17th NCVO Hinton Lecture - 18th November 2014 

“WHITHER THE COMMON GOOD?”

To deliver this talk in honour of Nicholas Hinton and Stephen Lloyd is a real pleasure and honour. I knew Nicholas in the last decade or two of his life, acting for him personally and for the charities he led. I admired and liked him greatly. And it is an extra pleasure to know that Deborah and Josie are here tonight.


In the wake of the tragic death of Stephen Lloyd, it is lovely to have Lorna and Toby with us. I recruited Stephen to Bates, Wells & Braithwaite as a raw young lawyer on the recommendation of an old managing clerk in the firm he trained with. My nose for people did not let me down. He became a star, took over as senior partner and led the firm with distinction. He was also, like Nicholas, a man of infectious good humour and personal appeal. 


Both had strong opinions founded on strongly grounded principles. Both were brilliant advocates for the causes they espoused and forwarded. Both had rare personal gifts which greatly enhanced their respective leaderships. Both were true servants of the common good.  I will just add that I like to think that both Nicolas and Stephen could well have said what I am about to say. Here goes. 


As Edmund Burke put it over 200 years ago, “to be attracted to the sub-division, to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the first principle – the gem as it were – of public affections.”   It is my belief that Burke’s fundamental proposition is still true though increasingly disregarded. I shall translate his ‘first principle’ as the ‘common good’.


That phrase has a fusty ring but ‘common’ is a word one can scarcely avoid. From the common law to common lands, from the common weal to the House of Commons, from common sense to the common man, there is no more tell-tale word in our island history. The circumstances of today seem to me to demand that it be revived and taken to heart. To understand how we got to where we now are I need to trace how things have evolved since 1945.


I was brought up in the Suffolk market town and ancient Borough of Sudbury during and after the last war, when life was totally shaped by it. As a little chap whose dad was in the RAF, I was deeply marked by those years, as were my contemporaries. My experiences were I think typical. 


But the residue of two catastrophic world wars was, at least in one respect, benign. To fight and win necessitated summoning up a common spirit with aims which bypassed peacetime divisions of class, money and occupation. Effective performance in war depends on contrasting values – such as sharing, co-operation and an intense commonality of purpose. It still marks out our armed forces and the current memorial events for WW1 evoke powerful reactions even 100 years on.

So, when men and women adjusted themselves to civvy street in 1945 most had no need of sermons on the importance of giving as well as taking; of one person’s life being as important as any other’s; of walking one’s talk; or of only being able to win together. It was obvious to most of them that a good peace required a balancing of personal benefit with the common good and of individual privilege with public duty. It was understood that that, particularly and vitally, embraced the chief citizens of every place, large and small.  If that seems to some a rose-coloured recollection I can assure you that that was the reality nationwide. The drift of my ruminations tonight is that although we may have lost some of our bearings, and indeed are in some ways in jeopardy, we can and will save the day by revitalising those same values and qualities, which lie not far beneath the surface now. Together with qualities such as fairness, tolerance, kindness and straight dealing, underpinned by a spirit of fellowship.

All-in-all the contrast between the town in the 30 years after the war and now is striking yet, again, typical. Although the population in 1945 was about 8,000, half what it is now, the Town had its own Quarter Sessions Court, County Court, Magistrates Court and Coroners Court. It had 2 hospitals, and was responsible for its own gas and water supplies. It effectively had its own Police Force plus responsibility for Housing and Planning. All have now gone.


Worst of all perhaps was the Local Government Act 1972. Sudbury was one of over 300 ancient boroughs in England and Wales which then lost much of their autonomy, and the Town was not even made the capital of the large District Council which swallowed it.
That legislation was moulded by bureaucratic assumptions which took little notice of the impact on citizen’s knowledge of, kinship with and loyalty to the new dispensations. Overall the damage to the common good has been permanent, though the Town has still fared better than many. 


On top of that massacre of powers, which had underpinned the town’s pride and standing, there has also been an unrelated and seismic upheaval in its commercial, public and social affairs – again typical of the country as a whole; again significantly destructive of the common good.

Firstly, many of the places and organisations which traditionally provided meeting places and social centres have been decimated. I talk of the former plethora of pubs, political, sporting and social clubs, dance halls, Masonic Lodges; Rotary, Inner Wheel, and Round Table clubs, and the fraternal organisations – the Ancient Orders of Buffaloes, Shepherds and Foresters. The last - little known today - provided a mutual safety net for members before the welfare state, took in nearly half the working men in the district, and were a formidable hotbed of solidarity and sociability, as were the Lodges. We tend to forget, if we ever knew, how indispensable all those were in terms of social and civic cohesion and identity, providing a real sense of belonging as well as stewardship. No-one was a no-one. Mutual esteem was one of that world’s universal fruits. 


