacrifice, simplicity etc. to 

such degree as during the freedom struggle. But even before Gandhiji was assassinated, 

the degeneration in values had already begun. And today after fifty years of his passing 

away, the people who live unto these values can be counted on one’s fingers!   Of course, 

the role models that inspire are essential, but their mere presence is not sufficient to ensure 

lasting impact on the society. Continual and effective input of value education is 

unavoidable. 
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Thirdly, as has been pointed out by many philosophers of education3, there is a 

fundamental error in this belief that education can ever be value neutral except possibly in 

the very narrow sense of simple transference of factual information like laws of physics or 

rules of algebra. Whenever any wider interpretation has to be given of historical, rational 

or empirical facts, it will necessarily involve a value judgement. Even fundamental 

engineering subjects like thermodynamics, and abstract concepts like entropy, have been 

shown to have wide social implications4,5 .  Rightly has it been said 3: ‘the claim that 

scholars can be impartial or neutral in anything of human importance is now an 

outmoded idea. Man finds himself inevitably in the value centric predicament, because the 

very rejection of value judgements is itself a value judgement. What is important, in 

intellectual honesty, is that basic assumptions or perspectives should be understood, 

admitted and cogently defended.’ 

 So the question  ‘can values be taught?’ is thus fundamentally flawed, for the 

values are being implicitly ‘taught’ even now through the covert influence of the value 

system of the teachers on the interpretation of various facts. Though the facade of 

imparting ‘secular’ education is being maintained by avoiding any formal ‘ value 

education’, the students are actually being given conflicting value signals by different 

teachers based on their own upbringing. No wonder they end up embracing the easiest and 

the most popular option of unbridled hedonism and fall prey to moral relativism. 

 

 

How should values be ‘taught’? 

 

 A popular approach usually followed by some religious teachers, and in many 

schools, is to motivate the students to adopt human values because these are the 

injunctions of a great saint or a prophet or from a holy book, and therefore sacrosanct. In 

modern times of scepticism such didactic approaches prescribing a set of do’s and don’ts, 

or projecting certain human propensities as ‘sins’ and others as ‘virtues’ that result in 

punishment or reward after death in the ‘other world’, do not appeal to the youth and may 

even become counter-productive. The modern youth wants a satisfactory answer, based on 

rationality and practical experience, to the question “Why?” for every such prescription. 
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Such an answer can be given only through a proper analysis of human life, its goal and 

purpose. One can then clearly delineate the right value system as that which accelerates 

the process of attainment of that goal; the values that hinder this process, and should 

therefore be abjured, can also be identifies rationally. This helps us identify two cardinal 

principles of value education, the first of which is best put in the words of Albert 

Einstein6: 
1.The foundation of (value education)… should not be made dependent on myth, nor tied 

to any authority, lest doubts about the myth or about the legitimacy of the authority imperil 

the foundation of sound judgement and action.  

2. The approach should be to provoke the students to think independently and analyse 

their own life--its goal, various aspirations, the world-view--in a scientific manner, just as 

they are trained to analyse the world outside.  

It is also important to appreciate that there is a difference between knowledge of human 

values and actually imbibing them, between knowing about virtues and actually becoming 

virtuous.  The intellectual knowledge influences only the conscious mind, which in the 

course of our daily activities is often overwhelmed by the instincts and unconscious pre–

dispositions stored deep within the mind. Thus to imbibe the universal human values it is 

essential to harmonise the sub-conscious and conscious parts of the mind by suitable 

practical training. This gives rise to the third requirement of value education: 
3. Practical training to learn self-restraint and bring the conscious and sub-conscious parts 

of the mind into harmony should form an integral part of value education. 

 

 It is interesting to analyse the so-called Golden Rule7 echoed in most  

‘religions’…. “ Do unto others as you wish others to do unto you” in the light of above 

principles. If we do not invoke any authority, it is not easy to respond to the question 

“Why?”. The usual response: it is necessary for a harmonious social order, a social 

contract, is not always satisfactory. Once in a while we may come across a student, who 

like Nietzsche8 believes “ It is the duty of the free man to live for his own sake, and not for 

others…..Exploitation does not belong to a depraved or an imperfect and primitive state 

of society…..it is a consequence of  the intrinsic Will to Power, which is just the will to 

Live” Clearly in this paradigm, the UHV will be seen as  the morals of the “weak” who 

have to submit to social pressures since they do not have the strength to “defy” these. If a 
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person is “strong” enough he can himself do as he wishes, and yet force others too to do as 

he wishes. To convince modern youth about the need for adopting UHV, we need a 

stronger basis than such dictums that used to be seen, and accepted as “self evident” a few 

generations ago. 

 

 

An Empirical Approach to Understanding the UHV 

 

 

 It is possible to explain the origin of UHV on an empirical basis, as the requirements for 

happy living imposed by the Laws of Nature as applicable to the inner world of Man. 

