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How to Read This Book

This is one continuous argument, and it rewards being read from the beginning.
But it is long, and not everyone arrives with the same question, so here is an
honest map.

If you have twenty minutes and want the single most usable thing in
the book, read Section VI, The Matrix, and then Section XIV, The Blank Row Is
the Argument. The first gives you the instrument. The second gives you the audit
you can run on your own institution this afternoon, without a budget, an ethics
application, or anybody’s permission.

If you work in law, start at Section X. If you work in medicine or
regulation, start at Section XI. If you work in a university, start at Section
XII. Each is a diagnosis of the machine you are standing inside, written by
someone who was standing inside one of them. None of them is an attack. If any of
them reads like an attack, that is worth noticing, and Section IX explains why.

If you are a sceptical academic reader — and I hope you are — read A Note
on Method and On Novelty first. They set out the evidence tiers, name the nearest
neighbour for every original claim, mark the exact places where the argument
leaves the evidence behind, and state in advance what would falsify each
proposition. If you would rather begin with the place where I found my own earlier
work to be wrong, go straight to the Quarantine and Correction Notice.

If you came here because something in an institution is currently
happening to you, read Sections VIII and IX, and then Section XVII. The short
version is that you are not failing a system that is working. You are experiencing,
accurately, a system that is doing exactly what it was organised to do, and your
perception is not the problem.

If you are here for the way out, Sections XVI to XVIII carry it. Do not start
there. The route out of this particular building is not intelligible until you can see
the building.

A word on the method. This book is written with one hand in the Earth and the
other in the Sky: empirical rigour and visionary reach, held together on purpose.
Where a claim is established, it is stated as established. Where it is contested, it is
flagged as contested. Where it is a structural homology, it is argued as a homology
and never smuggled in wearing a lab coat. Where it is a metaphysical position I
hold and cannot prove, I say so plainly, in the open, in the same voice.
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You will not be asked to accept anything without being told what kind of thing it is.
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Prologue: The Amygdala Did Not Go to
University

There is a finding, and there is the silence that followed it.

In 1998, Vincent Felitti, Robert Anda and colleagues published ‘Relationship of
Childhood Abuse and Household Dysfunction to Many of the Leading
Causes of Death in Adults: The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE)
Study’ in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine. Their opening sentence
records that nobody had looked before:

“The relationship of health risk behavior and disease in
adulthood to the breadth of exposure to childhood emotional,
physical, or sexual abuse, and household dysfunction during
childhood has not previously been described.”

The sample was a Kaiser Permanente health-appraisal population, predominantly
white, insured, employed and college-educated — the demographic least likely, on
the assumptions of the era, to be carrying anything at all:

“A questionnaire about adverse childhood experiences was
mailed to 13,494 adults who had completed a standardized
medical evaluation at a large HMO; 9,508 (70.5%) responded.”

“More than half of respondents reported at least one, and one-
fourth reported >2 categories of childhood exposures.”

And then the finding itself, which is stated three times in the paper because the
authors evidently understood what they had:

“We found a graded relationship between the number of
categories of childhood exposure and each of the adult health
risk behaviors and diseases that were studied (P < .001).”

“Persons who had experienced four or more categories of
childhood exposure, compared to those who had experienced
none, had 4- to 12-fold increased health risks for alcoholism,
drug abuse, depression, and suicide attempt; a 2- to 4-fold
increase in smoking, poor self-rated health, >50 sexual
intercourse partners, and sexually transmitted disease; and 1.4-
to 1.6-fold increase in physical inactivity and severe obesity.”
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“We found a strong graded relationship between the breadth of
exposure to abuse or household dysfunction during childhood
and multiple risk factors for several of the leading causes of
death in adults.”

Four years later, writing in The Permanente Journal under a title that is itself an
indictment — ‘The Relation Between Adverse Childhood Experiences
and Adult Health: Turning Gold into Lead’ (2002) — Felitti gave the plainer
version:

“A striking finding was that adverse childhood experiences are
vastly more common than recognized or acknowledged.”

“Slightly more than half of our middle-class population of
Health Plan members experienced one or more of the categories
we studied. One in four was exposed to two categories of
abusive experience, one in 16 to four categories.”

“Because the average study participant was 57 years old, we
actually were measuring the effect of childhood experiences on
adult health status a half-century later.”

A half-century later. Hold that clause. Everything in this book about latency,
about institutional memory, and about why the damage is never visible at the
moment it is being done, is contained in it.