And what of that manifestation of local pride and vitality, the Town Centre? The near-death of the independent local store, run by its owners and often multi-generational, has, we all know, been brought about by the superstores whose usual locations on the edge of towns, symbolise their non-involvement with community life, with Waitrose the exception. It begins to look as if they may have over reached themselves. 

The contrast in communal terms between the independent local businesses and such giant operators and banks could hardly be more stark. The titans have become truly faceless, despite expensive PR and the occasional highly trumpeted initiative designed to manifest local concern. By contrast, the independents were and are so personable and engaged. 


I turn now to “The intensity and universality of materialist influences today which seem … to be close to achieving a cultural meltdown not only in Britain but throughout the developed world. Macho-money-lust (as it is not too fanciful to call it) is intentionally stimulated to generate the competitive aggression widely thought essential for success. 


Hand in hand with licenced greed creeps in corruption. For the value-system which tolerates, even encourages, the one will not be likely long to resist the other if that is necessary to achieve money success. If anyone doubts that, consider the on-rush of tax fiddling and fraud in Britain. Like dry rot it is in danger of spreading silent and unseen throughout the social fabric, here as elsewhere. Where the moral markers have been systematically uprooted, no-one should be surprised that more and more abandon the straight and narrow.


To expect the law to take the place of personal belief and discipline is to expect more than human nature will allow. Yet increasingly the laws of the land provide the only ring-fence for business conduct. Indeed, the nature of the modern public company is such that any other constraint than the law on its affairs is likely to be thought irrelevant, even improper. The owners of it – the shareholders – are effectively an anonymous, rapidly changing, group whose non-financial views the company directors do not know and have no practical means of knowing. The only safe and proper thing, most of them believe, is to assume no view and get on with maximising profits. It was in this context that I heard a leading banker repeatedly impress his audience of fellow Christian business people that they should not allow their Christian values to “infect” (his word) their decision making”.


I have to say ‘plus ca change’, because all that is a quote from a then annual BBC Radio 4 lecture, the Hibbert Lecture, which I gave in 1988. One well-known cleric on the studio panel commented that my thesis was “too bad to be true!” Oh that it was. But this demonstrates how decline in commercial probity and regard for the common good have been on a downward path for decades, and how little we have faced up to it. 

I should just add that the ‘tax fiddling and fraud’ which I complained of in 1988 was then reckoned to cost us £3 billion. By 2008/9 it was £38.4 billion. It’s still rocketing.


We now seem to have reached the worst of all worlds – a society not investing remotely enough in its own values, with a parliament which does not apprehend the limits of its own influence.  How we legislators flounder! On the one hand we pass far too many laws but then compound that by failing to implement them. Thus we have the most swollen statute book in the developed world, allied to a grossly ineffectual enforcement capacity. Note the Public Accounts Committee report in the news today. Our prosecutorial authorities are not just a David facing a commercial Goliath, but a David without his sling, as I said in the Lords a few months ago. For example, not a single director or top executive of a single bank has as far as I am aware been convicted of any crime since 2008 despite tens of billions of fines, which of course the companies pay. Meanwhile hundreds of shoplifters have been put inside. No wonder we have a disillusioned citizenry! This very day I have, for the first time for a long time, sensed that things may at last be changing.


As to laws, our annual output of primary and secondary legislation is typically around 13 – 15,000 pages, with repeals only reducing that by around a quarter. This impacts deleteriously on the bond between the citizen and the state particularly as we do scandalously little in schools to really prepare young people to be equipped with the knowledge, skill and will to become engaged citizens. 


25 years ago, with Law Society funding, I started the Citizenship Foundation. Although we now have connections with over half the state schools, it is a losing battle as the complexity of life deepens and the status of citizenship education in schools declines. If we don’t bother, why should they? So they are disempowered, often with little feel for democracy, whether local or national. We were once famous as a common law country, but of all the words one can use about our legal system today, ‘common’ is the last.

At the root of the noxious combination of problems we face is that we have become a metro-centric country whether one talks of politics, the media or business. Money, sex and celebrity ever more dominate. It is the in-crowd in our capital city which has in a way become parochial in the disparaging sense of that word. To most people they seem so self-absorbed, self-preening even and not much interested in life outside central London. It takes a rape or a riot for Manchester or Liverpool to make the national news these days.

