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Editorial 

 
 
Welcome to the (late) Spring issue of Self & 

Society. Events have transpired to delay this 

issue somewhat – but I hope it proves to have 

been worth the slight wait. Times continue to be 

tough for us all in manifold ways, and I hope 

this diverse issue provides you with some 

nourishment for heart, soul and mind in these 

challenging times. 

 

For many years I’ve had Morris Berman’s 

inspiring book The Reenchantment of the World 

on my bookshelf; and when it recently dawned 

on me that 2021 is its 40
th

 birthday, and that 

Morris might be a wonderful interviewee for a 

book I’m writing, I tried contacting Morris. 

Within a few days of writing to him, I’d not 

only been given an exclusive article by him to 

lead off this issue of S&S, but he has also sent 

some poetry for the magazine. Morris’s big-

hearted generosity is, for me, what Humanisric 

Psychology is all about, and we’re honoured to 

be printing this enthralling talk, which raises 

searching questions about our routinely taken-

for-granted Western paradigm and cosmology. 

We will also be publishing a ‘retro’ review 

essay of  The Reenchantment of the World later 

this year. 

 

Next in this issue, an old friend of Self & 

Society and leading elder of the Human 

Potential movement, Denis Postle, offers his 

insights on what he sees as a crystallisation 

process in late-modern society, linking to his 

research and leading-edge film-making on 

climate warming and, latterly, Covid-19. Denis 

casts doubt on our oft taken-for-granted 

Enlightenment notion of ‘progress’, and shares 

some strategies for our personal survival – for 

example, ‘find[ing] some form of creativity, 

something that touches your heart, that can 

enable a dynamic connection with the pain and 

hurt of a future thawing of our civilisation’. 

 

Next, Geoff Lamb seeks to take us beyond 

Freud’s Oedipus, advocating a middle way 

between Freud’s sexual theory, and his critics 

who risk ‘throwing out the baby with the 

bathwater’ in taking sex out of the 

developmental and clinical equation altogether, 

or at least radically downplaying it. For Geoff, 

‘it is important to go beyond Oedipus and 

recognise that human sexuality is a vital – 

literally – part of human growth and 

development, rather than something to be either 

feared and controlled or ignored’. This article 

appears at a most apposite time, just as Geoff’s 

new book, Sexual Grounding Therapy, is also 

published (again, to be reviewed later this year). 

 

Next, welcome again to David Lambert and 

Senan Clifford, exclusively sharing a very 

recent and momentous legal experience of being 

found ‘not guilty’ of criminal damage by a jury 

of peers at Southwark Crown Court, London – 

when all legal precedent suggested that they 

would inevitably be found guilty. Covid-related 

Lockdown, and resistance to it, have recently 

generated a notable resurgence of interest in the 

tradition of Common Law and the associated 

unalienable rights for sovereign citizens (as 

against Maritime or Corporate Law); and David, 

Senan and their Extinction Rebellion friends’ 

landmark acquittal can only add to this renewal 

and refounding of such citizen sovereignty 

under Common Law. David concluded his final 

address to the jury of peers (reproduced here in 

full) with these resounding words: ‘Members of 

the jury, all of us in this courtroom are together 

facing a terrible threat to life on earth. Please 

trust to your conscience as we have trusted to 

ours. We acted to save life. If you find us not 

guilty you too will be acting with the same 

simple purpose.’  

 

Next, we welcome back the prolific Elliot 

Benjamin, taking us on another fascinating 

journey into American politics in his article 

‘The Empathy of United States President Joe 

Biden, the Soul of America, and Humanistic 

Psychology’. For Elliot, ‘Biden’s vision of “the 
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soul of America” [is] part and parcel of both his 

own exemplary example of lifelong empathy, 

and of what he believed was the empathy that 

America deep down still possessed’. We read 

also of Biden’s lifelong stutter, and how, after 

his wife and daughter were killed, he wrote: 

‘The pain cut through like a shard of broken 

glass. I began to understand how despair led 

people to just cash it in; how suicide wasn’t just 

an option but a rational option.’ Elliot 

concludes that ‘Joe Biden’s exemplary 

modeling of empathy… is part and parcel of the 

basic foundations of Humanistic Psychology’. 

 

Next year will be the 20
th

 anniversary of the 

death of that most radical of humanists, Ivan 

Illich – and we hope that readers will want to 

contribute to our planned theme issue on Illich’s 

iconic cultural provocations to modernity’s most 

taken-for-granted assumptions and practices.  

   

Next, in the first of two lengthy interviews, 

another wise old friend of the journal Robin 

Shohet takes us on a journey of provocations 

that guarantees to challenge many of our taken-

for-granted assumptions – in the inimitable, 

defensiveness-minimising way that Robin 

always achieves. Touching variously on the 

themes of play, oppositionality, fear, defence, 

projection and transformation, we read, for 

example, that play is ‘something we are’; that 

‘We are all stumbling around in the dark, and 

how can I say my stumbling is better than yours 

to anyone?’; that ‘it does sadden me how much 

our culture has become left-brain dominated’; 

and ‘reduce fear and then playing cannot not 

happen’. I always learn so much from these 

dialogues with Robin – and this searing insight 

has stayed with me ever since we did the 

interview: ‘...those we hate most have the most 

to teach us. And if we believe our projections, 

and do not see beyond them…, then we add to 

the strife in the world.’ 

Another welcome return to the journal is that of 

Extinction Rebellion co-founder, Skeena 

Rathor, who introduces us to her exciting and 

quintessentially humanistic Co-liberation 

project. Taking patriarchy, materialism and 

technocracy head on, we variously learn about 

(inter alia) ‘pluriversality’, intersectionality, 

different meanings of ‘freedom’, and matri-

focal ways of being. For Rathor, ‘we are at a 

choice-point around our collective capacity for 

love. In destroying our first love affair – that 

between mother and child, and then our second, 

that between earth and child – we have 

diminished our capacity for love.’ In a 

provocative challenge to patriarchal culture (aka 

‘the fathers of domination paradigm’), Co-

Liberation is taking us on a journey that is a 

restoration of love, which ‘means placing the 

relationship of mother and mother earth at the 

centre of system transformation work…. Co-

Liberation wants to… take us on a journey from 

scarcity towards abundance, [from] separation 

towards togetherness and belonging, from 

powerlessness towards power, and from 

soullessness to soulfulness’. We eagerly look 

forward to reviewing Skeena’s new book on Co-

Liberation in a future issue.  

We’re a bit short on regular columns in this 

issue, but Miki Kashtan’s ‘The Radical 

Implications of Staying within Capacity’ could 

have been tailor-written for me! (and, I suspect, 

for many others too). Characteristically drawing 

on indigenous wisdom, Miki shows how the 

propensity for over-extension operates at many 

levels, from the personal to the geopolitical / 

global; and the overriding of capacity limits, as 

she calls it, ‘is one of the mechanisms that 

sustain the patriarchal systems that have been 

oppressing all of us for some millennia and 

which now… are bringing us to the brink of 

extinction’. Paradoxically, for Miki we increase 

capacity by staying within capacity; for when 

we stop ‘fighting against the limits of our 

capacity, all the energy that went into fighting 

within self is now available to be channelled 

towards the purpose for which the fight was 

enacted in the first place’. And ‘Undoing the 

internalisation of overriding capacity… can 

have radical implications for individuals, 

organisations and social movements’. Much 

incisive food for thought from Miki, as always 

(and see also the review essay of her new book). 
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I would like to take this opportunity to thank 

Erin Stevens, who due to other commitments 

has had to give up her regular political column. 

We wish her well in her future projects. And we 

hope to welcome back Gillian Proctor’s and 

Dina (Zohar) Glouberman’s columns before 

long!  

 

Next, in a further deepening of our 

conversations about re-imagining the United 

States of America, Christopher Schaefer and 

Kirk Schneider offer responses to Elliot 

Benjamin’s review essay of their respective 

books, published in the previous issue. The 

themes of polarisation and healing in relation to 

both the USA and to modern culture more 

generally are undoubtedly ones to which we will 

continue to return in the journal. 

 

Three substantial reviews then populate our 

reviews section. First, I review Miki Kashtan’s 

new book on group facilitation and decision 

making, The Highest Common Denominator – 

which I describe as deserving ‘the widest 

possible readership within the Humanistic 

Psychology and facilitation fields’. Highly 

unusually, we’ve also commissioned a second 

review of Shoshana Zuboff’s modern classic 

The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, by our old 

friend Faysal Mikdadi, following on from 

Sofia Johansson’s review essay in the previous 

issue. Zuboff’s book has momentous 

implications for our humanistic future, and I 

hope readers will forgive our visiting it again so 

soon. Finally, Geoff Lamb retro-reviews a 

much-neglected book that deserves a far wider 

readership in our field – Lucy King and 

Christina Moutsou’s edited volume Rethinking 

Audit Cultures, from 2010. 

