The Ethics of Lincoln Social Science Centre

1. Introduction

At first glance, the word “ethics” is a little daunting for some, a bit like the word “economics” say, or “religion” – fairly esoteric subjects that non-specialists might think they should just avoid, and trust what their betters tell them. But ethics is simply about “right” or “wrong”, and most people have a sense of what that is – even if it varies from individual to individual.

Ethics is a vitally important subject, and should be considered in almost every field of human endeavour. It is by its very nature illusive and entirely subjective, not capable of the same rigorous verification required by scientists say, or mathematicians in their daily work. So what follows is simply the opinion of one writer. It doesn’t pretend to be the word of God, if She exists, or some timeless universal law. It’s only an opinion. However, although that opinion is unashamedly biased in favour of the weak and defenceless, which means it’s pretty powerless, it’s also a very long way from being an isolated voice. So the main purpose of this article is intended to open up the discussion on the ethical values of the Lincoln Social Science Centre (LSSC), from an unashamedly humane point of view, to consider what principles and values I believe the LSSC should support, and those I think it should oppose. 
I think it’s essential to have this discussion in the very early days of LSSC’s existence. Those of us who are trying to shape a new and radical alternative to established education need to be sure that we’re all working for basically the same thing, and that those joining us in the future will be left in no doubt as to what it is they’re joining. An unambiguous statement of ethical values, such as that suggested in “exposition” (see 3a below), will provide the backbone for this group’s reason to exist, as well as helping to keep it together when times are hard which, if the LSSC is going to establish a truly radical alternative, will be quite often.
It may also be that the values I express here are not shared by the majority of other LSSC members, that I’m at the wrong party, and the sooner we find that out the better for all concerned.

2. Perspective
So this question of perspective is perhaps the first issue which should be addressed. Ethics is an entirely human creation; so given that there simply are no hard physical laws to distinguish “right” from “wrong”, it’s fairly clear that the thing is decided quite arbitrarily by human beings. Ever since the days of Socrates, and probably earlier, the power and virtue of “rational” thinking – “balanced” debate, has been rightly praised. It is still praised today. However, the historical evidence seems to suggest that truly balanced debates on matters of great importance - such as going to war say, or exploiting defenceless people and animals - are about as rare as verified sightings of unicorns. In other words, the true characteristics of “balance” – such as factual information that supports and opposes any particular proposal, followed by meaningful debate and inclusive balloted decision-making – are almost non-existent, resulting in “balance” invariably being interpreted by power and wealth.
So the reality is, like so many other things we’re led to believe, the supposed virtues of “balance”, as defined by our leaders, are questionable, to say the least. “Balance”, like taxes, is meant for little people, to just accept what they’re told; whilst our leaders are free to exercise as much imbalance and partiality for themselves as they do when deciding what taxes they might pay, if any at all.
It’s quite shocking to discover for the first time the depth of cynicism routinely practised by our trusted leaders. But it’s a very necessary first step for the uninitiated to take. As the labour lawyer and organiser Katherine Sciacchitano recently wrote in reference to the latest economic catastrophe: 
‘The hard part will be unlearning the indoctrination we’ve received about the [economic] crisis, the role of government in the economy, and the free market.’1
The body of historical evidence for this indoctrination that must be unlearnt is quite substantial for those determined enough to look for it. Consider just one quite unexceptional example featuring someone widely considered to have been Britain’s greatest leader of all time – Winston Churchill:
During the Second World War Churchill established a very small, very elitist group of men. This group, called the London Controlling Section (LCS) had just one purpose: to plan the colossal deception campaign that would be used to precede the allied invasion of France. Initially one might suppose that if a group of people were being chosen to plan a massive operation wholly founded on lies, deceit and cunning, the particular skill set required would probably best be found amongst the criminal fraternity – bank robbers, smugglers, fraudsters, conmen and the like… but no, not a bit of it. The people selected to plan the biggest deception in British history were carefully chosen from the very highest echelons of British aristocracy. Writer Anthony Cave Brown picks up the story:
‘The men [of LCS] were, of course, of several minds; but they appeared to be united by a single factor – class. Deception, like intelligence, was the pursuit of gentlemen. (My emphasis) Colonel Bevan, the chief of the LCS, was a son-in-law of the Earl of Lucan and a grandson of the founder of Barclay’s Bank. Bevan’s deputy and the author of plan Jael (codename for the deception plan), Colonel Sir Ronald Evelyn Leslie Wingate, was the son of Wingate Pasha of the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan and a cousin of both Laurence of Arabia and Wingate of Burma. The other members of the LCS… included financiers, politicians, diplomats… Above them all was Churchill himself.”2 (Churchill was born at Blenheim Palace, a grandson of the Duke of Marlborough.)

