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Dedication

There is no better company than a bunch of academics arguing down the pub. Whatever the subject, they will discourse with passion, pedantry, rigour and ferocious attention to evidence. No statement will go unchallenged. You may wax lyrical about your new face cream, and next time you meet they will have tried it on one side of their face, not the other, and challenge you to tell the difference. Or it will be questioned why on a drug information leaflet, precise statistics are given on the chances of you suffering from specific side effects but no corresponding data on the probabilities of benefit. Or a thought-provoking proposition that if we’d have discovered the peaceful bonobo apes before the more macho chimpanzees, we’d have gone on to become a matriarchal society. Unconstrained by politics or commerce, they will debate freely the extent to which economic growth is compatible with a finite planet. Some academics are co-opted by industry and induced with flattery and first-class flights to dance to their tune. But most are not, and never have they been so necessary. This book is dedicated to them and to the glorious planet Earth upon whom the whole merry-go-round depends.


Chapter 1

I’m Iris Tate, Professor of Moral Philosophy. I’ve published extensively in the academic field, but this kind of thing is new to me. I’ve been told I should start with a bit about myself.

Typically, narrators writing in the first person find an excuse to examine themselves in a mirror and reveal what they see. Usually someone good-looking. If it’s a male author writing as female, she may regard her naked body for a bit too.

I present a cheerful exterior. In my previous position at the Business School, some of my colleagues called me Chip. I’m not sure if it was due to my chipper attitude or my toothy chipmunk smile. I’d love Chip to catch on here, but it doesn’t count if you suggest it yourself. All the philosophy in the world doesn’t protect you from the need to belong. I was looking for my tribe. A bit late in the day at fifty you might think, but a lot’s changed in the last year.

One should reveal character, maybe by saving a cat or something. I’ve done a few of those personality questionnaires – are you introvert, extrovert, etc. I’m always bang in the middle. I seek balance. Someone said it’s because I’m a Libra, but I don’t believe in any of that nonsense.

How do we judge ourselves, anyway? Many like to identify with some kind of label. But words, categories, identities – they’re artificially created boxes. They’re frames on meaning. We exist in a boundless universe of everything, and we put a frame around this or that piece of it and call it a table, justice, bisexual, etc. We then juggle these boxes around, hoping we can make sense of them, and if they don’t add up, we argue. These are frames around an infinity of connections and meanings, so it’s no surprise. They could never add up neatly.

Although if you hope the book will be full of such philosophical ruminations, you will be disappointed as none of that matters now. I’ve been blasted out of my ivory tower. So, here I am, trying to make sense of it all. My story encompasses murder, mystery, ethical dilemmas and the possible end of humanity as we know it. Part whodunnit, part confession, part moral philosophy. I justify the uncommon structure on the basis that we need to rethink how we do everything anyway. But really, it’s because I’ve spent too much time dithering over how to present this – a memoir, a novel, textbook, a guide to how we can flourish and survive? It’s a story, and how much is true would entail a reflection on the nature of truth and we have no time for that because things start to happen. Things happen all the time of course, but the inciting incident, as they call it, occurred when I encountered the dilemma.

*

Staff briefing day in the Business School was a plush affair. We were treated to fresh coffee, comfortable chairs, round tables with jugs of water. In my newly adopted Faculty of Arts and Humanities, we sat in a lecture theatre in tiered, graffiti-marked seats. Some had brought their own flasks. The content, though, was much the same. I’m old enough to feel nostalgic for the days before tuition fees, when they lectured us about innovations in teaching and learning. Now it was metrics and money.

I looked around at my new colleagues and wondered if any of them would become friends. Certainly not the self-important man at the front with the receding hair and suit. His name badge proclaimed him to be Colin, and he was nodding at everything the Dean said. The only familiar faces were my new boss, Jenna, Dean of Arts and Humanities, who stood at the podium; and Percy, Head of English, sat at the end of my row.

I’d met him during my interview. At the time, I’d been so focused on impressing them, I’d taken in very little – other than the suspicious rise of his eyebrow as I listed my credentials. Jenna had interrupted him when he asked why I was so keen to leave the Business School.

I considered them now. Percy’s haughty profile spoke of self-assurance and integrity, and the knitted ‘V’ of his brows indicated a simmering resentment elicited by everything Jenna said. Jenna herself was immaculate. Perfect makeup, glossy hair and colour-coordinated to a degree that indicated either a strong aesthetic sense or an excessive concern with outward appearances. Image over substance, I decided after listening to her a little longer.

On a slide were the criteria every programme had to meet. Jenna sped through the list. ‘Interdisciplinarity, critical thinking, sustainable development goals, decolonisation.’ She paused at the last item, which was spelled out in bold capitals: ‘ENTERTAINING’.

Percy snorted, and I detected a mutter from the colleague sitting next to him – a portly, crumpled man, who, like Percy, had an exasperated air.

‘Next on the agenda are trigger warnings,’ she continued. ‘These should be provided for sensitive or distressing content.’

‘Do I need trigger warnings for my music?’ asked a solemn-looking woman.

Several staff sniggered.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Georgina,’ Jenna said, then hesitated. She turned to Colin, who inclined his head. ‘Actually, yes, best to be on the safe side.’

Colin took to the podium. ‘All those teaching this semester should have their course outline and assignment details posted by now. I’ve noticed that certain members of staff still haven’t done so.’ He looked directly at me.

I projected back what I hoped was a reassuring confidence, but inside I was panicking. I’d put off explaining my circumstances to justify my inaction, because I should have done so in my interview. Then again, it’s not like one can know in advance that the heady delirium of a job change wouldn’t last. ‘Sorry, I really believed the crushing feelings of loss wouldn’t affect my performance, but it turns out I was wrong.’