 

Along with AHPB Chair Lucy Scurfield’s 

always-welcome AHPb chair’s page, deliciously 

peppered throughout the issue we have a range 

of rich poetic verse, from poets Morris 

Berman, Polly Howell, Faysal Mikdadi and 

Brian Thorne. Poetry is a great solace and a 

vitally needed shift of register in these troubled 

times – and we warmly thank them all for taking 

us to healing places with their crafted words and 

sensibility to the world.  

 

Akin to the metaphorical painting of the Forth 

Road Bridge, putting one issue of the journal ‘to 

bed’ heralds getting to work almost immediately 

on the next issue! Our next (Summer) issue will 

be number 7 of our online magazine; and please 

do send any writings or ideas you’d like to be 

considered for the magazine to me at 

balancewithheart@protonmail.com. May this 

issue of the journal bring you a glorious balance 

of challenge, delight and awakening to the new, 

in whatever form that might take for you.  

 

Richard House 

Stroud, May Day 2021 
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Is There Life beyond Paradigm?1 
 

Morris Berman 

 
Most people like stories, so I thought that today 

I would tell you one. This story has the added 

advantage of being true. Many years ago, a 

British sociologist by the name of Max Marwick 

moved to Northern Rhodesia, or what we now 

call Zambia, whose tribal people, the Cewa, 

practised a form of witchcraft. In keeping with 

Western academic criteria, Marwick didn’t 

believe that these magical beliefs had any basis 

in objective physical reality. These criteria 

dictated that the anthropologist’s job was to 

study these beliefs from the outside, as it were; 

to learn what the major beliefs or practices were 

and try to figure out why these tribespeople 

believed them. And so he rented or purchased – 

I can’t recall exactly how it was arranged – a 

grass hut in the village, and settled in for a year 

of research, i.e. observation.  

 

There was, however, just one particular problem 

with this arrangement: Marwick wasn’t able to 

sleep. When he subsequently wrote this story 

up, he called it ‘The Case of the Dancing Owls’. 

Every night a flock of owls would gather on the 

ceiling of his hut and hoot and jump around. In 

England, one would simply call an exterminator 

to remove the owls. But this was not England, 

and the Cewa certainly didn’t have any 

exterminators. In addition, Marwick wanted to 

try a native solution, not a Western one, so he 

paid a visit to the local sorcerer. The suggested 

remedy was hardly one he expected. The 

sorcerer asked him if, prior to leaving England, 

there had been any disturbance in his family 

relations. It turned out that there was: Marwick 

had had a rather acrimonious argument with one 

of his uncles, which left him feeling depressed 

and guilty. The sorcerer recommended some 

medicines, to rub into his skin, and added that 

he should write to his uncle and mend that 

relationship. ‘Then’, he said, ‘the owls will 

leave you in peace.’ As you might imagine, 

Marwick did neither.  

 

And here we come to the issue of conflicting 

epistemologies. Marwick regarded this advice 

as absurd. What possible relationship could 

there be, he thought, between his conflict with 

his uncle and the owls ‘dancing’ on the ceiling? 

Rather than try the sorcerer’s remedies, he 

chose to spend his entire time in the village 

living with noisy owls that wouldn’t let him 

sleep. But if we switch out of a Western 

scientific epistemology, to that of African 

sorcery, a very different picture emerges.  

 

African systems of causality place great 

emphasis on social relations, and the Cewa 

attribute negative events to disturbances in those 

relations. As with cats in 17th-century New 

England, owls are regarded as witches’ 

‘familiars’ – animals with supernatural powers 

that do the work of sorcerers or malevolent 

agents. The shaman whom Marwick consulted 

believed that his uncle sent the owls to disturb 

his sleep, in retaliation for the bitter argument 

they had. Hence the logical remedy to the 

situation was to heal that relationship, after 

which the owls would depart. What was obvious 

to the Cewa was essentially crazy to the 

Western-trained sociologist.  

 

So that’s the end of the story, although it does 

raise some interesting questions:  

 

1. Leaving the issue of the sorcerer’s medicines 

aside, did Marwick not write to his uncle 

because this suggested causal connection was 

ridiculous, in his view, or because it might 

actually work?  

2. What would have happened if Marwick had 

written to his uncle, repaired the relationship, 

and the owls subsequently disappeared?   

3. Marwick saw himself as a social scientist, 

and the heart of science is empirical testing. But 

his reaction – a priori rejection of the theory – 

was hardly a demonstration of scientific 

experimentation. After all, he could have tested 
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the theory, but instead he refused to do it. Not 

the best example of scientific procedure, or 

curiosity, it seems to me.  

4. Note that Marwick was willing to cast an 

anthropological eye on the Cewa, but apparently 

had no interest in casting such an eye on his 

own culture. We Westerners have the truth, is 

the idea, so we observe and record the ‘strange’ 

behavior of ‘primitive’ cultures. It never occurs 

to us that, say, Australian aborigines probably 

regard white Anglo culture as weird, if not 

actually insane. In fact, the deliberate ignoring 

of social relations might properly be regarded as 

toxic. (One might add that Margaret Thatcher 

was promoting toxicity in English society – 

which she denied even existed – and did a lot of 

damage to the culture as a result.)   

 

Let me suggest that Western science, although it 

obviously contains much that is objectively true, 

also has holes in it. No paradigm is a perfect 

description of reality; that’s just not possible. 

And once you insist that your own paradigm is 

perfect, you have entered the world of religion, 

i.e. of unquestioning belief. Science can be 

made into a religion like any other paradigm, 

and it was Marwick’s. I suspect that if he had 

written his uncle and the owls then went away, 

he would have had a nervous breakdown. His 

world would no longer have made sense to him, 

and as a result he would have no way to orient 

himself in the world – and no way of knowing 

who he was any more. Mystery and ‘miracles’ 

were just not part of his worldview.  

 

Personally, I don’t find the uncle–owl 

connection all that mysterious, if we are willing 

to credit what we call ‘pre-science’ – magic, 

witchcraft, alchemy, astrology, numerology, and 

so on – with some degree of validity. The 

medieval and Renaissance magical tradition was 

based on what was known as the Theory of 

Correspondences, which said that the world was 

interconnected: that everything was related to 

everything else. In fact, this theory has been 

resurrected in the field of holistic medicine and 

certain branches of environmental science, and 

it is also the ethical basis of Buddhism. Birds, 

for example, start to twitch, to behave 

differently just before an earthquake hits. This is 

well known, especially in rural communities. 

Similarly, they can probably detect disturbances 

in human beings. Marwick was emotionally 

miserable; he was walking around with a load of 

guilt because of his break with his uncle, and 

the owls picked up on this ‘vibration’, this 

disturbed energy. I suspect that if he had written 

to his uncle and eased his soul, the owls would 

have flown away.  

 

The Theory of Correspondences has another 

name: action-at-a-distance, and it is actually not 

that far removed from modern science. Isaac 

Newton’s deepest intellectual attachment was to 

alchemy, and he wrote thousands of 

unpublished pages on the subject. The British 

economist John Maynard Keynes, who 

discovered these pages, declared that Sir Isaac 

was ‘the last of the magicians’; and it was 

alchemy that gave Newton the notion of action-

at-a-distance, which became the basis of his 

Law of Universal Gravitation. Without alchemy, 

we could never have put a man on the moon. 

The Theory of Correspondences, like the Law 

of Universal Gravitation, is based on the notion 

of invisible influence, and this is why the Cewa 

shaman told Marwick to write to his uncle. But 

Marwick couldn’t do it, because a positive 

result would have blown his mental categories. 

Had he regarded modern science as one possible 

view of reality, this would not have happened. 

But for him, science was IT – was religion – and 

thus he was trapped. Better noisy owls and 

insomnia than a reasonable belief in invisible 

forces. To quote the British poet W.H. Auden, 

‘We would rather be ruined than changed’. A 

depressing thought.   

 

Two points I’d like to make in conclusion:  

1. I don’t know if it’s true, but someone once 

told me that the most often-quoted phrase on the 

Internet is from my book Coming to Our Senses 

(Berman, 1989): ‘An idea is something you 

have; an ideology is something that has you.’ Is 

it not possible to cultivate some distance – say, 

two millimeters – between who we are and what 

we believe? This could be the beginning of 
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world peace, when you think about it. Or at the 

very least, an entrée into a more flexible 

understanding of reality.   

2. The reason that we turn ideas into ideologies, 

which is to say into mythologies and religions, 

is that we are afraid of the outside world. And 

there is, of course, much to be afraid of. So we 

latch on to various belief systems, whether 

sacred or secular, to give ourselves the illusion 

of security. But as all paradigms – including 

modern science – are necessarily incomplete, 

this ultimately will not work. There is, however, 

a way out: to accept insecurity and 

incompleteness as inescapable; as central to the 

human condition.  

 

Easier said than done.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Editor’s Addendum 
 

Richard House writes: Heart-felt thanks 

for this wonderful story from Morris, 

whom many readers will know wrote the 

iconic book The Reenchantment of the 

World some 40 years ago this year 

(Berman, 1981), with its core humanistic 

concerns and its concerted challenge to 

our prevailing mode of ‘Enlightenment’ 

scientific consciousness. Later this year 

Self & Society will be publishing a ‘retro 

review’ essay of The Reenchantment of 

the World; and it’s a great honour to be 

featuring in these pages the first recipient of 

the annual Rollo May Center Grant for 

Humanistic Studies in 1992.  