It is one of the most consequential findings in the history of public health, and it
has been replicated with almost tedious reliability. Karen Hughes, Mark Bellis and
colleagues pooled the literature in ‘The Effect of Multiple Adverse
Childhood Experiences on Health: A Systematic Review and Meta-
Analysis’ (2017), in The Lancet Public Health:

“Of 11621 references identified by the search, 37 included
studies provided risk estimates for 23 outcomes, with a total of
253 719 participants.”

“Individuals with at least four ACEs were at increased risk of all
health outcomes compared with individuals with no ACEs.”

“Associations were weak or modest for physical inactivity,
overweight or obesity, and diabetes (ORs of less than two);
moderate for smoking, heavy alcohol use, poor self-rated
health, cancer, heart disease, and respiratory disease (ORs of
two to three), strong for sexual risk taking, mental ill health,
and problematic alcohol use (ORs of more than three to six),
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and strongest for problematic drug use and interpersonal and
self-directed violence (ORs of more than seven).”

“To have multiple ACEs is a major risk factor for many health
conditions.”

Sheri Madigan and colleagues then established the prevalence at global scale in
‘Adverse Childhood Experiences: A Meta-Analysis of Prevalence and
Moderators Among Half a Million Adults in 206 Studies’ (2023),
published in World Psychiatry:

“In total, 206 studies (208 sample estimates) from 22 countries,
with 546,458 adult participants, were included.”

“The pooled prevalence of the five levels of ACEs was: 39.9%
(95% CI: 29.8-49.2) for no ACE; 22.4% (95% CI: 14.1-30.6) for
one ACE; 13.0% (95% CI: 6.5-19.8) for two ACEs; 8.7% (95% CI:
3.4-14.5) for three ACEs, and 16.1% (95% CI: 8.9-23.5) for four
or more ACEs.”

“Thus, ACEs are common in the general population, but there
are disparities in their prevalence.”

“They are among the principal antecedent threats to individual
well-being and, as such, constitute a pressing social issue
globally.”

Their team followed it with ‘Prevalence of Adverse Childhood Experiences
in Child Population Samples: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis’
(2024), in JAMA Pediatrics, and found essentially the same distribution in
children who are still children:

“Data from 65 studies, representing 490 423 children from 18
countries, were extracted and synthesized using a multicategory
prevalence meta-analysis.”

“The estimated mean prevalences were 42.3% for o0 ACEs (95%
Cl, 25.3%-52.7%), 22.0% for 1 ACE (95% CI, 9.9%-32.7%), 12.7%
for 2 ACEs (95% CI, 3.8%-22.3%), 8.1% for 3 ACEs (95% CI, 1.4%-
16.8%), and 14.8% for 4 or more ACEs (95% CI, 5.1%-24.8%).”

“As principal antecedent threats to child and adolescent well-
being that can affect later life prospects, ACEs represent a
pressing global social issue.”

Six in ten. One in six at four or more. That is not a clinical subpopulation. That is
the electorate. That is the jury pool. That is the bench, the bar, the ward round, the
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senior common room, the select committee, the board, and the person reading this
sentence.

Then nothing happened.

That is the anomaly this book exists to examine — not the finding, which is secure,
but the non-event that followed it. Twenty-eight years in which the finding was
cited, taught, funded, admired, awarded, and comprehensively not built upon. It
entered the literature and never left it. It was absorbed the way a splinter is
absorbed by tissue: walled off, encapsulated, rendered inert, and carried
indefinitely without ever being extracted.

And the non-event is not new. It has happened before, at least three times,
and somebody documented it.

Judith Herman opened ‘Trauma and Recovery’ (1992/1997) with a chapter
called A Forgotten History, and its first paragraph is the most important thing
anybody has written about the subject of this book:

“|TJHE STUDY OF PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA has a curious
history—one of episodic amnesia. Periods of active investigation
have alternated with periods of oblivion. Repeatedly in the past
century, similar lines of inquiry have been taken up and
abruptly abandoned, only to be rediscovered much later. Classic
documents of fifty or one hundred years ago often read like
contemporary works. Though the field has in fact an abundant
and rich tradition, it has been periodically forgotten and must
be periodically reclaimed.”

She then rules out the obvious explanation, which is the one most people reach
for:

“This intermittent amnesia is not the result of the ordinary
changes in fashion that affect any intellectual pursuit. The study
of psychological trauma does not languish for lack of interest.
Rather, the subject provokes such intense controversy that it
periodically becomes anathema. The study of psychological
trauma has repeatedly led into realms of the unthinkable and
foundered on fundamental questions of belief.”

“Foundered on fundamental questions of belief.” Not on evidence. Not on
funding. On belief — which is to say, on the categories through which a profession
knows what is real. That is the Dissolution Clause of Section IX, stated by a
Harvard psychiatrist in 1992, six years before Felitti and Anda published.