Jenna moved on to the National Student Survey – or NSS as we knew it. Student satisfaction scores were the metric we all danced to.

I opened my laptop under the guise of taking notes and tried again to map out my module. My previous course had been built around business ethics dilemmas. Arts and humanities students would expect something different, but what? A session on democracy would be topical with a referendum coming up. It would have moral and constitutional implications, and they probably don’t realise how much it matters. My boys certainly didn’t. That was more politics than philosophy, but I could claim interdisciplinarity.

I was distracted by an email popping up, marked ‘urgent and confidential’. I was surprised to see it was from the Crown Prosecution Service.

I glanced around to check no one could see over my shoulder and opened it. 

 

Dear Professor,

I was impressed by your innovative work using students on your business ethics class to assist with ethical dilemmas. Would you be available to undertake a similar consultancy job for me?

Please keep this correspondence confidential.

Kind regards

Robert Ash

Director of Public Prosecutions

 

I replied immediately, asking for details. Within seconds, I received a protected document, closely followed by a separate email with a password: RASH2345#. I checked over my shoulder again, opened the document and leaned forward to read.

 

I am facing a dilemma that warrants a second opinion as the stakes are potentially extremely high. In this case, it’s the young people who have most to lose or gain by any decision made, so it’s only right that they get a say. But not just anyone. I need those who have received some grounding in ethics. I hesitate to say more at this early stage. If you take it on, we will need to move fast. We have a generous consultancy budget, which I’d place at your disposal. If you’re interested, please let me know by return.

 

Young people have most at stake? It will be about climate. And only murder would warrant the attention of the Director of Public Prosecutions? It must be of an important person. No, it would be in the news. Or maybe by an important person. But there’s no dilemma there. We’re all equal under the law.

Lost in my thoughts, I was caught off guard to hear my name and realised the Dean had introduced me. Jenna was going on in embarrassing detail about the money I’d brought into the Business School with my research into ethical dilemmas and trade-offs that had informed algorithms in automated vehicles. ‘This is the gold standard we should all aspire to,’ she said, finishing at last.

I smiled self-deprecatingly and waved a hand, uncomfortably aware of the hostility emanating from the rest of the staff.

The meeting came to a close. I dashed off an email to the DPP telling him I was in and joined the throng of academics lining up for the exit.

I found myself behind Percy, who was holding forth to his colleagues.

‘Trigger warnings!’ he sniffed.

‘You’d think there’d be a clue in the title of my module – Genocide in the Twentieth Century.’ It was the man who’d been sitting next to Percy. From his accent and expansive shrug, I guessed he was French.

I laughed, and he turned around, pleased to have found an appreciative audience.

‘Hi. I’m Iris.’

‘Ah. The hotshot from the Business School.’ The tone was jocular, but his eyes glinted. ‘Marcel.’

‘I’m GG,’ said the woman who’d asked about trigger warnings. ‘I teach music.’ She looked sweet. Petite and compact, with unruly hair and soulful brown eyes.

‘Nice to meet you,’ I said, shaking hands all round.

We edged towards the exit.

‘I’m moderating your course… when it’s up,’ said Marcel.

‘Business ethics! Ha ha. Oxymoron, eh?’ said Percy. 

I tried to smile at the familiar joke. ‘It will be moral philosophy.’

‘Knock over one old man crossing the road or swerve and take out two pedestrians?’ Marcel suggested.

‘That kind of thing, yes.’

‘What should you do?’ asked GG.

I shrugged. ‘The trouble with these hypothetical scenarios is that when there’s no obvious answer, students can give up and decide there’s no such thing as right or wrong. Before you know it, notions of truth go the same way. I flirted with postmodernist ideas in my youth, but I had no idea where they’d lead.’

We came to a halt as a row of staff shuffled out before us.

‘So, it’s you we have to blame for the post-truth society?’ Percy frowned.

‘Erm, well, I’m trying to turn the tide before it’s too late.’

‘How’s that then?’ Marcel asked.

‘I want to make moral philosophy relevant to the big challenges, like climate change.’

We reached the exit.

‘You can philosophise at an iceberg all you like…’ Marcel shrugged. ‘It still melts at zero degrees.’

I located my office on the second floor. I fished for the key and opened the door. Piles of books and journals took up the floor and chairs. I sighed. They’d promised to unpack. Then I saw the shelves were crammed with my books. In fairness, HR had suggested I limit myself to five crates. I’d taken boxloads to the charity shop, but they said there was no call for textbooks that were decades old. The drop in salary was one thing, but the tiny room was harder to bear.

I regarded the philosophy books stacked on my chair. Kant, Socrates, Arendt, Wittgenstein. They’d been my companions, my lifeblood, but what use were theory and hypothetical scenarios now? I collected them up in my arms and hesitated. Wittgenstein arched a superior eyebrow from his collected works. He was right, it would be disrespectful to throw them away. This is just a phase, I told myself and lugged them to the windowsill. Soon I’d have a real-life dilemma to get the juices flowing. Something that mattered more than helping AI algorithms drive cars.

I plugged in my laptop and sat down in my new chair to check my emails. There were plenty, but nothing back from the DPP. I fiddled with the chair to get the right height. I tried a spin and yelped as my shins bumped up against a crate under my desk. An email arrived. It was from Colin subject: UPLOAD FULL COURSE OUTLINE.

I rested my chin in my hands and closed my eyes. Last night had been a bad one. I flopped forward onto the desk and laid my head in my arms. I waved away books to create some space, ignoring the thumps as they fell to the floor. The new environment was no protection and within seconds, the usual images, sounds and smells emerged from the depths to haunt me. I wrestled them back into their box and focused my mind on the imminent deadline.