 

I asked Morris a few questions arising from his 

talk and his earlier writings, to help flesh out the 

implications of his provocative contributions to 

this vital cultural conversation about the modern 

world, to which he responded with characteristic 

generosity.  

___________________________________________________ 

 

Discussion 
 

Richard House (RH):  (1) As we write, Morris, 

this is the 40
th

 anniversary of your hugely 

influential book The Reenchantment of the 

World (Berman, 1981). It seems fitting to take 

this opportunity to ask you a few questions 

relating to your 1981 magnum opus. In 

Reenchantment, you write that our aim should 

be to formulate a ‘neo-holistic science’ based on 

a ‘post-Cartesian paradigm’ (pp. 96, 156). I 

wonder how you perceive the situation today, 

four decades on from when you wrote those 

words – and if you think we’re any closer to that 

aspiration today than we were 40 years ago. 

 

Morris Berman (MB): To be honest, things are 

much worse today than when I was writing 

the Reenchantment book in the seventies. At 

least on the surface, things seemed to be 

opening up in a holistic, sustainable direction. 

President Jimmy Carter established an Office of 

Appropriate Technology, and put solar panels 

on the roof of the White House. His 1979 

Annapolis speech, on the ‘spiritual malaise’ of 

America, was a call for Americans to turn their 

backs on unchecked consumerism, in favor of 

deeper values. He invited E.F. Schumacher to 

the White House, and we were awash in a slew 

of books on the need to curb the ‘growth’ 

society, of which the Whole Earth Catalog was 

the most visible product.  

 

With the inauguration of Ronald Reagan in 

1981, just as Reenchantment was rolling off the 

press, all of that was reversed. Why? Because 

Reagan understood the American people in a 

way that Carter did not. All of that alternative 

lifeways stuff blew away overnight, like 

dandelion spores; it had amounted to nothing 

more than radical chic at San Francisco cocktail 

parties. What Americans really wanted, and still 
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want, is More – of everything: houses, cars 

(Janis Joplin’s Mercedes Benz), money, 

expensive wines, private planes, and so on. 

(‘Possessions are a disease with them’ – Sitting 

Bull.) Their interest in holism and sustainability 

was just talk; in the crunch, it was not what they 

really wanted at all. 

 

The year after Reenchantment appeared, I was 

teaching at the University of Victoria in British 

Columbia, and a colleague of mine in the 

political science department, who was much 

more clued into reality than I (or President 

Carter) was, told me that the problem with my 

book was that it never addressed the issue of 

power. Like Thoreau, I had painted a beautiful 

picture; the problem was, where were we going 

to hang it? And I realized: not in this world. My 

colleague was right. 

 

What does it take to produce substantive social 

and political change, as opposed to cosmetic 

(non-)change? Why have things gotten worse 

over the last 40 years? Socialism won’t work, 

because its core values are the same as pro-

growth industrial society – namely, economic 

and technological expansion. What it would 

take is a whole different way of life – what 

President Carter was lobbying for – which 

means different values, different people, and 

even (in the case of the US) a different country. 

And this might happen via secessionist 

movements, in the long run, which I actually see 

as very likely (no empire lasts for ever). 

Imagine, say, Vermont in 2040, as an 

independent region of the former US, in which 

what is valued and practiced is craft, 

community, de-growth, care for the 

environment, and the honoring of human dignity 

rather than the possession of objects. As my 

favorite Brit, John Ruskin, famously put it, 

‘There is no wealth but life’.  

 

Hey, a man can dream. 

 

 

RH:  (2) In Reenchantment, you also write: ‘For 

more than 99 percent of human history, the 

world was enchanted and man saw himself as an 

integral part of it. The complete reversal of this 

perception in a mere four hundred years or so 

has destroyed the continuity of the human 

experience and the integrity of the human 

psyche. It has very nearly wrecked the planet as 

well. The only hope, or so it seems to me, lies in 

a reenchantment of the world.’ (p. 23) I wonder 

how you see the state of the human psyche and 

of the planet today, Morris, and whether you see 

anything happening culturally, spiritually and/or 

politically that gives you hope for our collective 

future? 

 

MB: Since the US is the epicenter of 

neoliberal capitalism and the destruction 

of the environment, and since it will hang 

on to the expansionist paradigm until its 

dying breath, the only hope I personally, 

as an American, see, is the disintegration 

of the country into independent regions, 

some of which might (hopefully) reject 

the industrial-era way of life. In 

Alcoholics Anonymous, they talk of 

change not likely to occur until the 

individual ‘hits bottom’. But what if s/he 

hits bottom on the other side of death? 

That, I believe, is what we are going 

through today. The economist Joseph 

Schumpeter called this ‘creative 

destruction’. We can only hope that as this 

process continues, we shall see more 

creativity than destruction. But there are 

no guarantees. In particular, we shall need 

to be wary of ‘greenwashing’, enterprises 

or projects that ‘talk green’ but in reality 

are out for profits. And I can tell you, 

there’s plenty of that around. (Thomas 

Friedman and Al Gore are outstanding 

examples of this.) In a word, ‘green 

capitalism’ is a con; it’s about capitalism, 

not about green. I’m sure that tender 

shoots exist, and that more will arise over 

time; but we will need to organize ‘Green 

SWAT Teams’ to call out the phonies. 

 

 

RH: (3)  I wonder finally, Morris, whether you 

have a vision of what ‘medical science’ (if such 

would still exist in a re-enchanted world) might 
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look like in the kind of world that you’d like to 

see come into being? For example and 

specifically, how might it differ from the current 

worldview underpinning mainstream medical 

science – both philosophically, and in terms of 

medical practices and conceptions of illness and 

health, and in a way that has sufficient 

credibility in the face of what will no doubt be a 

fierce defence of the status quo by mainstream 

‘normal’ science? I ask this in the context of 

both your and Rupert Sheldrake’s compelling 

work (e.g. Sheldrake, 2012) having been around 

for a long time – yet little if anything seems to 

have changed. Or putting it somewhat 

differently – is it possible to keep ‘the baby’ 

from whatever is worth salvaging from 

‘enlightenment’ science, whilst getting rid of its 

toxic Cartesian bathwater? (I don’t 

underestimate what a massive question this is!) 

 

MB: I doubt I’m the person to address this 

question, since I have no medical 

background or expertise. But one thing I 

do know: somehow, we will have to 

remove corporations (e.g. HMOs) from 

the equation. Again, it comes down to 

issues of power, or entrenched interests, 

against whom a real fight is necessary. On 

the mental level, however, we will need to 

redefine our notion of ‘progress’ in this 

area. Here’s a personal example. When I 

was a little kid, and got sick, my parents 

would call the doctor, who – imagine that 

– made house calls. He would do what he 

had to do, to improve my situation, and 

then my father paid him out of his wallet. 

The fee was reasonable; there were no 

large business enterprises standing 

between my father and the doctor; and 

house calls were hardly unusual, in those 

days. Americans especially, wrote Octavio 

Paz, think that whatever is new is better; 

but this is not merely wrong, it’s foolish. 

Lots of change, of ‘progress’, is 

deleterious. It would hardly be a mistake 

to look to the past, and recapture some of 

the positive things we have lost. That, in 

my opinion, would be progress. 

 

 

Note 
 

1  This talk was originally written in early 2020 as a 

paper for a seminar to be presented to the  

Anthropology Department at UNAM in Mexico 

City. In any event, the seminar did not take place 

due to the covid crisis. It is reproduced here by 

kind permission of the author. 
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Environmental Activism: In Defence of ‘Criminal Damage’ 

 

David Lambert, with Senan Clifford 
 

 
On 12 April 2021 my six co-defendants and I 

appeared at Southwark Crown Court on two 

charges of criminal damage and having an 

article with intent to cause criminal damage. 

Two years before, almost to the day, we had 

carried out an action at the Shell building near 

Waterloo as part of Extinction Rebellion’s 

London protests which started on 15 April 2019. 

We had broken windows at the entrance, poured 

fake oil and sprayed messages about Shell on 

the walls. The action was designed not only to 

draw attention to Shell’s crimes, but also to get 

us in front of a jury, the threshold for which is 

£6000-worth of damage. The reason was that 

we knew that at magistrates level, the law is 

simply administered by rote; there is very little 

scope for magistrates to manoeuvre or take 

account of circumstances. A jury, however, is 

able to deliver a verdict which considers other 

factors than just the law – a perverse verdict – if 

jury members feel strongly enough. 

 

The case did not come to trial for two years, and 

we eventually got notification of our date about 

six or seven weeks beforehand, towards the end 

of February. There followed a fairly frantic 

period of preparation. Up until this point we had 

been in the hands of the solicitors whom we 

contacted at the time of our arrest, and who 

were also representing the Brazilian embassy 

and Home Office protesters in separate cases of 

criminal damage. They had submitted a 

Skeleton Defence on 8 February, and on 3 

March we received the judge’s Ruling on the 

Defence.   