These are akin to the infrangible laws of nature applicable to the outside material world, 

the laws of science, any violation of which would harm us. Thus, as explained above too, 

it can be easily verified that if we do anything with an impure mind--a mind full of anger, 

hatred, greed, lust, avarice etc.-- we would suffer. Conversely, if we act with a pure 

mind—with love, compassion, truthfulness, non-jealousy, etc.—we would be delighted. 

Like the Laws of Science, these too are universal Laws. We can therefore say that various 

characteristics of the pure mind are the UHV that we should imbibe for our own good, for 

our own happiness. By being truthful and honest, we are not obliging the society, but 

obliging ourselves for otherwise we would suffer. If I arouse anger in me to hurt others, I 

am the first victim of that anger, for as mentioned above, it is the characteristic of an 

angry mind to suffer. As the Buddha9 puts it: 

 pubbe hanati attanam, pacchat hanati so apre  
(first one harms oneself, thereafter injures others) 

 

A similar view also emerges from the humanistic psychology10. It recognises that in 

addition to the physiological needs (of food, clothing, and shelter etc.) there are other 

‘higher’ needs whose fulfillment is necessary for happy living. These higher needs include 

the social, moral and self actualizing needs. Thus service, love, truth, justice etc. are seen 

as “my needs” which are necessary for my own happiness, for my own inner 

development. It is only because of lack of self-awareness, our inability to observe what 
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goes on within our own mind, that we do not easily ‘comprehend’ these laws. By proper 

training and practice one can cultivate mindfulness of whatever happens to the body-mind 

complex and easily verify these laws experientially11. 

 

 

Evolution as a Basis of UHV 

 

Modern Science tells us that the evolution of Man from the living cell has occurred over 

billions of years through random genetic mutations followed by natural selection 

motivated by the organic survival, organic satisfaction and the desire to increase progeny. 

Couple this with the latest discoveries of quantum physics which indicate that : 

“at a deeper level [matter and consciousness] are actually inseparable and 

interwoven, just as in the computer game the player and the screen are united by 

participation in common loops. In this view, mind and matter are two aspects of 

one whole and no more separable than are form and content. "Deep down the 

consciousness of mankind is one. This is a virtual certainty because even in the 

vacuum matter is one; and if we don't see this, it's because we are blinding 

ourselves to it.”8; 

 and we have a view perfectly in consonance with the view of the ancient sages of India. 

They saw the whole process of evolution as progressively clearer and more powerful 

manifestation of this Universal Consciousness pervading the whole cosmos. Even dead 

matter is conscious, as was established by the celebrated experiments of Sir J.C.Bose with 

metals, but there is only a faint glimmer of consciousness at the macroscopic level. At the 

microscopic level, there is much greater activity with the electrons moving at very high 

speeds around the nucleus of each atom. In plants with their ability to ‘grow’, ‘breathe’ 

and to ‘communicate’ a manifestation of some more potentials of consciousness are 

visible to the naked eye. In animals there is even greater manifestation. They can move 

about, have sharp sensory faculties that give them awareness of the surroundings and 

ability to react to these in self defense, limited abilities to learn from experience, and 

elemental levels of ethics like caring for the young. In human beings we find a quantum 

jump in awareness, an enormous increase in the ability to learn, in the imaginative and 
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reasoning powers; and above all that awareness of the self, the subject of awareness, along 

with that of the object of experience. It is this self awareness that gives Man the ability to 

control his feelings and behaviour, and to alter and control the environs as he wishes. 

That’s how a young boy of ten years of age can control animals like horses and elephants 

immensely powerful and larger than itself. This, modern neurology tells us, has been 

achieved by nature through the evolution of the human cerebral system. However, this 

system is still not being utilized to its fullest potential. Most of the time we employ only 

the left half of the brain, which has the ability to process information in a logical, verbal, 

reductionistic and linear manner. The right cerebral hemisphere, which functions in a non-

linear, non verbal, intuitive, holistic modes, is awaiting further use. Further evolution of 

Man would be possible by utilizing the right cerebral hemisphere, and thus developing 

intuition, holistic modes of thinking, and greater self- awareness. Hitherto the evolution 

was constrained by the physical organization, and so it was primarily biological, a change 

in the body. As pointed out succinctly by Sri Aurobindo9  

“… in man a reversal is possible, indeed inevitable; for it is through consciousness, 

through its transmutation and no longer through a new bodily organism as a first 

instrumentation that the evolution can and must be effected”. 

In Man the instrumentation of fuller manifestation of the consciousness already exists (cf. 

the right cerebral hemisphere), and so the future evolution is not biological. This view 

again is echoed by some of the most distinguished scientists. To quote the noted biologist, 

Sir Julian Huxley10: 

“Man’s evolution is not biological but psycho-social;…….In the light of our 

present knowledge., man’s most comprehensive aim is seen not as mere survival, 

not as numerical increase, not as increased complexity of organization or 

increased control over his environment, but as greater self fulfillment-the fuller 

realization of more possibilities by the human species collectively and more of its 

component members individually.” 

