Stamfordtown: “Where have we got to?”
As we navigate the deeper reaches of the recession, is it time to ask whether we need a different perspective on our society in the 21st century?  In the United Kingdom, many of the certainties which kept modern society in balance have been seriously disrupted. A ‘social contract’ has seemed to exist for much of the last thirty years, the essence of which is that as long as the finance sector produces massive profits to pay for the state’s public efforts in the form of taxes, then the public itself will close its eyes to the huge gains made by individuals in the finance sector. (UK executive pay is now anything up to seventy times average worker salaries and the gap, until recently was growing. ) This unholy contract also stimulated the credit ‘boom’ – Britain has the largest (and largely unsustainable)  percentage of household debt in Europe.
Each of these ‘pillars’ – all dependent on one another – has failed. The massive profits have gone, casualties of irresponsible lending and poor risk management. The public sector is about to take its biggest ‘hit’ in generations and the population is reeling from the effects of the credit crunch; house values have plummeted and credit is difficult to obtain.

In other European societies, Governments may not have handled their economies with the skill of our current leadership but they have got the basics right. Fundamental job protection support has been at the heart of the French and German response. Skills and industries are being protected wherever possible through Government intervention.  In Britain unemployment is streaking up and in particular youth unemployment is in danger of creating a disabled and hopeless next generation.

And yet, in the comfortable, individualistic, ‘me first and always’ society that Britain has become since 1979, there is no widespread energy for a new way forward. Yes, the left has found a new impetus as Compass builds an alternative political viewpoint which is attracting increasing following. But can we say that the debate on a new social consensus is really impinging on the great British majority? At the moment all the people want to do is punish the system, the current Government, bankers, MP’s and any of the other high rollers who have got us into this mess. “Make them pay! Make them suffer too!” is the refrain.
We need to ask some new (or very old) questions. Is it possible to do valued things in new ways while still making a profit? What should a new agenda for engagement look like, one that will inspire individual and collective changes in behaviour, leadership and followership? How do we move from selfish interest to enlightened self and collective interest? How do we develop different ‘takes’ on society, organisations, the next generation and the overall issues that challenges us? (See Essay 1 – “Who needs a moral compass when there is money to be made?”)
Above all, how do we move from a society governed  by:

audit, risk, regulation, checks and balances, authority, sameness. compliance, cynicism, ineffectiveness, suspicion, deceit, misery, passivity, competencies, falseness and explicitness (not all of these are always bad!),
to one which is more closely characterised by:

freedom, choice, innovation, experimentation, excellence, creativity, accountability, willingness, responsibility, energy, protest, trust, happiness, activity, authenticity, flexiblity and resilience. (not all of these are always good).

How do we start the journey? How do we break the cycle?
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