These men were chosen for their long and well established pedigrees in the ancient skills of duplicity:
‘Britain’s experience in the use [of deception was] longer than that of any other power. For over five hundred years her statesmen and generals had used [it] to establish first a kingdom and then an empire…’3
The good men of the LCS chose for their inspiration the words of one of their noble predecessors, Sir Garnet Wolseley, a former Commander-in-Chief of the British army. His thoughts, written in 1869, were inscribed in a wooden plaque fixed to the wall of their meeting place: 
‘We are bred up to feel it a disgrace ever to succeed by falsehood… we will keep hammering along with the conviction that honesty is the best policy, and that truth always wins in the long run. These pretty little sentiments do well for a child’s copy book, but a man who acts on them had better sheath his sword forever.’4
These words are worth considerable reflection. For we are indeed ‘bred up’ from the cradle to value ‘pretty little sentiments’, such as honesty. Normal people call it morality and prize it fairly highly – but which of us is ‘bred up’ to understand the cynical reality; and when are they so bred, and why, how and by whom?
So although the principles of “balance” and “impartiality” are indeed worthy ones, like honesty, they must be understood in the context of the reality of how these values have always been manipulated by leaders since the beginning of civilisation, which is not very different from how they are manipulated to this day; for the inescapable fact is that very little of the information we receive, from our earliest childhood and subsequently throughout life, is truly balanced.
If it could be shown that the powerful elites who have always controlled society were truly driven by selfless considerations for all living things in general, and their fellow human beings in particular, all would be well. There could be no harm in trusting to these good people to always try to do what’s best for most of us, and allowing them the power and means to do so. But that’s not what history shows us. It shows the exact opposite. In fact, what it shows is an appalling record of Permanent War, permanently sold to the trusting souls who always do the killing and the dying through a breathtakingly cynical manipulation of information, where ruling elites quite deliberately deceive people into thinking their own leaders always act in the people’s best interests, when the only thing that really drives these great souls is the increase of their own power and riches. John Maynard Keynes alluded to this point almost a century ago:

“Capitalism is the astounding belief that the most wickedest of men will do the most wickedest of things for the greatest good of everyone”5.
So given the inescapable fact that “balance” is heavily skewed in favour of these same all-powerful controlling elites, there can be little harm in proposing, in the genuinely reasonable name of “balance”, that the information that determines the ethical values of the LSSC should therefore be skewed slightly in the opposite direction, to favour the weak and vulnerable, and at the expense of the strong and powerful, who are more than capable of looking after themselves. This then, is possibly the first question to decide: should our ethical position lean in favour of the weak and vulnerable, to take a firm and unashamedly humanitarian and compassionate stance? 

For the purpose of this essay I assume it should, and I cite no lesser authority for this position than the Federal Constitution of Switzerland – possibly the least war-like and most democratic country on Earth - which opens with these words:
“The strength of a people is measured by the well-being of its weakest members.”6
3. Ethics and LSSC
Before I started this essay, Jonathan Coope kindly suggested I look at the WEA and Open University websites to see what they have to say on this subject. I did so. They’re quite interesting, not because they’re especially instructive, but because of what is, for me, their fairly superficial treatment of this vitally important area. The current ethical position of LSSC appears on their website in a document titled “Statement of Values”, and also by inference in several places throughout its Constitution (such as in the crucial topic of decision-making, say). In my view these are both fine as far as they go, and are better than what’s provided by both WEA and OU; but a case might be made for suggesting that an additional statement of ethical values would help to give a foundation to the actual work done by the Centre, to give a clear indication of the purpose of LSSC, to help inform which scholars are invited to take part, what curriculum subjects are covered and how they’re structured, and the standards of measurement that are used; in short, our core ethical values should inform just about every facet of LSSC’s work.
LSSC seems to have evolved in response to a growing dissatisfaction with Britain’s social values in general (as determined by the policies of the country’s leaders), and with our accelerating gentrification and corporatisation of education in particular. Therefore it seems logical to propose that the ethical position of LSSC should indicate something that’s the exact opposite of the position of those leaders. I mean, we live in a world where the dominant religion of the day, capitalism, is defined by one of its leading gurus, Andy Grove – one time CEO of Intel – as “shooting the wounded”7; and where someone who was once one of the most powerful people on the face of the planet, Madeleine Albright, when asked to comment on the killing of half a million defenceless children in pursuit of her country’s imperial ambitions, responded: “we think the price was worth it” 8. So when people wonder what exactly LSSC should kick against, I suggest it could do worse than using a plain statement of its ethical values to express opposition to just about everything these great western leaders stand for. 
I feel therefore that in addition to the values already expressed in the Statement of Values and the Constitution, which are mostly fine, the LSSC could benefit from an additional clarification of its ethical stance with regard to the actual work done by the centre. This could comprise three different but related elements: a brief exposition, a slogan, and quotations.
Therefore I submit the following suggestions for discussion:
a. The Exposition