And Herman names what happens to the people who keep looking:
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“It is not only the patients but also the investigators of post-
traumatic conditions whose credibility is repeatedly challenged.
Clinicians who listen too long and too carefully to traumatized
patients often become suspect among their colleagues, as
though contaminated by contact. Investigators who pursue the
field too far beyond the bounds of conventional belief are often
subjected to a kind of professional isolation.”

As though contaminated by contact. Hold that phrase. It recurs, unchanged,
in every profession examined in the second half of this book.

Herman also identifies the condition under which the knowledge survives, and it is
not a scientific condition at all:

“The systematic study of psychological trauma therefore
depends on the support of a political movement. Indeed,
whether such study can be pursued or discussed in public is
itself a political question. Advances in the field occur only when
they are supported by a political movement powerful enough to
legitimate an alliance between investigators and patients and to
counteract the ordinary social processes of silencing and denial.
In the absence of strong political movements for human rights,
the active process of bearing witness inevitably gives way to the
active process of forgetting.”

“Denial, repression, and dissociation operate on a social as well
as an individual level.”

That last sentence is the scaling claim of this entire book, in eleven words, written
by a clinician about her own discipline.

And she ends the chapter with a question that reads, in 2026, as a prophecy:

“Will these insights be lost once again? At the moment, the
study of psychological trauma seems to be firmly established as
a legitimate field of inquiry. With the creative energy that
accompanies the return of repressed ideas, the field has
expanded dramatically.”

“But history teaches us that this knowledge could also
disappear. Without the context of a political movement, it has
never been possible to advance the study of psychological
trauma. The fate of this field of knowledge depends upon the
fate of the same political movement that has inspired and
sustained it over the last century.”
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Six years later the ACE Study was published, and the pattern Herman
had just described happened again. Not oblivion this time — something
subtler, and in some ways worse. The finding was not forgotten. It was filed. It
became a risk factor, a training module, a screening tool, a line in a policy
document. It kept its citations and lost its consequences. This book is an attempt
to explain that specific outcome, and it is written in the knowledge that Herman
predicted its shape before it occurred.

Hughes and colleagues said so themselves, in the discussion of the largest meta-
analysis of its kind, and I know of no more damning sentence in the whole field:

“Despite accumulating knowledge about the lifelong effects of
ACEs, their prevention and the development of resilience and
support for those affected have been slow to move up political
agendas.”

“In fact, the high prevalence of ACEs combined with their effect
on life-course health suggests a substantial but largely hidden
contribution to Global Burden of Disease estimates, which
include childhood sexual abuse, yet not many other ACEs.”
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Plate I - The Fire and the Smoke. A hospital atrium at golden hour, full of drifting
smoke and superb, attentive, entirely competent work. Every instrument in the

building is calibrated to the smoke; every measurement being taken is accurate;
every person here is good at their job and means it. At the far end, small in the
frame, an unlabelled door stands ajar onto a nursery and a low orange firelight,
and a boy of about six is holding the handle, looking back. Not one person in the
atrium is facing that way.

Vincent Felitti’s metaphor has never been improved upon, and this is it drawn out
to scale. He put it, in Turning Gold into Lead, like this:

“Most physicians would far rather deal with traditional organic
disease. Certainly, it is easier to do so, but that approach also
leads to troubling treatment failure.”

And he ended that paper with five words that are the whole of this book’s question:
“Which diagnostic choice shall we make?”

The atrium is not a failure. That is the difficulty. The measurements are correct,
the oxygen is helping, the dashboards are honest, and if you removed any one of
those professionals the outcomes in that hall would get worse, not better.
Everything visible in the picture is worth defending. And the door is ajar, and has
been ajar since 1998, and the reason nobody turns round is not cowardice and not
conspiracy — it is that a hospital’s instruments are built to measure smoke, its
budgets are allocated to smoke, its careers are made in smoke, and a corridor with
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a nursery at the end of it does not appear anywhere in the specification. The boy is
not asking for help. He has already learned not to. He is simply standing where he
has always been standing, holding a door that nobody has ever asked him about.

I want to be exact about what kind of question that is, because the intuitive answer
is available, emotionally satisfying, and wrong in a way that would cost the entire
case. The intuitive answer is that somebody buried it. I have tested that claim
directly, in the public record, in court filings, in Freedom of Information releases,
in whistleblower testimony, and in the vast internal-document archives that
exposed every comparable campaign we actually know about. Section XIII reports
the result, and it is not the result I wanted.

The honest answer is stranger and far more durable. Nobody buried it. It could not
be received.