Thus both in the light of modern science, as also in the view of the sages, the future 

evolution of Man entails greater self-fulfillment through movement to higher and higher 

levels of consciousness, or spiritual growth. The values that help us in this journey we 

term as the desirable values and those which drag us down the ladder of evolution, we 
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term as the undesirable values that should be abjured.  It is not difficult to understand what 

these values are. Various cravings and aversions like acquisitiveness, lust, avarice, 

arrogance, pride, anger, hatred, ill will, jealousy etc. tie us down to the sensate world, thus 

constricting us to the domain of brutes. These are therefore the values to be abjured. 

Universal love, compassion, non-jealousy, non-violence, truthfulness, honesty, widen our 

perspective, give us a holistic vision that sees the whole of existence as the manifestation 

of the ONE – the universal consciousness which pervades the whole cosmos. These are 

therefore the values to be imbibed, the Universal Human Values. This evolutionary 

paradigm, though so evident from modern science, can even be taken as a tentative 

hypothesis to be verified by experience. In either case, it provides a solid foundation for 

the identification of UHV and gives a rationale for their acceptance. 

 

 

Knowing about Values and Imbibing Values 

 

It needs to be appreciated that the classroom teaching can only provide an intellectual 

framework to convince the youth about the need for adopting these values. It can inspire 

them to attempt to imbibe these, but the great difficulty in actually living unto these also 

needs to be addressed. As put crisply by one student during a discussion on value 

education, “ What we need to be told is how to be honest, and not just why to be honest?” 

More often than not, even the people whom we condemn as criminals and unjust, 

intellectually know about UHV, but yet are unable to live unto these, as is brought out by 

the anguish of Duryodhana  in the epic Mahabharata, when he speaks out  

 

  Janami dharamam na ca me pravrittu 

  Janami adharmam na ca me nivritti 

     “ I know very well what the Dharma is, but I am not inclined to follow it. I know very 

well what adharma is, and yet I can not come out of it. ” 

 

The actual benefit of value education would accrue only if the youth are equipped with 

that inner strength which can enable them to overcome this dichotomy. Learning self-
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restraint and the art of purifying the mind of its baser instincts should therefore form an 

integral part of value education. The most effective way to do so is by giving practical 

training in cultivating mindfulness. Such a practice, like the training of Vipassana 

Mediatation as taught by Sh S.N.Goenka11, produces results within a short time and thus 

convinces the youth about the possibility of actually imbibing the UHV. This attitude of 

mindfulness is the key to “know oneself”, truly and intimately, without any pretensions. 

As one realises one’s strengths and weaknesses one can lead a more balanced life, full of 

compassion for others who also have similar weaknesses. The attitude of mindfulness also 

puts inner brakes on rash and aggressive behaviour by slowing down the transition from 

thought to action thus allowing more time for coming to a mature decision. In short, this 

penetrating gaze of bare awareness enables the practitioner to bridge that divide between 

the intellectual knowledge and daily life, reflected in the words of Duryodhana quoted 

above. It also produces many other salutary effects, like increase in mental concentration, 

etc. details of which are explained at length elsewhere14. 
 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 

There is a great need to incorporate value education as a part of the mainstream education 

system, at all levels of education. Education can never be value-free, and in the absence of 

any free discussion on values, the default value system of the society, viz. unbridled 

hedonism, is being willy-nilly passed on to the young generation. However there is a need 

for great care in imparting such education, it should never become didactic, prescribing 

some dos’ and don’ts on the grounds of some moral authority. It is necessary to explain 

the students the rationale behind the universal human values. While the Golden Rule: “Do 

unto others as you wish others to do unto you” seems logical to most young students on 

the grounds of fair play, it is desirable to give more sound basis of the UHV. The 

empirical approach explained above can serve as a starting point for senior students, while 

to college students, well versed in modern scientific discoveries, the approach based on 

evolutionary paradigm may appeal the most. The classroom teaching can only provide an 

intellectual framework to convince the youth about the need for adopting these values. 
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This is absolutely necessary, but usually not sufficient to enable the youth to actually 

imbibe these values.  Practical training in cultivating mindfulness is the most effective, 

scientific and universally acceptable way to do so. Such training can be given to the 

students during their summer breaks and should form an integral part of value education. 

Such a base of value education would naturally motivate the youth to engage in acts of 

social and national service. This would make NSS, NCC etc. vibrant and lively schemes 

where the students would like to participate on their own volition, rather than become a 

‘burden’ to be ‘offloaded’ at the earliest, as these are perceived today.  
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