The ding of an email brought me springing back up to my screen. The DPP had replied. I double-clicked eagerly, then had to scrabble back to find the passcode and tried again. My eyes raced across the screen. I was right. A murder had taken place in a closed committee on climate. I skimmed through the reams of information on climate tipping points, the importance of the rule of law and how normally he’d prosecute without a second thought. It was frustratingly short on detail. Every other line reiterated the need for discretion, so maybe the issue was that the decision on the climate policy wouldn’t stand if the murder became public. Was it a secret committee? What was the climate policy?

A second document outlined the terms of the consultancy. My eyes widened at the five-figure fee. I jotted down notes rapidly, sighing with relief. Inspiration at last.


Chapter 2

I woke up, nightmares still swirling like wreaths of smoke. Usually, I purged them by sitting under a blanket to watch cosy mysteries. What I liked about them was that no one ever minded when someone died. After that, I’d munch through some cereal while watching a climate documentary and then work out my feelings with some cleaning. I’m not one to dwell, so once Fay was gone, I’d ordered a five-litre carton of white vinegar, bicarbonate of soda and some citric acid following the instructions of an eco-cleaning book I’d got from the library. The house smelled fresh and lemony clean. It helped, but not enough.

Yesterday was the first time I’d left my home for weeks. This morning, I couldn’t stay, even for breakfast. I had to share my proposal fast in case the DPP changed his mind.

*

Dear Robert,

I’d be delighted to help. Some variant of the attached module outline would provide students with the ethical toolkit they would need. I can then make their final assignment mirror yours. You need not worry about confidentiality as I use hypothetical but realistic scenarios in all my lectures, so they would have no reason to pick your one out as real.

Kind regards

Iris Tate

Professor of Moral Philosophy



ATTACHMENT: Proposed outline

Lecture 1: Kant and universal moral standards. The idea of the ‘Common Good’.

Lecture 2: Rawls’ Theory of Justice. This provides an objective, yet deeply personal tool for ethical analysis.

N.B., I acknowledge that with the order I am already imposing a kind of bias, and I will endeavour to be mindful of that.

Other lectures would include the following:


	
Utilitarianism: This follows the principle of the greatest good of the greatest number.



	
Cross-cultural and indigenous approaches. Western philosophers are hung up on finding abstract rules that one can follow in all situations. When exposed to just these kinds of thinkers, students can get frustrated with the fuzziness of real-life. Non-Western philosophers tend to be more accepting of how context determines the rightness of decisions.



	
Moral Relativism: This lecture is essential to discuss the case for universal values over ethical relativism.



	
I will include others such as virtue ethics and possibly discourse theory or eco-feminism.

 





The DPP’s response came within moments. I clicked it open immediately.

 

Dear Professor,

I’m happy to proceed but am concerned about the timings. Please call me ASAP.

Kind regards

Robert Ash

Director of Public Prosecutions

 

His tone was abrupt, which didn’t bode well. But I wasn’t new to this game. Everyone always wanted results yesterday. The trick is to get them out of their automatic, get-this-done mode of thinking and pause. They’ll fight it, but you need to slow them down until they get to a moment of stillness. Only then will they be open to seeing the bigger picture.

I took some deep breaths and rang the number.

‘Professor Tate? I—’

‘Oh Iris, please.’ I projected a beaming smile into my voice. ‘Shall I call you Director of—’

‘Robert is fine. I appreciate—’

‘How did you hear of me?’

‘It was an article in the Alumni magazine.’

‘Was it the piece about my self-driving car project?’

‘Yes. It said you’d moved to arts and humanities to teach moral philosophy.’

‘Then you thought, if businesses can crowdsource their ethical dilemmas to students, why not a Director of Public Prosecutions?’ I laughed. ‘Very clever.’

I swung around in my chair and bumped against a crate on the floor.

‘Hmm. Yes, so—’

‘We were at the same university?’

‘I was the year above and in the law school, so our paths didn’t cross, but I remember you from the drama club.’

‘Ah, you saw one of my shows?’ I settled back in my seat.

‘Jack and the Beanstalk. You were very good.’

It may have been thirty years ago, but I still thrilled at the compliment.

‘I wrote it too. Although perhaps I shouldn’t admit that, as the beanstalk was a cannabis plant.’

‘You were the customs guard, so that’s OK.’

I detected a smile in his voice. We were ready.

‘Now Robert, what are your concerns?’

‘I need an answer sooner than ten weeks.’

‘It takes time to build moral literacy.’

I looked up at a knock at my door. Colin peered at me through the glass pane. I waved my phone at him. He waited.

I wasn’t going to speak before Robert responded. A pause was necessary to allow him to process the truth of my statement.

Colin was still there, frowning slightly.

‘Could you use last year’s students?’ Robert asked.

‘I was in the Business School then. The curriculum focused on business ethics. You want the right answer surely, not a fast one.’

‘What would you do?’

Oh. I’d not expected that. I looked up. Colin had gone.

‘What’s the climate policy?’

‘All I can tell you is that it would be transformative. For several reasons, the UK is the ideal testbed, and if it works here, it could catch on elsewhere.’

‘I see.’ I was desperate to know more, but I couldn’t push it. ‘Just to be clear, Robert. You’re not asking me if it would be right to murder someone for a climate policy?’

‘No. The dilemma is whether I should prosecute.’

‘Prosecuting would mean the climate policy wouldn’t go through?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘Losing the opportunity to achieve a low-carbon economy before we pass climate tipping points?’

‘Potentially, yes.’

‘And is the murderer likely to murder again?’ I realised I was saying the word “murder” with relish and checked myself.

‘Unlikely.’