The Exposition should be a fairly succinct summary of the main principles behind the work done by LSSC. It might go something like this:

“LSSC is committed to making the world a happier place by delivering a learning experience that’s very different from mainstream education. We value truth as the purest form of knowledge; and that freedom of the knowledgeable individual, practising respect and compassion towards all living creatures, is the purest expression of happiness. We teach:
i. a different perspective of history, philosophy, economics and our existing power structures - viewing these subjects from a humane standpoint;

ii. alternative models of society based on common humanity, self-sufficiency and sustainable economics, information analysis, rational thought, kindness to all living things; and how our scholars may create a happy world through peaceful persuasion and non-violent resistance to oppression.”
At first glance the aim of a happy world might seem a little trite, but there are a lot of people who would argue that human existence is utterly meaningless if it is not somehow actively engaged in helping to make happier the lives of others, especially those less fortunate than ourselves.

With very few exceptions, the happiness of ordinary people, and our fellow creatures, is something that has never been at the forefront of leaders’ minds – unless there was some political or monetary profit to be had by pretending a temporary concern as an expedient measure to securing those profits (such as our present leaders’ apparent worries about the state of freedom and democracy in places that also happen to be rich in fossil fuels). History would seem to suggest that the only happiness that’s ever really occupied the attention of leaders is their own, and that of their immediate supporters; a point not lost on Adam Smith who, almost 250 years ago, wrote... 
“All for ourselves, and nothing for other people, seems, in every age of the world, to have been the vile maxim of the masters of mankind.”9 
The fact that a genuine concern for the happiness of all living creatures has never driven the actions of leaders, a clear statement from LSSC that this is our primary concern would therefore be a very radical position to adopt. However, it’s also a position that’s almost fireproof: how could anyone possibly take a public stance that opposes an organisation so openly committed to the happiness of all living things?
I can’t think of any better ideal to place at the heart of LSSC’s ethical values than the happiness of others. I believe we should set out to become world authorities on the subject, by teaching how to identify it, attain it, and share it, that it should be treated as a right for every living creature. We should promote the right to happiness in every home, schoolroom and workplace; and show how it may be achieved. Given that our leaders’ regard for the happiness of anyone other than themselves has always been indifferent, at best, and, at worst, positively committed to creating misery and suffering, it’s fairly clear to see that any organisation that’s primarily committed to the happiness of all living creatures will be radical and outspoken for some considerable time – indeed, would remain a thorn in the side of government until it achieves its aim.
b. The Slogan.

I think a short, pithy phrase that summarises the purpose of LSSC is not only possible, but highly desirable. The name Lincoln Social Science Centre is fairly vague and bland, which is all to the good as it suggests that it comprises fairly vague and bland people – safe people - which is just fine. However, its radical position could be suggested with an unobtrusive slogan, to appear wherever our name is written. I suggest something like:
Lincoln Social Science Centre
“Teaching the World to be Happy”
This innocent-looking little mini-statement is in actual fact extremely radical, because it’s the very opposite of the values and policies routinely pursued by our leaders; and it enjoys the added convenience of being very easy to defend – something which no one should be nervous about being associated with. 
If an accompanying logo could be found that captures the slogan, so much the better. Simplicity is the key (think Nike). Something that symbolised a happy creature, such as a smiling mouth, would do it; or something which might be an open book and a smiling mouth:
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c.  Quotations.
A quotation is not a necessary component of an ethical position; but a good one can help. A well-turned phrase by an acknowledged expert in a relevant field can be a powerful tool for swaying opinion, and should therefore be used whenever appropriate (as I’ve done in this essay, for example). We don’t need to confine ourselves to just one quotation. A good quotation is a very effective teaching aid and propaganda tool in its own right, and LSSC could do worse than starting to compile a library of appropriate ones, to be liberally used on documents, complement slips e-mails etc.
As the main purpose of the LSSC is education, it seems that quotations relating especially to education, and which also embrace our ethical values, might be particularly useful. Here are some possibilities:

i. 
“Our first concern, as lovers of our country, 
must be to enlighten it.”10 

Dr Richard Price
ii. 
“When I got out of school I began to learn things.”11
Howard Zinn
iii.

“Not only is another world possible, she is on her way... On a quiet day, if I listen very carefully, I can hear her breathing.”12
Arundhati Roy
iv.

“Men had better be without education than educated by their rulers; for then education is but the mere breking-in of the steer to the yoke.”13
Mechanics Magazine 1823
4. Conclusion
I hope this essay has opened up an essential debate that should, in my view, be crystallised in the early days of LSSC’s existence. Whether or not any of the above suggestions are adopted by LSSC, I think it’s important to have a clear idea of why this organisation exists, and what it’s striving for. This would help to inform and motivate the people we attract by providing a clear direction to all our scholars.
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