 

In his Ruling, His Honour Judge Perrins said 

that he saw no reason to go against case law 

which was clear, that necessity – that is, the 

argument that the damage was necessary to 

prevent death or serious injury – was no 

defence; however, because there were 20 of us 

and he could not be sure of every detail and 

nuance we might bring, he was prepared to 

make a decision on its admissibility after we 

had given our evidence. He ruled out there and 

then the defences under Articles 10 (freedom of 

expression) and 11 (freedom of assembly) of the 

European Court of Human Rights. The solicitors 

did not include the defence of consent, which 

one of our group wanted to run, nor the defence 

under Article 9, freedom of conscience, which 

the Stop Ecocide campaign has established 

protects a belief in man-made climate change. 

Both these we added in an addendum before the 

trial. 

 

Our solicitors pointed out that once the judge 

ruled out our defences, they would be unable to 

say anything, so suggested that perhaps we 

should sack them either now or possibly after 

we had given evidence. Some of us had been 

thinking of getting legal aid so we could be 

represented, but the Ruling tipped us all into 

deciding to be litigants in person and to 

represent ourselves. 

   

Our solicitors continued to provide support via 

Zoom calls and emails right up to the trial, 

which was very helpful. We also had the benefit 

of advice from a sympathetic QC. Between 

these two sources, and plenty of googling, we 

familiarised ourselves with what a jury trial 

entails and, it’s fair to say, felt quite heartened 

by the understanding that the judge is not the 

judge of the case at all. The jury decides on the 

verdict, while the judge merely advises on the 

law. That sounded like some wriggle-room, 

given that the judge was going to allow us to 

give our evidence, and only after that to rule it 

out as a legal defence. 

 

As we all worked on our evidence, it became 

clear to me that our great strength was that we 

had taken full responsibility for our actions. 

Although we would argue that it was not 

criminal because we believed we had a defence 

in law, in fact the real moral strength of the 
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action was that we did know it was criminal but 

that we were willing to be tried by a jury of our 

peers because we believed that – whatever the 

law – we were justified in raising the alarm 

about the climate. This felt more honest to me, 

not least because in my police interview I had 

blown the ‘no comment’ advice from Extinction 

Rebellion (XR) and had pretty well 

acknowledged that I knew what I had done was 

criminal damage. Of course I knew: who was I 

trying to kid? 

 

So, as well as preparing evidence, we were 

familiarising ourselves with the trial process, 

and learning a lot about how our justice system 

is framed and and run. We learnt that these 

‘defences’ which were being ruled out to us 

referred to agreed routes through the trial/legal 

processes, which are all determined through 

precedent, and which lawyers are bound by. Our 

solicitors had advised us that as litigants in 

person, while the rules also applied to us, the 

court would be obliged to allow us some 

leeway. 

 

We realised that a defence need not be framed 

in terms of those legal constraints.  We learnt 

from our legal friends that in common law, a 

defence is a very simple three-part process: you 

say who you are, what you did, and why you did 

it. And while we would not be allowed to go 

into the ‘objective’  facts of climate change, we 

would be able to give an account of our 

‘subjective’ and honest beliefs, and explain why 

we believed they were reasonable.    

      

This allowed us in court politely to insist that 

we needed to put evidence of the climate 

emergency to the jury, because that was part of 

the beliefs which explained the ‘why’, and that 

those beliefs were reasonable. This was how we 

were able to tell the jury about climate change, 

about Shell’s criminal behaviour over the last 30 

years (and more), and about the Government’s 

failure to address the climate emergency. 

 

Several people advised us not to try to be 

lawyers, and that was a touchstone as we 

discussed our evidence. We were talking to the 

jury, not the judge, and explaining why we 

acted as we did.  We realised that they might 

even be quite interested in understanding the 

‘why’ part, and we realised that to explain why, 

we had to give a summary account at least of 

the science, and why it was reasonable to 

conclude that we had no choice but to break the 

law. 

 

Not trying to be lawyers or attempting to argue 

the law with either the judge or the prosecution: 

that was a wise move. The judge is bound by the 

higher courts, and there is no point bashing your 

head against the illogicality or immorality of 

those rulings. And by not attempting to mount a 

specific legal defence, we left the prosecution 

with very little purchase – they had proved (and 

we hadn’t contested) that we had committed 

criminal damage, yet we still said we were ‘Not 

Guilty’.  

 

Despite the preparation, we had, like any 

amateurs approaching a professional arena, the 

impression that self-representation would be 

difficult and intimidating. In fact, it wasn’t. It 

helped that we were six, and so able to support 

each other in all sorts of ways. But we found 

being tried by a jury of one’s peers is actually 

quite an intimate process. Judge and prosecution 

are peripheral, as you face the jury direct from 

the witness stand. The judge has already been 

through your evidence, and given guidance on 

what you can and can’t say, and also warns the 

jury that if he interrupts, it is not to be taken as 

any form of criticism of what is being said – just 

ensuring it sticks with what is permissible. 

 

Before the trial, we did discuss the possibility of 

disrupting the court with an act of contempt. 

Several XR defendants had already done that in 

the magistrates courts in recent weeks, gluing 

on and accusing the bench of being complicit in 

failing to protect lives. We decided, however, 

that to do so, in advance of a verdict, would be 

to show contempt not just for the law 

(absolutely!) but also for the jury – that is, our 

peers – and the whole focus of our action. We 

had to trust that our evidence of the climate 

emergency, and the truthfulness we each 

brought to our evidence, would affect them. 
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Being up close to the judicial system is really 

interesting. Southwark Crown Court is an ugly 

red-brick 1970s building, devoid of any kind of 

architectural significance, clearly built ‘on the 

cheap’ in what was then a down-at-heel corner 

of central London. It turns its back on its 

magnificent situation on the banks of the River 

Thames overlooking the Pool of London, at the 

heart of the city, and instead faces the rear of 

Marks and Spencers. Unlike the Gothic Royal 

Courts of Justice on the Strand, this building 

aspires to no religious or moral authority; its 

confidence comes solely from its brutish bulk 

on which it risks not one square inch of 

ornamentation. Its design says, ‘I am nothing 

more than a legal processing-unit, a mechanistic 

dispensary of verdicts and sentences’. 

Interestingly, the judge had to remind the jury in 

his summing up that this was a court of law, not 

a court of morals.   

 

My inspiration going into the trial was Lewis 

Carroll. I re-read the end of Alice in 

Wonderland before I went up to London: the 

terrifying authority of the Queen of Hearts, the 

helpless squirming jurors; the madness of it all – 

‘Sentence first, verdict afterwards’; and of 

course, ‘Off with his head!’. I was even ready to 

start my evidence with the King’s instruction, 

‘Give your evidence, and don’t be nervous, or 

I’ll have you executed on the spot’.  In the end I 

didn’t, because actually the process did not feel 

as hostile as that.   

 

But some elements were pure Wonderland.  The 

ruling on our defence, for example, was that we 

would be allowed to present it but that it would 

then be ‘highly likely’ that the judge would 

instruct the jury that it was inadmissible. In 

court, we were advised that we could say our 

action was justified but certainly not that we had 

a defence. We were also advised that we could 

give evidence about our belief that there was a 

climate emergency, but not evidence that there 

was a climate emergency. And after we had 

been reminded that Shell was not on trial here, 

the judge repeatedly asked us to ‘stick to’ 

answering ‘Why Shell?’. 

 

Some of the absurdity came from our accepting 

that we had caused the damage, which left the 

prosecution with little to prove and possibly a 

little non-plussed – after a while, the 

exasperated banging of files, snapping-shut of 

laptops and eye-rolling started to become part of 

the fun. When one of us tried to add to their 

closing speech an apology for having got the 

facts wrong – ‘I meant to say I broke three 

windows, not two’– the barrister objected 

sternly that they could not possibly add further 

evidence at this stage; when another asked 

whether it would speed up proceedings if he 

explained that he had done all the painting and 

damage up on the canopy, he was told that was 

procedurally quite inadmissible. 

 

We accepted that this was not the place for a 

lecture about the climate, and undertook not to 

use the witness stand as a political platform. 

And we also agreed it was not Shell on trial 

here. The judge was clearly keen to make this 

clear, not least because the Crown Prosecution 

Service was breathing down his neck about this 

being turned into a protest event. So I think that 

bought us some good will and, more 

importantly, a little more leeway.   

 

We acted throughout with respect – largely 

fuelled by our genuine respect for the jury; and 

when we did argue a point we were careful to 

keep our cool, which usually meant backing 

down in the end. It wasn’t difficult; the judge 

was always polite and clear; not kindly, but 

patient in his efforts to explain his guidance and 

its reasons. 

 

The prosecution evidence categorically proved 

what we had done, aided by our not contesting 

any of the main facts. We had all waited to be 

arrested – some of us were glued on and had no 

choice – and there was no argument over what 

we had done: the issue of course was why.  