I ran the situation through the ethical rules of thumb I taught my students, but they arrived at different answers.

‘What is your recommendation as a moral philosopher?’

Murder is wrong,’ I began. ‘But we’re not asking anyone to kill one person to prevent more deaths. Just not to prosecute the murderer who seems unlikely to be a repeat offender, and of course it may be thousands, millions, of lives at stake here.’

‘Well?’

‘It’s right to use the students,’ I said. ‘As you said, they have more at stake.’

‘I agree, but how long are we talking?’

‘I’ve not taught arts and humanities students before. I’ll set them an early assignment to get a sense of their ethical reasoning skills, then I’ll know what I’m dealing with, and get back to you.’

We finished the call. I stood up and teetered slightly, feeling lightheaded. It had been a while since I’d eaten. I found a vending machine at the end of the corridor with drinks and snacks. I hovered undecided, looking for something more nutritious than crisps and chocolate, then just stood there blindly, pondering again the exact nature of Robert’s dilemma. A tap on the shoulder made me jump.

I turned around to see Colin.

‘Sorry I couldn’t talk earlier,’ I babbled to cover my half-scream.

‘You still haven’t posted a module outline.’

‘I’ve been busy following up on a consultancy opportunity. It could bring in a lot of money, which should keep the Dean happy.’

I was surprised by a look of dismay which flashed across his face.

‘I had to work on that first as it’s time sensitive,’ I followed up.

‘Then you’d better get your ethics form in.’

I stared at him open-mouthed, realising the implications of his words. How could I have forgotten? I gave up on the snacks and dashed back to my office.

 

Dear Robert,

Before I undertake the consultancy, I must get informed consent from the students. They should know that their answers will have real-life consequences. Please call me if this is an issue.

Kind regards

Iris Tate

Professor of Moral Philosophy

 

The DPP had made the need for confidentiality clear. The odds were slim he’d accept that. The office grew gloomy as I transferred books from the crate under my desk to the windowsill. Is informed consent absolutely necessary anyway? My business ethics students had been told that their answers would be fed into the data that informs algorithms for self-driving cars. The question is whether it would have mattered if they hadn’t. The students wouldn’t be obviously harmed by the omission; it may even benefit them as it’s less pressure.

I found the Socrates mug Lee had given me. Socrates, that ancient poser of awkward questions, might ask: does it deprive them of the chance to grow as human beings in a sense of responsibility and purpose? It probably does, but that seems so tenuous against the immediate benefit of ethically informed self-driving cars. Kant would ask: what if we all took that approach – what then? Then we’d have a nation of irresponsible short-termers who will lead us to our doom. And Kant would gesture towards our current political and cultural landscape as evidence.

I gazed at the mug, longing suddenly for someone real to talk to. I’d hoped that here I’d find more simpatico colleagues.

I headed to the staff canteen and joined the back of a long queue. Percy, Marcel, and GG were eating at a small table. Marcel let out a shout of laughter at something GG had said. She looked perplexed. Percy looked up and caught my eye, then turned back to the conversation. I checked my phone, not wanting to be caught staring. I saw a notification. The DPP had texted a reply.

Please call me.

I left the queue. The campus grounds had several paths connecting the academic buildings with the student union and staff club. I followed a tiny path that broke off and meandered past trees and hedgerows down to a stream. Ahead was a bench by the water, beneath an overhanging willow. It had a suitably secluded feel.

Robert answered straightaway. ‘It’s an issue,’ he said at once. ‘Where does that leave us?’

‘I like the “us” because we’re on the same side,’ I said. ‘We both want to do the right thing. The question is how.’

‘The students can’t know this is a real situation. If it can be passed off as an accidental death, it won’t attract attention, but murder!’

‘And I must put all consultancy jobs through the ethics committee. They will require informed consent.’

‘What if I pay you the consultancy fee privately and it doesn’t go through the university?’

‘That would be against regulations.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’m tempted, but if an ethics professor can’t keep the rules…’

‘Have you come to an answer yourself? Now you’ve had longer to think about it?’

He sounded desperate.

I stared at the stream, tapping my fingers against my mouth.

‘In such situations, context is everything,’ I said eventually. ‘Are you sure the climate policy wouldn’t get through if the murder was discovered?’

‘There are vested interests here. That’s why it’s…. Look, they won’t let an opportunity like that go by. They’ll kill it stone dead. We’re up against the clock—’

‘Icebergs are melting, I know. And you’re positive the policy would make a significant difference?’

‘If you’re fishing for more information, you won’t get it.’

I sighed.

‘It wouldn’t help anyway,’ he said in a more conciliatory tone. ‘So, what do you think?’

I racked my brains again. This was basically a variant of the trolley dilemma. A runaway train is heading down a track towards five unsuspecting workers. No time to warn them, but if you pull a lever, you can divert the train to the other track towards one lone worker. Kill one with a direct action and save five or allow five to be killed by inaction to save one. What would I do if I were really in such a situation?

Five ducks paddled by; their quacks seeming to mock me.

Robert misinterpreted my long pause. ‘Is it about the money? Are you worried you won’t get the consultancy fee if you answer right now?’

‘It’s not that. Although I suppose a five-figure fee does seem a lot for ten minutes work.’

‘Ten minutes backed up by decades of experience,’ he countered.

‘That should be my line,’ I said.

There was a pregnant pause. In Robert’s silence, I sensed a pressure to provide an answer.

‘I can’t use the students without their knowledge.’

He sighed. ‘This is a blow.’

‘I know.’

The nervous energy left my body, and I slumped against the bench. ‘Sorry.’ I hung up before I was tempted to change my mind.