Canvassing at the recent Clacton by election vividly, indeed disturbingly, demonstrated that. Attitudes of voters in the constituency have certainly changed since I first pounded its streets as a hopeful young parliamentary candidate in the 1970 general election. My re-acquaintance endorsed to the hilt the main finding of this year’s Hansard Society’s Audit of Political Engagement, which makes sober reading. Despite the increase in levels of education over the decades and today’s universality of access to information only three in ten people are “fairly strong supporters of a political party,” a figure which drops to 23% for the 18 to 24 year olds. But worse, their conclusion, which fits Clacton like a glove, I quote, “stresses the sense of powerlessness that underpins public attitudes to politics today.”


So many feel excluded from the metro-tent; feel nigh-on anonymous civically speaking; are so disconnected and disregarded that one cannot be surprised that less than 1% of us is a member of the three old parties – less in total than the membership of the RSPB. Over 3 million, mainly young, people haven’t even bothered to register to vote. 


Thus a chasm has opened up on the other side of which stand evermore of our countrymen and women who feel little or nothing in common with the grandees and celebs. And in truth there is less and less which they do share; which they have in common. Yes, on occasion, as with the London Olympics, a residual common allegiance re-asserts itself heart-warmingly. But we soon settle back into our ghettoised lifestyles.

So, in today's increasingly mobile, rootless and distracted society the commonalities are indeed becoming harder to find. If one commutes any distance to work, and many do, there is no time left for anything but family during the week, and little at the weekend for much else. The age-old question, “who is my neighbour,” receives an ever more attenuated reply. Recent academic research indicates that only 15% of us even know the names of our neighbours. That is most acute in cities, which contrasts with Michael Young’s post war study, “Kinship in the East End”, which recorded an intense neighbourliness there. It’s a very different story today, as research shows.

On top of that we move houses and jobs more than ever. And one’s place of work as its own community, which was the norm, is fast becoming a thing of the past.

Although grateful for, as well as amazed by, the development of the web et al it cannot fill the void. Indeed it often functions at the expense of potentially more enriching face to face encounters, quite apart from the way the technology devours time and inundates one with information. It was supertramp W.H. Davies who presciently wrote “what is this life if, full of care, we have no time to stand and stare?” And that was over 100 years ago!

Only last week I sat next to a nice young man on the train, plugged into and engrossed by his state-of-the-art machine. I could not resist asking him whether it affected his relationships. He responded that even when he and his friends go out on a Saturday night, they tend to end up separated by their machines. 

Apart from that, the stress and intensity of modern life for increasing numbers of our fellow countrymen is less mitigated than hitherto by supportive, solid relationships which are integral to more settled lifestyles. It is almost as if instant, 24/7 access via the web to everything and everyone tends perversely to heighten one’s sense of personal insignificance and isolation. 


It is thus of little surprise, then, that with these and other strong de-communalising influences the problem of anomie – the feeling of not belonging – is fast spreading. Research by Robert Putnam in USA which culminated in his well-known book, “Bowling Alone”, was paralleled here by research done by Professor Daniel Dorling and others in 2008 and since, which track a dramatic decline of social solidarity. 


Both academics relate these negative trends to the fast growing earnings/wealth differentials which have reached such obscene proportions. It is no surprise, surely, that when businesses operated within strong communities, the ensuing network of relationships, the local tom-toms, the importance of the employers’ reputation and so on all exerted a moderating influence on differentials.


Perhaps the most invaluable aspect of living in the community is what you learn, like it or not, by rubbing shoulders with others year in year out. Chance can be the greatest enlightener of all. I remember my dear old father telling me late in life how many people he had not taken to at first turned out to be fellow spirits. Such creeping revelation is only possible in community and truly begets wisdom.


I am not sure that there is a substitute for that quality of rootedness, familiarity and continuity. For all the wonders of the Web the contacts made through it are apt to be two dimensional and transitory, resistless to the slightest setback. But the world is changing so rapidly that, who knows, the technology may yet be harnessed to those ends, as Skype shows.  But I still don’t see it. 


But let us look forward in hope. I observe that to give of oneself is so often more creative and rewarding than giving mere money. Directly engaging with beneficiaries usually enriches all concerned. It is also wonderfully infectious as I have witnessed time and again in my 40+ years as a Charity Lawyer. Transformation can follow even a limited immersion in another’s world. Nor is it a question of stooping to conquer, for the interaction can be mystically reciprocal whereby the giver becomes the recipient.