  

So that was over quite quickly, and we then 

each in turn gave our defence evidence. All but 

one of us referred to being signed-up 

Conscientious Protectors, the Stop Ecocide 

campaign’s Trust Fund 

(https://www.stopecocide.earth/) and one of us 
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also ran the legal defence that he believed he 

would have had Shell’s consent for the action. 

While the Trust Fund was found to have no 

legal status, the consent defence was not ruled 

inadmissible and survived to form part of the 

jury’s deliberations.   

 

By the time all six of us had finished explaining 

who we were, what we had done and why we 

had done it, the jury had heard a lot about the 

climate and how catastrophic things really are, a 

lot about Shell, and a lot about the failure of the 

State to protect its citizens. And they had heard 

it not from a barrister, but from individuals: this 

was an emotional process. 

 

The ‘leeway’ we were granted to talk about the 

climate emergency was, we think, crucial in its 

effect on the jury. We gave them the facts on the 

science; on Shell’s historic role, first in 

sponsoring that scientific knowledge, and then 

in sowing doubt about it, creating the whole 

‘climate denial’ issue that has stalled any 

effective action; and we also outlined  

government failures to tackle the emergency at 

all. It was a whistle-stop briefing, including 

sharing the ‘hockey-stick’ curve showing CO2 

emissions. This graphically illustrates how far 

beyond ‘normal’ we are, and which we 

referenced when asking the jurors to act ‘outside 

normal’ in their verdict. 

 

The judge then summed up his legal directions 

to the jury, confirming that there was no defence 

in law, and that they must not be swayed by 

sympathy or emotions, but instead make a 

decision with a cool, calm head. This was again 

pure Alice. The jury’s oath – a copy of which, 

interestingly, they asked to see during their 

deliberations – is ‘to give a true verdict 

according to the evidence’, but a ‘true’ verdict 

was glossed by the judge in his directions as 

meaning having ‘all due regard to the law’. The 

judge had allowed the evidence to be heard – 

and the jury could not unhear it – but he had 

then advised them that it was no defence in law, 

so they had been left to ponder the difference 

between the two.     

 

The prosecution gave a closing speech, saying 

again that it was clearly criminal damage, 

clearly there was no defence in law, and clearly 

the jury must find us guilty. Our closing 

speeches were all different, but we were 

basically all appealing to the jury to follow their 

conscience in deciding on a verdict. We 

emphasised the judge’s directions that their 

decision was on the evidence, and that their 

decision could take all that evidence into 

account, not just the open-and-shut question in 

law. We acknowledged we had no defence in 

law, but were asking to agree that we had been 

‘justified’ and were therefore not guilty.   

 

I have just picked up some notes on our defence 

which I wrote at some point in the weeks 

leading up to the trial. I am amazed by the tone 

– demanding, combative and argumentative 

towards the law. Aggressive over-

compensation, of course. I am amazed because 

by the end of the trial, my closing speech was 

questioning, uncertain and empathetic, and the 

difference marks how much I had learnt from 

the trial experience itself. Meeting the jury had 

allowed me to share my vulnerability and 

uncertainty, and had allowed me to express the 

humility I had felt but which in advance, 

imagining some kind of gladiatorial battle, I had 

thought inappropriate. 

 

The verdict was returned after something like 

seven hours’ deliberation, and we were all 

found not guilty. There is another whole essay 

to  be written about the power of the jury within 

the court system, and the courage of jurors in 

taking extraordinary decisions.    

 

When it was all over, we were naturally 

delighted and relieved. There are of course no 

winners in this outcome: we are all still losers 

against the forces of profit, procrastination and 

obfuscation. Still, while the mainstream media 

could characterise the defendants as extremists 

and / or middle-class hypocrites, it could only 

stay quiet on the ordinary people who had 

delivered their verdict on the climate and on the 

law. The trial is no victory, just a tiny step in 

building public awareness and empowerment 

over the climate emergency, and does reinforce 
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the power and courage people show when 

allowed to take responsibility for their lives and 

make their own decisions for the greater good.   

 

 

David’s Closing Speech  
 

Dear members of the jury, 

As I said before, thank you for being here; thank 

you for all the attention you have given us, 

especially when so much of what has been 

talked about is so upsetting. I am sorry we have 

had to share it with you in this way rather than 

in more sympathetic circumstances.   

 

I had not appreciated what a ‘jury of your peers’ 

really means until you all walked in here, and I 

have to say that I am glad that a verdict on what 

we did is entrusted to you. You are our 

community, and I am glad of it. It may sound 

unlikely standing here in the Crown Court, but 

there is nowhere I would rather be, sharing with 

you what Polly Higgins, the lawyer behind the 

ecocide campaign, called the great work of our 

time. I feel confidence – not about your verdict, 

which is for you alone – but confidence in 

sharing this crisis with you.    

 

For that is what this is. We are sharing this crisis 

with you. By undertaking an action that would 

result in our being judged by a jury, we are 

seeking justice not from the law, but a verdict 

from our community – were we right or wrong, 

was our action justified or not? If the climate 

emergency is what we believe it is, and neither 

the judge nor the prosecution has raised any 

dispute about the mass of evidence on the 

climate emergency we have imposed upon you, 

what then should we do? Were we wrong to 

think that we are being failed by government, by 

business and the media, and – in this specific 

crisis – also being failed by the law? And if not, 

if we are right, then what can we all, as ordinary 

people, do together to remedy that? We are not 

here to insist we know best; we are here to share 

this question with you.  

 

Our case is not strong in law, but we feel it is 

strong in conscience: we would not be here if 

we had not acted on the basis of our conviction 

that we must do whatever it takes to make 

government recognise the emergency for what it 

is – not just a phrase for politicians’ speeches, 

but a barely imaginable horror, no longer on 

some distant horizon, but unfolding in real time 

in the real and beautiful world all around us.  

  

Members of the jury, on the face of it, this case 

is open and shut. With one or two minor 

exceptions, we do not dispute the prosecution 

evidence about what we did, and you have seen 

the evidence. We did intentionally and 

deliberately cause that damage. In law, this is 

the simplest of cases; there is now officially no 

defence, there is nothing for you to discuss. 

   

But I hope that, having listened so patiently to 

all the evidence, you do not find this case open 

and shut. I hope you agree that it is not simple at 

all. I hope that you will decide that you must 

listen to your conscience as we have listened to 

ours, and that you will be in that jury room 

arguing – yes, they did the damage, but yes, 

Shell are the real criminals, yes, the government 

is allowing business as usual to lead us over a 

cliff edge, and yes, the future is being stolen 

from our children and our descendants. And I 

hope you feel like I did in September 2018, 

when I heard that talk about the science: oh my 

god, I had no idea. And so then I hope you too 

will be thinking, what can I do now, with this 

moment I have been given? 

  

You have been told that what we said to you by 

way of defence, or reasons, or excuse or 

explanation is not admissible in law. His 

Honour [HH] has allowed us to give our 

evidence about why we acted as we did: he has 

allowed you hear that evidence, but he has now 

told us, and you, that whatever you may have 

thought about those motives and explanations, 

there is no legal defence for what we did. There 

may be no legal defence, but obviously you 

cannot un-hear all the evidence you have heard.  

      

What HH has not said is that, because there is 

no defence in law, therefore you must find us 

guilty. The prosecution has said you must, but 

that is their job; he has not. He has given both 

you and us careful guidance on the law on the 
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legal framework around criminal damage. And 

you have sworn to give a true verdict according 

to the evidence you have heard. But HH has not 

told you that you must find us guilty because, as 

he has said, he is not permitted to; it is, as he 

has said, for you to decide. You have the right 

to find us not guilty, and in these disastrous 

times, you may feel you have a duty to act 

according to your conscience. The decision is 

yours alone. 

   

You will recall that part of my evidence was 

that the law as it stands is failing to protect us 

and to protect life on earth. I have told you that 

we broke the law because in this area the law is 

broken, and our actions in April 2019 were 

intended to demonstrate that failure. Nothing 

has changed; those temperatures are still rising, 

the weather is still getting more dangerous and 

life-threatening, and the government still has no 

emergency plan; the climate emergency has 

never made it to the government’s famous 

COBRA committee which, if you remember, 

regularly met to decide how to deal with 

coronavirus.  

   

We hope you will agree that the damage we 

caused was negligible compared to the damage 

being perpetrated by Shell. We hope you will 

agree that we acted carefully and consciously, 

with love and with grief rather than with anger 

or malice. We hope you understand that we 

acted solely to raise the alarm; we had nothing 

to gain. We hope you believe that the situation 

is deadly serious, and that you could make a 

difference by finding us ‘Not Guilty’.     

 

I have referred in my evidence to what I know 

about the climate breakdown, and the urgency 

of the threat it poses. That is, the evil I believe I 

acted to avoid. The prosecution has referred to 

this as subjective, as if it is just a personal 

belief, like bananas taste nicer than oranges. I 

hope you agree that the overwhelming scientific 

agreement on the climate emergency, and the 

chorus of eminently reasonable voices crying 

out for action, constitute not just a personal 

belief but a stark and terrible reality. This stuff 

is real; it is really happening: we need 

government and business to tell the truth and act 

as if the truth is real.   