 

I traipsed back to my tiny office. I pushed aside the books on the floor with my foot and sat at my desk. Eleven more lectures to prepare. I felt myself sinking into the chair and stood up. I paced to and fro, talking myself up. They’d loved me in the Business School - except last year of course. The final lecture of my Corporate Social Responsibility module was legendary. I’d donned a wig and made excessive use of a gavel I’d bought for the occasion and put Corporate Social Responsibility on trial. The charges were that CSR was just a public relations exercise and a distraction from more effective solutions such as changing the business legal form, regulation or union power. I pretended to be the prosecuting counsel and provided evidence to show that businesses don’t act in the public interest if it opposes shareholder interests. Then I swapped wigs and played defense. I concluded with a rousing speech for and against. In the early days I’d grappled with the verdict myself, but then it became too obvious to ignore.

My thoughts returned to Robert’s question. It’s a while since I’d had a juicy dilemma. I was obsessed years ago when Wittgenstein appeared to be claiming that all philosophical debate was no more than arguments over definitions. His statement was frustratingly difficult to disprove, and it preoccupied me for longer than it should.

The trolley dilemma was a staple of ethics courses, but I hadn’t given it proper thought for a reason. Philosophy is full of mind traps and unsolvable logical dilemmas that can drive you mad if you let them get to you. Bertrand Russell was a cautionary tale. He’d been thrown by a paradox in his set theory: does a set that contains all sets not containing themselves, contain itself? If it does, then the set would be bigger than itself, which is a logical impossibility. If it doesn’t, then it cannot be the set of all sets.

Wittgenstein claimed to have resolved the paradox in his equation: F(Ou) . Ou = Fu.

Understandably, Russell remained unsatisfied. He was thrown into despair. He’d lost too many loved ones at an early age and couldn’t believe in a deity. Logic was for Russell the one stable foundation, and when he lost that, everything fell apart. Was it the grief that drove him mad or the paradox?

My phone buzzed – a message on the family group chat. I felt the familiar twist in the gut seeing the family photo come to life. It still had all five of us. It was down to three now, but no one had the stomach to replace the photo.

Tom: Hi mum. Gotta skip games night this week. Martha wants me to go to her work do.

Adam: Fine by me bro. Got a party.

The week before, Adam had cancelled.

Mum: OK x

I went home and sat under a blanket and spent the rest of the day eating cereal and watching reruns of Murder in Paradise. Suspects and motives and glorious settings whirled around along with my thoughts. I thought about my boys and why they cancelled. Normal growing away, or did they blame me? I thought about clues and red herrings. Most of all, I thought about the dilemma.


Chapter 3

I arrived early for the first faculty meeting of term. Jenna was at the front with an ex-colleague who’d left the Business School shortly before me. I went over to say hello.

‘Hi Nadal. What are you doing here?’

‘Chip! I could ask you the same question.’

I smiled at the nickname. ‘I moved faculty. What about you?’

‘I’m a consultant now. That’s where the big bucks are – as you showed. Except you had to hand most of it over to the Business School.’

‘Now you get to keep it all.’

‘That’s right.’ He grinned and tapped his pocket.

I hadn’t known Nadal well, but it was nice to see a familiar face. We chatted about old times until Colin appeared to tell me to take a seat.

Reluctantly I looked around for somewhere to sit.

I slid into a free space on the back row next to Marcel, Percy and GG.

‘You’ve blocked off our exit,’ said Marcel.

‘Sorry,’ I whispered, unsure if he was joking.

Jenna coughed loudly. Colin leant over and tapped the microphone, and the chatter subsided. Jenna smiled her thanks at him and beamed around the room.

‘I’m excited to share with you results from the consultancy team we employed to improve our scores on the National Student Survey.’

A slide popped up on the screen: ‘RECORDING OF ALL LECTURES AND CLASSES’. It was greeted by mutters of disapproval.

‘A few have been recording lectures already, but not all.’

Someone waved a hand. ‘Then even more students won’t attend.’

‘That’s what the students have asked for,’ she replied.

‘If we don’t get enough turning up, we can’t make the group assignments work,’ Marcel cried.

‘It’s down to you,’ the Dean said airily, ‘to make your modules interesting enough that they want to attend.’ 

Percy raised his hand. ‘We resent the implication that the numbers are down because of boring lectures.’

Jenna continued as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘We need to move with the times, and away from old-fashioned notions of education. We must entertain – edutainment.’

Percy snorted. ‘It’s not even a word.’

‘Look what happened last time we tried to edutain,’ sniggered a woman near the front. Everyone looked at GG.

‘What was that about?’ I muttered to Marcel.

He shook his head and nodded towards GG, who was looking daggers at the woman.

‘The second suggestion was a rebrand, and I’ll hand you over to Nadal, who led the consultancy team.’

He stepped up to the podium. ‘Thank you, Jenna. We surveyed groups of young people of school-leaving age and piloted images to see which they found most appealing. These are the resulting photos we’ll be using in our marketing.’

He pressed the clicker and cycled through images of shiny students of mixed ethnicities, mostly female, engaging in various activities: abseiling, yoga, mountain climbing, drinking and laughing.

‘We think this rebrand will bring in the students, and then it’s up to you to build on that with fantastic mind-blowing content.’

Jenna beamed at him and started clapping. Colin glared around until a few joined in.

‘Any questions?’ Jenna asked.

‘Where’s the mountain?’ Marcel asked.

‘It’s a stock photo,’ Nadal replied.

‘It’s Ben Nevis,’ said someone, kicking off a jumble of comments.

‘Do we do abseiling?’

‘Any pictures of them learning?’

‘No, that’s Snowdon.’

‘It’s in Italy.’

I raised a hand. ‘Aren’t we in danger of creating expectations we can’t meet?’

