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The manacles of ‘common’ sense

George Clark, 05 November 2007

Common sense
 is cultural and I came by my version of it through that process of enculturation known as schooling (informal and formal). I am hard wired to learn language
 but the specific language depends on where and when I was born – and it is the same with culture and common sense. 

I am inevitably a social animal and as such I was programmed to function in a particular society. The programming is needed to make people fit inside their particular boxes but, in times of rapid social change, it is good to have some odd-balls who think outside the box. But the going gets tough when you think differently
.

I grew up in a small town in the rural North East of Scotland where my parents were upper working class. In the 1950s the Protestant work ethic
 still ruled. We children (who were to be seen but not heard) were taught to work hard (no pain no gain) and to respect those in authority – our ‘elders and betters’ who were the ‘good and great’. (eg stand and salute the Headmaster when he entered the classroom!
)

The town was divided into cells each of which was supervised by a Kirk elder
. Big brother watched everything you did, God watched what you thought, and twitching lace curtains showed that old ladies were also keeping an ever watchful eye on affairs. Everyone was watching everyone else – conservative attitudes – “What will people think?” - social glue!

The elders ensured good parenting, and schooling filled any gaps. There was universal primary and secondary schooling by then – 10 years of uniformed clock watching for all – with homework. We learned that people who thought too much were dangerous and that it was not good for ordinary citizens to rock the boat (ie to crack norms and shift paradigms). Society does not need many free thinkers – especially amongst the lowly workers! Schooling might thus have been viewed as, if not indoctrination and brainwashing, then at least as compulsory enculturation into a socially divided society.

From early on I had a nagging tendency for free thinking. I am not clear if this was due to my hard wiring or to my spinster aunt who was a school teacher. The latter supplied an ongoing stream of conversations and books which opened my mind to new human possibilities
 . These gave rise to a romantic urge to rock the boat and thus to inner conflict.

First through reading and archaeology and then through living and working in various foreign cultures, I became convinced that there must be better ways to be human. I did not want to have to break the rules
 but I began to recognise the hegemonic
 forces that were in operation. These forces trapped people in amorphous oceans of ‘common sense’ which legitimated the institutionalisation of inequity and injustice on a massive scale - both within and between nation states
. So what is to be done? 

I saw the need for counter intuition and uncommon sense.  These would be the root of forces of countervailing power to the ‘status quo’ and ‘business as usual’
. 

At that time I was a teacher and still believed in the power of formal education to transform society. But, after major inputs to curriculum development in two very different countries
, I came to see the hopelessness of this cause. It is not enough to change the curriculum; you must also change the patterns of teaching, teacher training, teacher trainer training, examinations, school inspection and, most importantly, the expectations of parents, employers and politicians.  It became clear that formal education can reproduce society but that it is not designed to transform it
.  So what is to be done?

	Stages in the development of consciousness

	magical
	pre-personal
	dependence

	rational
	personal
	independence

	supra-rational
	trans-personal
	interdependence


Logic seems to suggest that if society changes then the education system will follow. So how to change society? Change how people think. So how and what ‘should’ they think? I will briefly sketch an answer
 (see box).

People must shift their thinking from magical, pre-personal dependence as children (and childlike adults), through rational, personal independence as mature adults (and parents and politicians, workers and businesspeople) to supra-rational, trans-personal interdependence as non egoic beings who know the peace that passes all understanding. 

And how is this change, especially the last step, to be achieved? Briefly – through mindfulness. This involves taking time to stand and stare ie to meditate. There are now many well established techniques to help  you liberate yourself
. But turning your mind around remains tough. In the 1700s Rousseau
 noted, "men are born free, and everywhere are in chains." A couple of centuries later that still holds true, but now we see that “the strongest chains are symbolic ones, mind forged manacles”
.

I note with amusement that I still wear the manacles which were forged in the NE of Scotland. I am a grown adult who meditates fairly regularly but I still feel the need for permission to speak, and even to think, out of the box
. It is not acceptable in ‘polite’ company. Despite many years at the cutting edge of national policy debate in several countries I still need a nod from some ‘senior other’ before I commit to, and take responsibility for, a particular line of thought. Note that I then dig in with enormous energy and skill and come up with material that the senior other can trust.  A domesticated and obsessive workaholic. Well worth the shilling
 I am paid. A goodly (Godly?) puritan.

The manacles of common sense are indeed pernicious.

� Just because it is ‘common’ does not mean that it is ‘good’. Antonio Gramsci (1891 - 1937) reckoned that common sense is what imprisons people within hegemonic systems � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antonio_Gramsci" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antonio_Gramsci� 


� ref Steven Pinker (1994) The Language Instinct


� The late Bob Cairns reckoned that, “Happiness is being normal”. Personal Communication.


� The Protestant work ethic is a Calvinist value emphasizing the necessity of constant labour in a person's calling as a sign of personal salvation. Protestants beginning with Martin Luther had reconceptualised work as a duty in the world for the benefit of the individual and society as a whole. The Catholic idea of good works was transformed into an obligation to work diligently as a sign of grace. � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protestant_work_ethic" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protestant_work_ethic� 


� This habit was still alive in the S Sudan in the 1980s


� It is rumoured that the Nazi ten cell system was modelled on the Church of Scotland system!


� Family legend has me reading Bertrand Russell when I was six!


� I wrote a song about this - � HYPERLINK "http://www.toonloon.bizland.com/cureblues/track-03.htm" ��http://www.toonloon.bizland.com/cureblues/track-03.htm� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.caledonia.org.uk/hegemony.htm" ��http://www.caledonia.org.uk/hegemony.htm� 


� ref Jeremy Seabrook (2007) The No-nonsense Guide to World Poverty; NI


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.caledonia.org.uk/hegemony.htm" ��http://www.caledonia.org.uk/hegemony.htm�


� S Sudan and Belize


� Bourdieu and Passeron's work sets out to theorize the relationship between the educational system and social reproduction, that is to say, the ways in which our society `reproduces' the citizens it needs to maintain the status quo. The educational system, Bourdieu and Passeron claim, plays a major role in `reproducing' individuals who will perpetuate the divisions of capitalist society and in ensuring that inequalities pass on from one generation to the next. The educational system played a central role in reproducing class relations but this role was, Bourdieu and Passeron claimed, concealed under the mask of supposedly egalitarian and meritocratic processes. � HYPERLINK "http://www.sunderland.ac.uk/~os0tmc/contem/trente2.htm" ��http://www.sunderland.ac.uk/~os0tmc/contem/trente2.htm� 


� for more on this line of thought see the various works of Ken Wilber � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ken_Wilber" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ken_Wilber� 


� for some US websites that teach the practice of mindfulness (Vipassana) see � HYPERLINK "http://www.toonloon.bizland.com/srds/meditation.htm" ��http://www.toonloon.bizland.com/srds/meditation.htm� 


� Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean_Jacques_Rousseau" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean_Jacques_Rousseau� 


� see Walter Truett Anderson at � HYPERLINK "http://www.srds.co.uk/begin/third_light.htm" ��http://www.srds.co.uk/begin/third_light.htm� 


� psychometric tests indicate an introvert nature (INFP)


� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King%27s_shilling" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King%27s_shilling� 