 

Members of the jury, we are all here together in 

a moment of history. Last year, we saw what an 

emergency looked like and what a government 

can do, spending billions to protect the 

population. The climate emergency is covid to 

the power of ten, of a hundred, a thousand. The 

warnings are all around us. We are living in a 

pivotal moment, everything is falling apart. This 

plane we are all on is coming down: do we 

nose-dive, or do we seek ways to prolong the 

glide and find some way to crash-land and save 

as many lives as possible?      

 

While our government – like all governments – 

avoids serious action, what can you or I do for 

our families, for our communities, for 

communities all across the world? All the 

experts say, recycling our rubbish, or buying a 

bike, or even going vegan, is not going to cut it 

– only action at a government scale will work. 

But today, there is something you can do.  

   

Senan has already referred to Winston Churchill 

– how the suffragette, Theresa Garnett, beat him 

with a horsewhip on Bristol station platform. I 

looked it up: as she did it, she said, ‘Take that, 

for the insulted women of England’. He was 

Home Secretary at the time – imagine that! 

Churchill may not have understood the cause of 

women’s suffrage, but he did understand the 

need to act when faced with a real threat of 

death and serious injury, with the rise of Hitler 

in the 1930s. In 1936 he gave a speech in 

Parliament in which he said:  

 
Owing to past neglect, in the face of the 

plainest warnings, we have now entered upon 

a period of danger…. The era of 

procrastination [putting-off], of half-

measures, of soothing and baffling expedients 

[manoeuvres], of delays, is coming to its 

close. In its place we are entering a period of 

consequences…. We cannot avoid this period; 

we are in it now. 
 

We cannot avoid it, we are in that period of 

consequences right now. What do we do, what 
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do we all do – you, me, His Honour, Ms Wilson 

and Ms Matthews?      

 

Members of the jury, all of us in this courtroom 

are together facing a terrible threat to life on 

earth. Please trust to your conscience as we have 

trusted to ours. We acted to save life. If you find 

us not guilty, you too will be acting with the 

same simple purpose.   

 

About the contributors 
                                                     

David Lambert is a historian 

and landscape consultant.  In 

2016 he helped set up Politics 

Kitchen in Stroud, inspired 

by the ideas of active 

listening and a new way of 

doing politics.  In 2018 he 
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about climate change and  
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Senan Clifford is an 

Extinction Rebellion activist, 

who has been interested and 

involved in men’s work for 

30 years; everything from 

men’s groups to domestic-

violence projects, ‘rites of 

passage’ events to social 

history. During this time, he has also been a 

carpenter, and school teacher, a designer and 

craftsman; and now, having just turned 60 years old, 

is at last writing his book about patriarchy and men.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SOME HUMANISTIC WISDOM 
 

“But man is a part of nature, and his war against nature is inevitably a war against himself.” 

 

Rachel Carson, 1907–1964 
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THE MIKI KASHTAN COLUMN 

The Radical Implications of Staying within Capacity 

 

by Miki Kashtan 
 

Teaching, reading, and writing for a post-patriarchal future 

 
Like most people I know, and know of, who are 

mobilised towards a vision of a transformed 

world, for decades I have overridden my limits 

and stretched beyond capacity. Even after 

reading and sharing with others many times the 

famous quotation from Thomas Merton,
1
 I still 

didn’t imagine any possibility other than 

continuing to do so for as long as I could. I kept 

imagining that I was doing it in response to 

accurate assessment of the capacity around me 

and within me. I also believed that in doing so, I 

was embodying one of the deep principles of 

non-violence: that we will always choose to 

absorb impacts rather than passing them on to 

others.  

A few interrelated factors led to gradually 

loosening the grip of this conviction, and 

bringing in a softer perspective towards my own 

and others’ capacity limits. One was a growing 

awareness that I wasn’t sufficiently applying my 

own teachings to myself, and thus feeling 

unease about integrity. Another was repeated 

evidence of important negative consequences of 

functioning in this way. A final one was seeing 

the cumulative impacts on me.  

I have come to believe that overriding capacity 

limits is one of the mechanisms that sustain the 

patriarchal systems that have been oppressing 

all of us for some millennia and which, now, 

through the particular manifestation of 

capitalism and the blatant overriding of the 

capacity limits of the planet, are bringing us to 

the brink of extinction.  

All systems of oppression are based on taking 

from some and giving to others, and this could 

not be done without stretching at least some of 

us beyond our real capacity. The more 

‘willingly’ we do the overstretching, the less 

force needs to be used to keep the system going. 

Fear of force is one of the initial reasons we 

accept, early in life, the difficult options given 

to us within existing social arrangements. 

Undoing the internalisation of overriding 

capacity, then, can have radical implications for 

individuals, organisations and social 

movements.   

Limits to Capacity 

My best understanding of indigenous wisdom 

rests on deep trust in life that if everyone takes 

what they need, not more and not less, and if 

everyone gives what they have, not more and 

not less, life sustains itself. Everyone, as I 

understand it, goes far further than human life, 

including in particular plants and animals. This 

honouring of limits means, for example, 

harvesting no more than half of what’s available 

in a field so as to sustain its capacity to renew 

over time. It is such practices that befuddled the 

European settlers who came to California, for 

example, and saw an abundance of food without 

the intensive farming techniques then used in 

Europe which have depleted, by now, the 

overwhelming majority of topsoil around the 

world, turning much previously fertile lands into 

total desert.  

 

I see these principles of honouring limits as an 

aspect of reverence for life, often coupled with a 

gentle attitude towards ourselves and each other. 

Early accounts of European settlers are full of 

references to kindness and generosity in the 

people they encountered. For me, both the 

abundance and the kindness emerge from the 

total willingness to recognise that every living 
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form was given gifts and is precious in exactly 

how it is.  

 

Patriarchal societies, including our own modern 

capitalist societies, are based on forcing living 

beings, including both humans and non-human 

life, to conform to practices of extraction that 

are rooted in mistrust of life and that lead to 

ongoing scarcity, separation, and powerlessness. 

Any time we ourselves participate in these acts 

of forcing – either others or even ourselves – to 

go beyond the limits of our capacity, we 

reinforce the existing social order. Any time we 

choose, instead, to honour the limits of our own 

and others’ capacity, we realign with life, on 

however small a scale.   

 

This means finding ways to assess what our 

own and others’ capacity actually is, which, 

given the immense normative push for ‘more’, 

is in itself an act of courage and liberation. It 

also means, then, accepting those limits instead 

of forcing and pushing based on internalising 

the harshness of patriarchal culture. There are 

no shortcuts on this road, and it requires an 

exacting ongoing practice of mourning: both the 

limitations themselves, and the harshness 

imposed on us to override them.  

 

We cannot do this in isolation, as individuals. 

We can only do this within relationships, and 

within an awareness of the systemic dimensions 

of the challenge we are facing. Especially in 

modern, individualistic societies, recognising 

limits to our own capacity means having to rely 

on others and on the grace of life to attend to 

our needs, something most of us have been 

trained out of. It also means giving others the 

information about our limits as a form of care 

for the impacts of that limit on others. It’s only 

within a collective awareness of all the 

capacities within a community, for example, 

that we can care for our collective capacity well 

enough to attend to our needs optimally.  

Increasing Capacity by Staying within 

Capacity 

Paradoxically, once we are able to accept the 

limits to our capacity and operate only within 

them, our capacity, both individually and 

collectively, can increase. This can happen in at 

least two ways. Individually, the moment any of 

us stops fighting against the limits of our 

capacity, all the energy that went into fighting 

within self is now available to be channelled 

towards the purpose for which the fight was 

enacted in the first place. Recognising the 

limits, mourning, and bringing tenderness to our 

limits also creates more willingness to receive 

support, as well as to adapt to our limitations by 

creating structures around capacity, which, 

again, allows us to stretch further without the 

same effort.  

 

While I enjoy watching myself and others 

increase capacity in this way, I am even more in 

awe of what can happen collectively when we 

accept our limits. One example of this is how 

we engage with agreements. Most groups and 

organisations I am familiar with tend to create 

agreements that are aspirational rather than 

within capacity. This means that they create 

pressure on individuals to act in ways that are 

beyond their actual capacity. This is one of 

several reasons why so many agreements made 

are not kept.  

 

When agreements are made within capacity, and 

when they are actual agreements rather than 

imposed rules, they are much more likely to be 

kept, and they then begin to act as support for 

moving towards how we want things to be, 

rather than creating pressure that everyone then 

resists. Again, this releases energy, both from 

what goes into the resistance and from what 

goes into the push to do what we can’t do.  