‘Trust you to ask the awkward questions, Iris!’ Some of the staff looked around, surprised that he knew me.

‘That brings us back to Jenna’s first point – entertainment. Our focus groups revealed that the more students pay for their degree, the less they’re likely to attend.’

He nodded at the murmurs of disbelief. ‘Intuitively you’d assume that they’d want to turn up to get their money’s worth, but their attitude seems to be, I’ve paid through the nose for this, so give me good service.’

‘Are you saying they think they can pay for a degree?’ Percy boomed from the back.

‘I’m saying you’re competing with a lot of distractions. Social media, online games.’

Nadal spotted me nodding and pointed to me. ‘You could do worse than follow Iris’s example. Her lectures were exemplary in terms of relevance and entertainment. Sometimes too entertaining, eh Iris?’ He laughed then shouted, ‘Guilty!’

I jumped then realised he was referencing my final lecture in the Business School. They hadn’t spent thousands of pounds on a business degree to be told that multinational corporations were murdering the planet. My new colleagues also looked upset - and puzzled.

Nadal blustered a bit, then continued his spiel about the need to entertain and be relevant. He was winning a few over, but most just looked fed up – it’s often the way when faced with unpalatable truths. Still, there’s no point standing like King Canute yelling at the tide to halt. Nadal was right. We could do better. The hypothetical scenarios I set were fun but disconnected. It would be more entertaining to link them up to form a coherent story. That would also provide more context. What’s crucial is not that students can solve hypothetical dilemmas. No one can. They need to know how to apply moral reasoning to real-life contexts.

‘It’s a case of adapt or die,’ Nadal proclaimed.

Colin nodded solemnly from his position next to Jenna.

Die.

The sounds around me melted away.

I felt a tingling at the back of my neck as everything came together.

Robert’s dilemma had all the ingredients. A closed-room murder and high stakes. One person versus the possible extinction of humankind. It would make for a better story if the DPP had something on the line personally. Reading between the lines, I suspected he had. My excitement mounted. The Dean wanted entertainment; the DPP wanted an answer, and I would deliver. Only one thing stood in my way.

Looking around to check no one was watching, I picked up my phone.

Please call me at your earliest convenience.

The phone rang before I’d switched it to vibrate, giving rise to reproving looks from my colleagues. I rushed out, teeth bared in an apologetic smile, phone clasped to my ear.

‘What was that?’ I whispered into the phone.

‘I asked whether you’d come to an answer?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ I said as I hurried out of the building.

‘What then?’

‘We must use the students.’

‘But what about the confidentiality aspect and informed consent?’

‘I won’t accept the consultancy money. Then it doesn’t need to be passed by the ethics committee.’

‘Really? That’s generous of you.’

I demurred, but part of me was a little self-congratulatory.

Looking back, I see I was like a ball-bearing in a pinball machine, pinging desperately from one distraction to another.

*

Dear Students,

I am experimenting with an exciting new teaching method where I will incorporate ethical dilemmas within a murder mystery - a whodunnit if you will. Each lecture will draw upon various moral philosophies. You will have five assignments throughout the course, which will all contribute to your mark.

Chapter 1 of ‘Murder in the Citizens’ Assembly on Climate’ is online. Please read this before the next lecture, so you come prepared to discuss the ethical issues that arise.

Please also find your class timetables attached.

Kind regards

Iris Tate

Professor of Moral Philosophy

 

Before I sent it, I dithered again over the title. It was accurate, but wordy. Murder in the House of Citizens would be nicely topical considering the proposal to replace the House of Lords with a House of Citizens. I remembered Nadal’s caution about entertainment and attendance. It needs to be more dramatic if they are to engage with it. Murder in the Citizens’ Jury? There’s not been a decent jury drama since Twelve Good Men and students are already familiar with the idea of juries.

I added a few lines to my reading to include the various terms, changed the title and sent it.



Reading #1 of Murder in the Citizens’ Jury: Sarah

Sarah ticked off the boxes on the official form.: ‘Notification of Eligibility to chair a Citizens’ Jury. I declare I am free from bias. I have no personal knowledge of the participants. Participants have been selected randomly to represent the general population. I am in a fit state mentally and physically to chair this citizens’ jury. Please check off excluding criteria.’

Sarah ticked her way through, then paused at the last one: Loss of a partner through bereavement, divorce or similar. If she ticked yes, they’d invite her to a follow-up appraisal to test her mental state. She knew this because she’d helped to write the rules.

She could imagine the interview. ‘You split up two weeks ago.’ ‘Did you have to move?’ ‘It must be an upheaval after twelve years.’ ‘How do you feel?’ How long could she keep it together and not give away the anger, the betrayal? She could hear them now. ‘We appreciate your expertise, Sarah. The work you’ve put in to make this happen. Normally we’d let it go, but this is the first citizens’ assembly with real power. We can’t take any chances.’

The work she’d put in. Understatement. This had been her life. Her PhD had been on citizens’ juries in the US. She’d researched citizens’ assemblies in Europe. Co-chaired the Northern Ireland citizens’ assembly on same-sex marriage. Even travelled to Cuba to research their popular councils, where citizens fed back their views on proposed policies. She’d presided over numerous climate assemblies, marvelled at how, when given responsibility, people would take it seriously. Citizens from every class, ethnicity, gender, and age would gather together, and – informed by experts – would calmly deliberate upon the best solutions. Then she’d have to sit by helplessly as government after government ignored their recommendations, focused only on the coming election and their own power-mongering antics. Finally, citizens’ juries had been granted power, but there was that last-minute amendment to worry about. They’d learned from Brexit and included a trial period. If anything went wrong, it would all be for nothing. There was no way she’d let someone with less experience take control. Anyway, in the citizens’ jury, no-one would ask about her personal life. There’d be no triggers, so it wasn’t even relevant.