Furthermore, there are happily manifold signs that more people are looking to work for the common good in new ways. Although ethical investment is far from novel, there seems to be increasing discontent with the rabid greed and swelling corruption by which our society – the whole world – is assailed. That provokes a discrimination in buying and investment decisions. It gives encouragement that companies and indeed countries hate being boycotted as unethical.


And then there is fair trade. Many moons ago it took me six years to persuade the Charity Commission to register the Fair Trade Foundation on behalf of a group of individuals, many connected with Oxfam. But, my word, how the movement has developed, and I sense that it, too, is becoming an ever-more powerful instrument of fairness. So it should.


After a steep decline in mutual and co-operative bodies some years back there is now, happily, a strong resurgence. And then, aided by Big Society Capital and the National Lottery Fund, there is expanding investment in social businesses, using novel legal forms, some invented by Stephen Lloyd, who was the leader in this field. A recent concession will allow such investments to be set off against tax which will undoubtedly accelerate their development. 


The shameful failings of the banks leading up to the 2008 collapse which, unbelievably, continued after their bailout by the taxpayer via such premeditated frauds as LIBOR rate fixing, foreign exchange market manipulation, the PPI ramp and on and on, has led some companies and directors to make genuine attempts to refashion their functioning according to different values. That could be the subject of another lecture! One must support those who work for such a vital reformation. 


However, waiting for the government to do everything is not the answer. So much can, and indeed can only, be done by convinced individuals, groups and movements, not least by trying to convert the good people of this land to a committed awareness of the essentiality of personally engaging in furthering the common good. It is indispensable to a good society and for the restoration of trust amongst us, which in turn is the oxygen of communal and civic life. That is particularly so as regards the management and professional classes which have by and large so conspicuously opted out of public, pro bono service. Revival of that tradition must be a key goal. As Chaucer said, “If gold rusts, what will iron do?”

Mercifully, our great and unique engine of public good remains the charity and voluntary sectors. These are still wonderfully vibrant, varied and anarchic. They still reach the parts that the others cannot reach. Charity is still exemplified as much by the local volunteer as by the billionaire philanthropist. It is still organic and walks its talk. Over 1 million of us act as trustees of charities large and small, of which there are around 1/3 million, registered and un-registered, with many thousands still being formed annually. Over half the adult population volunteers during the course of a year. 


In my own home town we have a bi-annual Charity Fair on a Saturday in February. Originally we were expecting to locate a maximum of 80 charities. We were staggered to discover 280, of whom 150 plus take stalls. It would be the same elsewhere, I have no doubt. I should assure you my home town is still a great place.


If I am tempted to become despondent, I contemplate this organic reservoir of common good, which has the imagination, energy and practical idealism to take a lead in countering our pressing challenges. 

Let me end with a true tale which personifies my theme. We talk of ‘the widow’s mite’ but I want to talk of one widow’s M.I.G.H.T. I have known others like her. Some of the mightiest people I have ever met, who do not tick any of the boxes by which convention today measures success, are people wholly out of the public eye who endow their communities with a cornucopia of non-material benefits. Beatrice Brown, my 85 year old neighbour in a little village of 100 souls not far from Sudbury where I bought my first house in 1965, was just such an exemplar. I am sure you have yours.


Falling in love with a horseman in that village at the age of 17, she did an infinity of beneficent things for the common good. She loved the villagers and was loved by them. She brought up her sister’s son and was an ever present source of solace, support and celebration for anything that helped the common life. She once told me she had only spent one night out of her cottage in the 70 years since her arrival there.


It is risky for me to end with Mrs. Brown since for some it will confirm my romanticisation of our past. All I would re-emphasise is that although in most ways we are now indeed far better off, in other vital respects we are not, elusive as they are to capture and quantify. We can and must learn from the past. And things of the spirit don’t show up on any balance sheet or in many history books, things such as neighbourliness, trust, generosity and altruism.


In the time available, and given the breadth of the canvass on which I have been painting, it has not been possible for me to prescribe explicit remedies for the maladies that I have partially diagnosed, let alone those I have not mentioned.  In any event, I am convinced that reformation is far more a job for every person that for the government or parliament. We have for too long pretended that our top-down prescriptions will do the trick. They won’t as far as the common good is concerned, although, as I said, governments have a part to play in areas which I have indicated. Anyhow, your questions are at hand. 

Thank you for listening. Thanks to NCVO, Sir Stuart and his excellent staff, to our Chair. There is a lot to play for. Good Luck!
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