 

As one trivial example, suppose a communal 

household is working out how to do household 

chores. Very often, a core principle is one of 

fairness or equality, both of which are 

inattentive to capacity. Under the principle of 

equality, maybe the five members of the 

household would rotate who takes the garbage 

out on Tuesday. If we imagine that one of them 

lacks the capacity to track when it’s ‘their turn’ 

to take out the garbage, it’s extremely likely that 

they will routinely forget, leading to various and 
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sundry problems in the household, including 

conflict and resentment by others, especially 

those who dislike taking out the garbage and 

only do it because it’s ‘their turn’, which only 

increases their annoyance at the person who 

forgets. If, on the other hand, they base their 

agreements on capacity and willingness, it may 

well be the case that the same individual 

wouldn’t at all mind always taking the garbage 

out every Tuesday, provided someone else who 

has ease in tracking such things sends them an 

email reminder. Then no one does something 

that is outside of their capacity or willingness; 

the garbage is taken out without fail; and the 

individuals who are now freed from taking out 

the garbage altogether are available for other 

tasks they may have more willingness to do.  

A Vision of Possibility 

Leaning deeply on the contributions of 

Genevieve Vaughan
2
 and Heide Goettner-

Abendroth,
3
 and on Maturana and Verden-

Zöller’s book The Origins of Humanness in the 

Biology of Love,
4
 I have come to accept the 

view that we are a mothering species that, due 

to external circumstances rather than intrinsic 

defects, has taken a turn against life through the 

patriarchal path of control within a paradigm of 

scarcity, separation and powerlessness. This 

makes what has happened to us a tragedy of 

unspeakable proportions rather than an 

inevitable outcome of who we are. 

 

For as long as humans are still here on planet 

earth, the possibility remains for us to realign 

with life. Aligning with life means, in part, 

restoring the faith that the mothering principle, 

based on the flow of gifting towards needs, is 

the human way. Once we rest within this 

possibility, we can begin to see that the 

principles of controlling nature and ourselves, 

and of distributing resources through exchange, 

sit on top of and hide the continuing practices of 

gifting that exist both in the actual mothering 

relationship and in intact communities that 

function outside of market logic.  

 

Restoring gifting is no small task in a world 

where all of us are trained to believe in scarcity, 

act in separation from others, and feel powerless 

to change much of anything. The practice of 

learning to honour the limits of our own and 

each other’s capacity is one small part of this 

path that can help us lean more deeply into 

compassion, generosity, humility and mourning, 

all of which are part of the soft qualities that 

have the power to transform patriarchy.    

 

For example, a while back I was asked to 

contribute financially to an organisation I care 

deeply about and yet have significant concerns 

about how they function. I asked to have certain 

things put in place, things I thought would be 

simple to do and that would add to integrity and 

make it easier for me and others to give. I didn’t 

receive a response, and my resistance to giving 

was big; I just couldn’t find willingness. At 

some point I realised deep in my body that if the 

organisation had the capacity to do what I 

requested, they would. It wasn’t within their 

capacity, for reasons I don’t and likely won’t 

know. Then it was simple again. My resistance 

melted into compassion and generosity, I sent 

for me a significant amount of money, and I 

invited others I know to contribute, too. 

 

From the other end of things, we also need to 

honour our limits, and not do what we don’t 

have capacity to do. In a collective setting, this 

doesn’t mean ‘anything goes’, because we are 

interdependent, and what we do or don’t do has 

impacts on others. Instead, a principle some of 

us have adopted is something we call ‘do or 

ask’: when we discover something that needs 

doing within a group or project we are part of, 

we either do it, or ask others if anyone has 

capacity. If no one does, this creates a known 

void, a collectively recognised need that isn’t 

being attended to rather than having anyone do 

it because of fear, obligation, or through forcing 

themselves to overstretch. Realigning with life 

means trusting the creativity and resilience of a 

community. It may mean that someone will 

eventually attend to it when the impacts are big 

enough, or that we will find a way to function 

around the thing not getting done. One way or 

another, life will go on, without shoulds and 

have-tos.   
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If we want to transcend and transform the way 

we function, we soon discover the degree to 

which we are pulled down and away from our 

visionary purpose of realigning with life by 

thick patriarchal patterning whenever we lose 

our conscious focus. Even then, operating 

within a larger whole that is committed to 

liberation and to restoring trust in life means 

that someone else can then pick up the vision 

and keep it going for the next few steps, until 

they, too, reach their limit and pass it on in an 

endless and organic relay. The deepest principle 

that guides such ways of functioning is about 

holding together the totality of what is needed 

and seeing where the capacity is. This is when 

capacity finally becomes a collective rather than 

an individual trait. Even the thought of 

increasing individual capacity then loses its 

power.  

 

In a fully interdependent way of living, within 

reverence for life, it is simply a clear 

acknowledgement of reality to notice that some 

do and some don’t have capacity at any given 

moment, and to surrender to giving and 

receiving fully based on needs and capacity. 

This is as close to heaven as I know to imagine. 

 

 

Notes 
 
1  ‘There is a pervasive form of contemporary 

violence to which the idealist most easily 

succumbs: activism and overwork. The rush and 

pressure of modern life are a form, perhaps the 

most common form, of its innate violence. To 

allow oneself to be carried away by a multitude of 

conflicting concerns, to surrender to too many 

demands, to commit oneself to too many projects, 

to want to help everyone in everything, is to 

succumb to violence. The frenzy of our activism 

neutralizes our work for peace. It destroys our 

own inner capacity for peace. It destroys the 

fruitfulness of our own work, because it kills the 

root of inner wisdom which makes work fruitful.’ 

Available at https://tinyurl.com/neks8z8w 

(accessed 24 April 2021). 

2  See http://gift-economy.com/. 

3  See https://www.hagia.de/en/home/. 

4  H. Maturana Romasin and G. Verden-Zöller, The 

Origins of Humanness in the Biology of Love, 

Imprint Academic, Exeter, 2008.  
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SOME HUMANISTIC WISDOM 
 

“Happiness is not a matter of intensity but of balance, order, rhythm, and harmony.” 

 

Thomas Merton, 1915–1968 
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RETRO REVIEW 

 

 
Lucy King and Christina Moutsou (eds), Rethinking Audit Cultures: A Critical Look at 

Evidence-based Practice in Psychotherapy and Beyond, PCCS Books, Ross-on-Wye, 2010, 128 

pp, ISBN 978-1906254315, price (paperback) £13.00, index.  

 

Reviewed by Geoff Lamb 

 
Rethinking Audit Cultures was researched and 

written during a period I remember well. In 

2005 I took over as Director of Inter-Psyche, a 

unique, broadly humanistic counselling training 

organisation based within a National Health 

Service (NHS) mental health trust. At that time, 

the UK seemed to be heading inexorably 

towards the state regulation of counselling and 

psychotherapy, and individual practitioners and 

training organisations like ours were responding 

to this inevitability in a variety of different 

ways. 

 

As an NHS manager, I became familiar with the 

audit culture, but, possibly because we were 

neither providing clinical services nor based 

within the academic system, the impact of this 

culture was limited to managerial issues, and 

didn’t affect either what we taught, or how we 

taught it and the level at which it was taught. 

Other training providers got busy with turning 

their courses into foundation degrees, working 

on the principle that the Health Professions 

Council would only accept graduate 

qualifications for registration. I held my nerve at 

this point, being somewhat vindicated when the 

Conservative–Lib Dem coalition took power in 

2010 and decided to abandon plans for full state 

regulation. Up to my retirement in 2017, I 

managed to run the course, subject only to the 

broad British Association for Counselling and 

Psychotherapy (BACP) accreditation 

requirements, in a way that was congruent with 

the models we were teaching. 

 

Reviewing Rethinking Audit Cultures in 2021 is 

interesting. It could be argued that audit cultures 

have proliferated since the book was first 

published over a decade ago, and this is almost 

certainly true. However, what is becoming 

increasingly clear is that the ruling elite are 

becoming less and less accountable for their 

own actions, and one consequence of this may 

be that individuals are likely to be less 

intimidated by the prospect of audit. 

 

Broadly, and as may be obvious by now, I find 

myself in agreement with the various writers 

contributing to Rethinking Audit Cultures. 

Accountability is important in any profession, 

and research or inquiry into what works or is 

less effective is essential. It is when this 

accountability, in the form of audit, has a 

political agenda that it becomes a problem. 

 

The book is structured into three parts. The first 

part, ‘The Context of Audit Cultures’, consists 

of two essays. The first, by Cris Shore, 

addresses the political agenda that underlies the 

rise of the audit culture in the UK and its effect 

not only on higher education, which he uses as 

his example, but on the individuals working 

there and on society as a whole. Talking about 

the effects of neoliberal audit culture on the 

university, he writes: 

 
What we have witnessed here is the 

transformation of the traditional liberal and 

Enlightenment idea of the university as a 

place of higher learning into the modern idea 

of the university as a corporate enterprise 

whose primary concern is with market share, 

servicing the needs of commerce, maximising 

economic return and investment and gaining 

competitive advantage in the ‘Global 

Knowledge Economy’. 
 

The following chapter by the late John Heaton, 

‘Measurement in psychotherapy’, is an excellent 
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exploration of the impossibility of bringing 

these two words together. In six lucidly argued 

pages, John plumbs the depth of the 

impossibility/undesirability of measuring what 

psychotherapy does, and puts forward, via the 

work of the early physician Galen, a 

revolutionary way of choosing an effective 

psychotherapist. 