She ticked ‘no’ and signed the form.

*

Dear Robert,

I have given the students a reading where a character, Sarah, lies on a form. I attach an outline of my lecture which covers the universalist moral position as exemplified in Immanuel Kant. I’ll begin by getting the students to practise applying moral philosophy to lesser ethical breaches before progressing to murder. I will track their moral reasoning skills through regular mini-assignments, and the moment they are ready, I will set them the dilemma as far as I understand it.

Kind regards

Iris Tate

Professor of Moral Philosophy



ATTACHMENT: Lecture extract: Kant and Moral Duty

Later we’ll be debating whether murder can ever be ethical, but before we raise the stakes so high, let’s warm up our moral muscle on a lesser infringement of the rules. Was it right or wrong for Sarah to lie on the form? Can we even talk about right or wrong or is it all relative? We’ll cover this in a later session. Does it matter? Yes. Societies with the highest level of trust, ethics and law-abiding behaviour are the most successful. So, a key concept among moral philosophers is the idea of ‘the common good’. A well-known philosopher in this tradition is the eighteenth-century German thinker, Immanuel Kant. 

He proposed there are universal duties we should abide by derived from basic principles. For example, we have a duty to behave ethically, to be honest, truthful, and so on. Kant also emphasises consistent moral standards. For example, it would be irrational to enjoy living in a safe society where rights to life and property are respected, yet break the law ourselves. 

This kind of thinking gave rise to his most famous principle, the Categorical Imperative: ‘Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.’ In other words, we shouldn’t take any action that we wouldn’t want others, faced with a similar situation, to take. A rule of thumb is to ask ourselves: what if everyone behaved that way? 

Your first assignment is to answer the question: What would Kant have to say about Sarah’s decision to lie on the form?

*

I rushed back to my office straight after my lecture – an extended version of what I’d sent the DPP – and started mapping out my characters: a representative mix of ages, genders and ethnicities. They’ll all be suspects obviously and one would be the victim. The motives would reveal themselves in due course, I was sure. The plot, well that was obvious. Emails piled up in my inbox as I wrote and chuckled as idea after idea presented itself. The students were going to love it.

 

 

 

CAST OF CHARACTERS


	
Director of Public Prosecutions Richard (and family???)



	
Andrew: environmental auditor in the Citizens’ Jury



	
Needles: brought in to do some knitting and create a calm atmosphere



	
Jury members:

  
  	
Ben

  

  	
Devanika

  

  	
Josh

  

  	
Naomi

  

  	
Steve

  

  





*

Dear Colin

I’m worried we got off to a bad start. I wanted to reassure you I’ve hit the ground running. I’m writing a whodunnit as a fun way to showcase ethical dilemmas. It will enable in-depth understanding as students learn to apply moral philosophy in a fictional case. I’m sure they will love it and will show their approval by giving us the high NSS scores we need.

Kind regards

Iris Tate

Professor of Moral Philosophy

 

That done, I skimmed through a flurry of emails from students assigned to the 9 a.m. class, smiling at the variety of reasons why they couldn’t possibly attend. Interestingly, none of the 3 p.m. class were burdened with problems. I paused at a particularly tricky one.

 

Dear Professor

I received the class timetable for your Moral Philosophy module and saw I was in the 9am class. I suffer from mental-health issues, so would need to be in the 3pm class with my friend Zoe Jones. 

Thank you for your understanding.

Emily

 

I tapped my desk and gazed at the email as I contemplated the best way out.

 

Dear Emily,

I’m sorry to hear about your mental-health issues. The later class is already at maximum, but there’s space in the 9am class. Perhaps your friend Zoe would like to switch to the early class to join you.

Kind regards

Iris Tate

Professor of Moral Philosophy

 

I packed up quickly. I wanted to get home in time for games night with my boys. I hadn’t cleaned the place since term started, and I needed to get in some snacks. Colin’s response came as I was shutting down my email.

 

Dear Iris

There’s been a complaint about insufficient time to prepare. Please ensure you post reading materials at least a week before you reference them in your teaching.

Kind regards

Colin.

 

It was 5 p.m. on a Friday. It would take hours to write the next chapter.

 

Boys. Sorry have to cry off from games night tonight. I’m writing a murder mystery for the students – yes I know! Sorry. Mum X

 

I clapped my hands, feeling empowered for the first time in months. I was no longer the sad sap desperate for any scraps of attention. I was an artist constructing her masterpiece.



Murder in the Citizens’ Jury #2: Meet the Citizens’ Jury

Steve

Steve barely glanced at the summons. He was trying to stop his wife from leaving.

‘Ste-efff.’ He lingered over the name. Steve and Stef. He’d played on her delight at the alliteration when they’d first started out. He’d not been in the market for an English Major – he was a practical man, but he’d spotted a softness in her. He’d gone with his gut instinct and it had paid off. She was an asset. ‘Don’t leave.’

‘You only think about yourself.’ She unfolded the crumpled jury summons. ‘You wouldn’t dream of attending, would you? Not unless there’s something in it for you.’ 

He was about to protest when his son entered the kitchen, his brother hovering close behind. ‘Can we have a lift?’

‘For the last time, no!’ he roared.

They retreated rapidly into the hall.

Steve saw the emotion leave Stef’s eyes and knew he’d just blown it. ‘Look, I’ll go to the citizen jury thing. I wanted to anyway, but you said I don’t spend enough time with you.’ He grabbed the summons and signed it. 

‘Good.’ Stef put the form in the Freepost envelope. ‘I’ll post it on my way out. It’ll provide distraction for you when we’ve gone.’

