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“Rob, there’s a line, and you have just crossed it” - is a statement that will live
long in the fond memories of the schoolfriends of Rob who were present when it
was made. I'm sure that at reunions of this group, particularly with Stu, my
former colleague present, it will be a tale regaled with much mirth. Stu was the
teacher at the time rebuking Rob. However, doing so with gesticulations and
actually stepping over the imaginary line he had drawn on the ground is the
cause of this incident of some 15 years ago being deeply imbedded in the
memories of this group of friends.

This memory was poignantly brought to mind recently in a series of focus groups
held at my current school around the topic of character education. Poignant
because from my perspective, based on my perceptions and experiences, that
line has morphed into two and the divide between is widening. That gap is akin
to a generation gap, immortalized in society through the ages, often
humourously manifested through anecdotes about musical tastes.

Now, however; and again I must stress in my opinion; that gap spans across far
more serious issues than musical preference, but spans across, significantly,
morality and ethics - the foundation stones of character education. This
statement actually highlights the crux of this rambling of mine, namely what is
morality, ethics and good character and who or what are custodians of these
societal essentials?

This is no new revolutionary question. In fact it is as old as time itself. However,
contextualizing my rambling, I ask it within the terms of the boys only, full
boarding school that I currently teach and am Housemaster of one of 8 boarding
houses each with 70 boys on average. I believe that the 8 Housemasters are at
the forefront of character education in the school and it is on this premise that I
deliberate the “blurred line”.

Where is it? This blurred line, now in my reality, is two lines with blurred
perspectives in between. It exists in our own perceptions and, dare I say,
expectations each generation has of each other. Media and now more
significantly, social media platforms have the major influences on this,
particularly the ever-increasing divide between the generations.

Of course, the huge generation gap must be seen in context. The contextual
reality of each societal group that experiences this generation gap in their own
way is very significant. Also, it must be seen in the economic, social and spiritual
context of each scenario. For me, my spiritual context is particularly relevant and
is one of the main reasons I see the line as blurred because I believe society
becoming increasingly amoral rather than ‘merely’ seeing a decline in universally
accepted morality. A strong opinion indeed but one that is probably best
explored in another rambling.

In a little research, I encountered a few papers that addressed economic issues
and challenges facing the younger generations and shed some light on the matter
for me. Particularly, it is highlighted in an article by Joseph E Stiglitz. He says:



These three realities — social injustice on an unprecedented scale, massive inequities
and a loss of trust in elites — define our political moment, and rightly so.

Servanthood, something we espouse and expect the youth to also embrace is
only paid mere lip service - we oldies perceive the self-centeredness of this
generation to be at the heart of the generation chasm. However, one of the
reasons is their perception of the economic challenges they face. They see where
we are and how, as we expected or perhaps anticipated, but certainly strove for,
have become better off than our parents. Stiglitz highlights the challenges the
younger generation face :

Today, the expectations of young people, wherever they are in the income
distribution, are the opposite.

They face job insecurity throughout their lives. On average, many college graduates
will search for months before they find a job — often only after having taken one or
two unpaid internships.

And they count themselves lucky, because they know that their poorer counterparts,
some of whom did better in school, cannot afford to spend a year or two without
income, and do not have the connections to get an internship in the first place.
Today's young university graduates are burdened with debt — the poorer they are, the
more they owe. So, they do not ask what job they would like; they simply ask what
job will enable them to pay their college loans, which often will burden them for 20
years or more.

Likewise, buying a home is a distant dream.

These struggles mean that young people are not thinking much about retirement. If
they did, they would only be frightened by how much they will need to accumulate to
live a decent life (beyond bare social security), given the likely persistence of rock-
bottom interest rates.

In short, today's young people view the world through the lens of inter-generational
fairness. The children of the upper-middle- class may do well in the end, because
they will inherit wealth from their parents.

While they may not like this kind of dependence, they dislike even more the
alternative: a 'fresh start' in which the cards are stacked against their attainment of
anything approaching what was once viewed as a basic middle-class lifestyle.
These inequities cannot easily be explained away. It isn't as if these young people
didn't work hard: these hardships affect those who spent long hours studying,
excelled in school and did everything “right.”

The sense of social injustice — that the economic game is rigged — is enhanced as
they see the bankers who brought on the financial crisis, the cause of the economy's
continuing malaise, walk away with mega-bonuses, with almost no one being held
accountable for their wrongdoing.

Massive fraud was committed, but somehow, no one actually perpetrated it. Political
elites promised that 'reforms' would bring unprecedented prosperity. And they did, but
only for the top 1%. Everyone else, including the young, got unprecedented
insecurity.

While this is very much an American context, the relevance to our South African
reality seemed very applicable and perhaps poignant to me especially in our
current socio-political context.

So while our generation expects them to follow our line, as blurred as that may
be, they really are focused on their own insecurity in the fullest sense of the
word. Our expectations then are perhaps for them to be like us, to do things the
way we did. However, we are asking that from a different historical (especially
economic) context. We had a secure base from which to launch our quest to have
a better life (perhaps a more comfortable life) than our parents; this generation,
of whom we are so critical in their self-centeredness, have a very different base,
an insecure economic base from which they are able to launch their quest. In



South Africa, the political milieu, which does, in my opinion exacerbate the
economic difficulty, just adds greater insecurity to the Millennials and iGen’s.

We no longer are playing the same game, let alone finding ourselves on the same
playing field. That’s actually okay as long we recognize that and remain confident
that we still have the same goal - doing our bit to create a society or
environment within which we can exercise our right to live and to strive, but not
at the ruthless expense of others. It means we must communicate, communicate
with dignity, integrity and sincere intentions. Also we need a sincere
appreciation and respect of differences. We need dialogue and discussion,
ensuring we don’t only talk but also do - and do with the best interests of our
societal reality at heart.

Nikita Ramkissoon in Mind the (generation) gap, articulates this so well:

All we can with the generation gap is be patient, turn it down, but make
sure there is never silence.
That would be the crime of the century. (own emphasis)
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(apologies for the expletive above, I could not “text box’ it out - MGB)