 

Part Two, ‘Auditing in Psychotherapy and its 

Discontents’, begins with a chapter titled ‘The 

Sarcophagus of Practice’
1
 by Miles Clapham, 

which focuses on physical medicine and 

psychotherapy, and the effect of audit cultures 

on both. Using the work of Aristotle, he 

highlights the way in which the idea of practice, 

used by the philosopher to describe a science 

without a definite endpoint, is slowly being 

eroded from both medicine and psychotherapy. I 

describe myself as a practising psychotherapist, 

and when the odd joker asks me, ‘Haven’t you 

got it right yet after 35 years?’, my answer is 

quite truthfully, ‘No, I’m still learning’. 

 

There are some poignant examples in this 

chapter, especially one about the unmeasurable 

components of a healing relationship where the 

usual ‘rules’ of psychology/psychotherapy were 

almost certainly being ‘bent’ but which enabled 

the patient to feel heard, accepted and 

understood; surely what every client needs from 

their therapist. One of the nice things about this 

chapter is that it is an antidote to the 

characterisation of audit culture as synonymous 

with the ‘medical model’. Miles returns us to a 

version of medicine which prioritises the 

‘bedside manner’ as an essential element in the 

art of healing; common ground it shares with 

psychotherapy. 

 

Chapter 5, ‘Dark Times’, by Rosalind Mayo, 

focuses on continuing professional development 

(CPD) and supervision. The assumption behind 

the audit-culture approach to both of these is 

that practitioners will not be naturally curious 

about developments in their profession, keen to 

increase their skills and repertoire, and also 

cognisant of their need to discuss their ongoing 

work with another more experienced 

practitioner. I have to say I share Rosalind’s 

cynicism around the proliferation of CPD 

trainings with which, as practitioners, we are 

bombarded in our email inboxes and on social 

media. I would add to this my own disquiet at 

how the practice of psychotherapy is being 

subdivided into specialist areas, each of which 

requires specialist, but very brief, training and a 

plethora of theory and information. This 

contributes to the perception of the client as the 

sum of their problems/diagnoses, rather than as 

a human being struggling to live as best they 

can in an alienating world, having received very 

little support or training in their early lives 

which might have enabled them to do this 

optimally. 

 

I found Del Loewenthal’s chapter, ‘Audit, audit 

culture and Therapia’, somewhat problematic, 

but I acknowledge my own subjectivity here. I 

can summarise this best by saying that I mostly 

agree with where he’s going, but I’m less 

comfortable with how he gets there. The 

essential premise, taken from Plato’s idea of 

Therapia, is that, in an ideal society, the well-

being of the soul would be prioritised, 

especially in the education and up-bringing of 

children. The over-emphasis on individualism, 

which Del observes in most psychotherapeutic 

models, is a mistake, and should be replaced 

with a more socially aware method of working 

with psychological distress. Audit cultures, as 

he makes clear, do little to alleviate the malaise 

of a society that prizes technology and 

measurement over the soul’s fulfilment.  

 

All of this makes sense to me, but there is a 

danger of throwing the proverbial baby out with 

the bathwater. In stating: 
 

I think it is true that ego psychologists and 

many behaviourists, existentialists, 

psychoanalysts and humanists do attempt to 

create a situation where the client/patient is 

led to think that they are the centre of the 

world and can have reflected back to them the 

self-image they think they would like to have 

(and which probably never existed), 
 

Del misses, for me, the whole point of 

psychotherapy. I’m sure that there may well be 
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both therapists and clients who conceptualise 

therapy in this, frankly, indulgent way. 

However, what Del is referring to here is a 

process in the therapy, a means to an end, rather 

than its goal. In other words, having 

(re)experienced being the ‘centre of the world’ 

in the therapeutic relationship, the client can 

hopefully develop a secure-enough ‘self-image’ 

to be able to make relationships in the adult 

world which are not based on the need to have 

that image reflected back to them. From this 

position, it’s possible to have an authentic 

relationship, not just with other individuals but 

also with society as a whole. I’m not saying that 

this will create the ideal society, which Plato 

envisioned, but perhaps the ripples of the 

authentic relationships created in this way will 

spread outwards?  

 

The third part of the book looks at the positive 

side of audit – how it can be used creatively in a 

psychotherapeutic context. Chapter 7, ‘Auditing 

the Unconscious in the NHS’ by Kevin Ball, 

will probably be quite challenging to those 

unfamiliar with the work of Lacan and 

Heidegger, but is well worth a second read, as 

there’s some really useful stuff amongst the 

abstruse philosophy – e.g. ‘My underlying point 

is that it is essential in any audit to be 

determined by an idea rather than a directive 

from above’. I do like an intellectual challenge, 

and I can definitely say that I now understand a 

bit more about Heidegger than I did before I 

read this chapter. The essence of the chapter, 

however, is much simpler. Audit, or research, 

can be a useful tool in investigating the 

functioning of a therapeutic service, especially 

when it is informed by a well thought out 

theoretical context, and when it is driven by 

curiosity rather than dogma. 

 

The last chapter, ‘Acceptable audit’, is a 

personal account of Paul Gordon’s experiences 

of audit whilst working in Philadelphia 

Association (PA) Houses, together with his 

conclusions about how audit could be usefully 

applied in a psychotherapeutic context. He 

makes a point of acknowledging that, where 

public or charitable funds are being used, some 

kind of accountability for how they are being 

spent is inevitable. However, he describes how 

audit has been badly used in PA houses in a way 

which has encouraged suspicion and fabrication 

– presenting what the auditors seem to want to 

see. Having examined and criticised this, he also 

lays out some principles which, he believes, 

should underlie an ‘acceptable audit’. I 

particularly appreciate the way he attributes the 

motivation of counsellors and psychotherapists 

themselves, ‘people searching for status as 

professionals’, which is also a major factor in 

the prevailing audit culture today. 

 

As I said at the beginning of this review, the 

threatened statutory regulation of psychotherapy 

and counselling didn’t, in the event, take place. 

Nevertheless, the audit culture lives on, 

especially in public or third-sector funded 

counselling and psychotherapy. It is therefore 

still important that audit cultures are examined 

and challenged, especially when they are 

applied to psychotherapy and counselling. What 

no-one has highlighted, though, is that the aims 

and values of many psychotherapeutic models 

are diametrically opposite to those of the 

consumer capitalist system under which we live. 

The aim of audit cultures when applied to 

psychotherapy and counselling is to attenuate 

the power and subversiveness of these; 

transforming them into treatments designed to 

turn discontents into well-adjusted model 

citizens. 

 

Note 
 

1  I didn’t know that this word derives from the 

ancient belief that the limestone, from which the 

sarcophagi were made, literally ate the corpse – 

thanks, Miles! 
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POETRY 

 
Somewhere Else 

 
By Polly Howell 

 
I remember it like yesterday – 

her voice cutting through my reverie – 

Are you still with us, or are you somewhere else? 

I was window-gazing again. 

 

Blushing, I see my pen in one hand, 

blank sheet in front of me, 

no interest in the drone of her lesson, 

no safety in the classroom den. 

 

Those were the years when 

somewhere else was my refuge – 

not just a teenager’s daydream 

but the difference between life and death. 

 

Sitting here now, half a century later, 

surrounded by the things of my life – 

I understand that somewhere else 

has finally come home to rest. 

. 

  

 



 

 

 

 

The Association for Humanistic Psychology in Britain is a registered charity 

which aims to promote humanistic ideals in daily life. 

 

Our annual membership fee entitles you to: 

 

 priority bookings at events and conferences  

 receive current copies of Self & Society: International Journal for Humanistic Psychology 

 access to the bi-annual online magazine, and to website copies of the entire archive of Self 

& Society, from volume 1 1973 to date 

 It also enables AHPb to promote the principles of Humanistic Psychology, and to keep its 

flame alive both within Psychology and across modern culture. 

 

Self and Society is the voice of the humanistic community in the UK, and 

the hub of our community’s forum for humanistic dialogue and sharing 

ideas. 

 

 

MEMBERSHIP  

Each member will donate to AHPb, charity no. 1094979 in accordance with the following table.  

Donations can be made by cheque, by standing order or via the website www.ahpb.org by PayPal or credit 

card. 

 

YOUR AHP/S&S MEMBERSHIP CONTRIBUTION:  

Self & Society – the voice of the humanistic community in the UK. 

 

 INDIVIDUAL RATES PER ANNUM INSTITUTIONAL RATES PER ANNUM 

Individual membership Individual student rate* For Institutional membership fees, or if 

you are enquiring from outside the UK, 

please email admin@ahpb.org. 
RATE £60 £40 

 

* Student membership lasts for a maximum of three years. 

 

Please fill in the form on the AHPb website (www.ahpb.org) to join. 

 

AHPB | UK REG CHARITY NO. 1094979 | UK LIMITED COMPANY NO. 4263707
 

http://www.ahpb.org/
http://www.ahpb.org/
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