Steve glared at his sons as they followed their mother out. He’d thought the organic farm thing had been the tipping point, but it was the bloody kids. It was their fault. He’d worked his way up the hard way, but they hung around, doing nothing, always wanting something. Take me here, take us there. Bloody scroungers, the pair of them, and now he’d committed to the citizens’ jury. She was right about one thing, though. He’d find a way to get something out of it. 

Devanika

Devanika scrolled through her phone as her husband drove them back from the hospital. The nurse’s words rang in her ears. ‘It’s not your fault,’ she’d said. ‘We’re seeing more fertility issues each year. It’s the build-up of toxins in the environment.’

Her husband was talking about trying again, about whether they could afford it, but she tuned him out. First, she needed to know if the nurse was just being kind. 

‘The nurse was right,’ Devanika cut her husband off mid-sentence. ‘Environmental toxins are causing decreasing sperm count in men, and more miscarriages in women.’

When they arrived home, she waved away offers of food and turned on her PC. She needed a bigger screen. The take-home message was clear. While each chemical on its own passed safety tests, the little research that existed on the likely combined impact was alarming. Car exhaust, pesticides in food, endocrine disruptors in beauty products, and contamination of water supplies by agricultural run-off. Together, the effects were synergistic, producing a combined effect much greater than the sum of their parts. Her grief turned to fury and then to action.

She wrote to the local council demanding they become pesticide-free, emailed each company whose products contained toxins, harassed her MP asking for greater regulation, but it wasn’t enough. When the invitation to the citizens’ jury came, she accepted it immediately. Finally, some power. 

Josh

Josh enjoyed his weekly outing at the refill shop. He rarely went out these days, but the Rice Up cooperative run by the local Buddhist group was cheap and had a friendly, non-judgemental feel. He filled up his containers with a week’s worth of red lentils and brown rice. 

He hung back when he heard an angry-sounding lady berate the staff for running out of organic wheat bran. The excuse that they’d lost their supplier was cutting no ice. He felt his anxiety mount and wished she’d go. She was spoiling the vibe. Eventually she went, and it was safe to pay and leave. 

Josh detoured home via the house that left home-grown produce out when there was a glut. Today there was a box of onions and peppers, and a note saying please eat these before they go to waste. He packed a few in his backpack, feeling almost a hero for making use of them. 

When he got to his bedsit, he boiled the lentils and put on the rice. He chopped the peppers and onions and fried them with some spices. He was dishing up when he heard the letterbox. A brown envelope. He scanned it in a panic, then rang his mum. 

‘I’ve got to go to a citizens’ jury. I’ve been summoned.’

‘What have you done?’ she asked.

‘Not like that, the citizens’ assembly thing.’

‘Oh. Do you have to attend?’

‘I dunno.’ Josh studied the form. ‘There’s a lot to read.’

‘Maybe you should go. Get out a bit.’

‘Shall I sign it, then?’

‘Yes, do you good.’

He obediently signed the form. 

‘Do get extra meds though, babe. We don’t want…’ she hesitated. ‘See what the doc says.’ 

There was a pause.

‘You know my bedsit’s really small?’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘Now you’ve some more space, can I store—?’ 

‘No.’ Her voice was sad. 

There was a moment’s silence.

Josh ended the call, sat on his bed and wept. 

Thirty minutes later, he filled his bong with grass and got himself high. He ate a bowl of lentils and rice, turned on his gaming PC and played Call of Duty for six hours solid.

*

It had taken the whole weekend and Monday morning, but I’d be faster now I’d made a start. I pressed save and uploaded onto the course website. I leaned back in the chair and stretched out my arms above my head. I noticed the time with a shock. An emergency faculty meeting had been scheduled, and it had started thirty minutes ago. I shut down my laptop and dashed off.

When I arrived, the Dean was talking about a hole in the budget and the need for external funding. Colin right next to her as usual. The atmosphere was grim. I stood in the door slightly dazed, still half in my fictional world. It seemed strangely unreal, like a scene in a horror movie with Colin as the ventriloquist’s dummy coming magically to life whenever Jenna looked at him. His eyes followed me as I squeezed past those on the end of the row and slid into the seat next to Marcel.

‘Teaching is just part of our job. We must also be bringing in money from consultancy and research.’ Jenna smiled, her teeth implausibly white against her red lipstick.

I forgot my story and paid attention.

‘The dip in student recruitment means less money coming in from fees. We hope the rebranding will help, but that will take time.’

Colin frowned at the murmurs of protest.

Marcel leaned over to me. ‘Bet you wish you’d stayed in the Business School.’

Percy rose to his feet, an impressive six feet two of righteous indignation. ‘Are you saying that besides being academic scholar, researcher, educator, mental-health therapist, entertainer, and grant writer, I must now add to the list consultant?’

‘All for a salary less than my son’s girlfriend makes in marketing,’ I murmured.

‘What was that?’ Colin asked.

‘Nothing.’

Marcel patted my arm. ‘She said, all this for less than her son makes for his job in marketing.’

I cringed at Colin’s withering look.

Finally,’ Jenna continued, ‘Let us congratulate Colin on his promotion to position of Assistant Dean.’

‘Position of head up her arse,’ Marcel muttered.

I laughed, and he grinned at me.

Colin puffed up at the desultory applause. He went to say something, but people were already getting up to go.

‘He’ll be even more insufferable now.’ Percy stood up and stretched.

‘I loved your comment about earning less than your son,’ said GG, edging along the row to leave.

‘My son’s girlfriend,’ I corrected.

‘Inflammatory,’ Percy’s tone held a note of respect.

‘We misjudged you,’ said Marcel. ‘We thought you were one of the suits.’
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