Responding to the World

Daniel

I am going to talk about ethical work from a relatively personal angle.  We talk a fair bit about the ethical trading elements of the business and what we actually do as ethical traders. We talk about checking suppliers, living wages, working conditions, environmental impact. We also look at how we make money to give away and the projects that benefit from this. I get a huge amount from looking at all this, but I’m going to look at it a bit differently. 

I would like to touch on why it is important for us, and to look at the motivation that might be behind ethical work. I want to look at what it might mean to us personally, as people who work in an ethical business, and the effect it might have on society.

For me, ethics and consequently ethical work is very much a natural and logical response to the world I see around me.  Recently we have seen a lot of things going on in society and the media. There has been the anti capitalist protests known as the occupy movement, where people have been camping out in public all over the world. We have public anger at banks for making money at the expense of long-term stability. There is frustration with the government and their cuts leading to protests and strikes, not to mention rioting in the streets, rising unemployment and global warming.  Behind all of this, is the backdrop that a big part of the world is suffering from poverty, which has always been very strong with me. Even as a kid I imagined having to watch people I loved starving and dying and wondered at a world where that is essentially normal in many places. I have even seen some of this very close to home. 

All this seems like a logical if rather sad consequence of a kind of rule that society has. 

“It’s fine for me to have wealth and power at the expense of others, so long as its legal and I can get away with it”.

This is a very complex issue and I feel a bit crazy trying to sum it up in one sentence, but that's what I see. This is down one end of the spectrum, but it does seem to be the bottom line. 

It also seems to be a view that success is synonymous with wealth and power.

At worst there is a kind of a-moral attitude here that you should do whatever you can get away with.

Then there is the view that ethics is about what is right and wrong, or lawful and unlawful. I find this a limited approach to ethics, but I will come back to how I think ethical work is more than that at the end.

Another way I would put this is – ‘Take what you can – give what you need to’.

I think this phrase summarises the work ethic that one often finds in the world.

A view that so long as we meet basic expectation we can do what we like; for example 

take stationary, have long tea breaks, take sick days untruthfully etc to name but a few.

This also reflects the tendency to get as much as we can from a situation, a desire for easy money, and easy life. 

Now I know this is not every one all the time. There are a lot of positive people out there, a lot of good things going on, but it’s hard to find a place where these attitudes are not there and they inevitably get passed on. 

I try to imagine living my life like that, remember the times when I have slipped in this direction myself, and I get a gnawing sense of disquiet, it just feels unhealthy. I always found it left me worried and anxious, with a need to justify myself, my life. 

If I imagine a world where everybody takes what they can and only gives what they need to, then it strikes me as being an ugly place, a place where we only care about a few people we need. This is definitely not a world I want to live in. 

The other thing about this culture is that it works on the basis that my sense of right and wrong will be based on the approval of or comparison to others around me. I have had enough experience to know this would be a life built on justifications. 

So I am not happy with this societal model of ethics that is prevalent, and I do see it as something that people are very unhappy with based on what we are seeing in the media.

‘So what do I do about it’?

One option is to protest and campaign. Many people do this and with some clear success.

To me this still feels a lot like asking someone else to solve the issue.

I’m not happy with that either.

So how do I go about striving for something that doesn’t create that sense of discord, something that I can feel pride in independence of others opinion, something that will lead to the world becoming better rather than just my world becoming better?

For me this is where ethical work becomes so important. It is something that not only affects you on a day-to-day basis, but also affects the wider world. It’s the point where you and society mix the most. 

It’s the place where we express our values.

So let's take that phrase from earlier and turn it around. 

‘Give what you can – take what you need’. 

Some of you will be familiar with this phrase and have seen it coming. 

It is used to sum up the support system that many still use. 

For me this elegantly sums up balanced generosity, and balanced business. 

There is a sense of generosity in this, which allows me to move away from grasping wealth for my own benefit and to focus on being of benefit by doing my work. 

The vocational engaged quality this has given me for many years feels like a healthy relationship to work and life. 

For me ethics and ethical work is not just about doing the right thing and being lawful, it's about being proud of how I live my life, not to be compared to others as better, but for myself, leaving me a clear mind that's not caught up in doubts. 

It's about going out in to the world and knowing that in some small way my efforts are giving something back. When I see things that I have a strong response to, be it a harrowing news article or people yelling at each other, I know I can take that energy and put it in to a direct way of improving the world. Before I had this outlet I used to be full of this desire to do something but feel impotent to act. Ethical work for me is about being able to bring this energy for the good to bare, being able to express the desire to help others. 

It's about seeing myself as part of a society, a bigger world and being happy with my place in it. It's about showing others that a business that benefits all can work. 

For me, the quality of life this provides me with is far more important than wealth or power and to me, it's what makes a successful life. 

I see working in this way as being the most natural and healthy way to live, and hope we give many people the chance to do that. 

Windhorse:Evolution as an ethical business addresses a lot of the societal concerns that are prevalent today.  We are tackling consumerism from the inside by making money to give away.

We are not directly tackling the banks but we are showing business with a conscience can work and provide a great service.  We have a very small range of pay scales in a society where the range is very high.

I think ethical work is an excellent way to bring about positive change and is as clear a message to governments as any protest. Often business is what leads change in society for better or worse.

We are providing employment in this and other countries in a time when unemployment is very high.

And in our way we are addressing poverty in poor parts of the world with our ethical buying and social projects.  We are actively tackling issues of society, morality and quality of life while providing lovely gifts.  I think we have a lot to be proud of as a business and a lot of reasons to keep doing it.

Thank you for listening and thank you for being part of evolution.