And that answer is not mine. It belongs to the men who ran the study. Writing
with Robert Anda in ‘The Relationship of Adverse Childhood Experiences
to Adult Medical Disease, Psychiatric Disorders, and Sexual Behavior:
Implications for Healthcare’ (2009), Felitti named the mechanism of the
silence twice, and neither sentence has ever been acted upon:

“These experiences are lost in time and concealed by shame,
secrecy, and social taboo against the exploration of certain
topics of human experience.”

“Why would a physician or leader of any major health agency
want to leave the familiarity of traditional biomedical disease
and enter this area of threatening uncertainty that none of us
have been trained to deal with?”

That is a rhetorical question asked by the principal investigator of the study, about
his own profession, in print, in 2009. It has gone unanswered for seventeen years.
And he was explicit that answering it, not publishing more data, was the actual
task:

“Actualizing the benefits of this paradigm shift will depend on
first identifying and resolving the various bases for resistance to
it. In reality, this will require far more planning than would be
needed to introduce a purely intellectual or technical advance.
However, our experience suggests that it can be done.”

This book is an attempt to do the first half of what he asked for: to identify the
bases of the resistance. He believed it could be done. So do I.
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What this book adds

There is an established literature on childhood adversity. There is an established
literature on institutional defence. There is an established literature on
professional jurisdiction, on organisational silence, on the sociology of ignorance,
on collective narcissism, on burnout as a structural rather than individual
phenomenon. What there is not — what I have looked for and have not found — is
a single load-bearing account that runs the whole arc: from the specific
developmental transaction in which a child trades authenticity for attachment,
through the adult defensive architecture that transaction produces, through the
relational field in which that architecture is synchronised and rewarded, into the
professional role, the discipline, the regulator, the institution, and finally the
civilisational grammar — with the mechanism named at every transfer and the
evidence graded at every step.

That arc is what I call the Ego Scaling Matrix.

And its most uncomfortable consequence is the one this book spends most of its
length earning: that the professions best placed to notice the mechanism are the
professions structurally least able to, because noticing it at full depth would not
cost them a programme or a budget. It would dissolve the categories through
which they know what they are.

The title of this prologue is a sentence I have been saying for years, and it
compresses the entire diagnosis:

The amygdala did not go to university. But every discipline needs to go
back to the nursery.

The threat-detection architecture of a consultant surgeon, a High Court judge, a
professor of jurisprudence and a regulatory case officer was laid down long before
any of them sat an entrance examination. It does not respect the curriculum. It
does not defer to the credential. It arrives at work every morning, in a suit, and it
makes decisions faster than consciousness can register, and the institution calls
the result judgement, rigour, clinical acumen, standards, and professionalism.

None of those words is a lie. That is precisely the problem. They are all describing
something real, and they are all describing it from above the neck.

A word on where I am standing

I am a doctor. I trained in surgery. I hold a PhD, and a Cambridge master’s degree,
and I have sat in the rooms this book describes, wearing the armour this book
describes, mistaking it for a personality.
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That matters for two reasons, and I would rather name both than have a reader
discover either.

The first is that I am not writing about a machine I have observed from outside. I
am writing about one I helped run, competently and sincerely, for a long time.
Everything described here as institutional defence I have performed personally.
Every rebranding in the Laundering Table in Section VIII is a rebranding I have
accepted about myself and been grateful for. There is wisdom in wounds, because
the pharmacy has to be walked to; nobody crosses seven fields for fun. But a
wound is also a conflict of interest, and mine is disclosed.

The second is that the argument does not depend on my biography and must not
be allowed to. If this book is only true because it happened to me, it is not a theory;
it is a testimony wearing a theory’s clothes. So everything that can be tested is
tested, everything that cannot be tested is marked, and the two are kept visibly
apart. The Earth Hand is not a footnote to the cathedral. It is one of the hands
holding it up.

What follows

Section I defines the ego with enough precision that a psychoanalytically literate
reader cannot dismiss the book on terminology alone. Sections II and III build the
developmental floor and show which parts of the armour have been measured.
Section IV performs the correction that saves the whole theory from the objection
that would otherwise destroy it. Section V supplies the missing middle. Section VI
gives you the Matrix itself.

Sections VII to XV take it up the scales: the self-reproducing institution, the
pipeline that recruits the adaptation without knowing its name, the clause that
makes recognition dissolutive rather than merely expensive, and then three
professions in turn — law, medicine, academia — followed by the evidence ladder,
the negative-space audit, and the civilisational scale, where I will decline to name a
president and explain exactly why that refusal is methodological rather than timid.

Sections XVI to XVIII are the route out, and they are shorter than the diagnosis on
purpose. Diagnosis is long because the building is intricate. The exit is short
because it is a door.

There is a stone at the beginning of this book and a door at the end of it. Between
them is a mechanism, described at five scales, that nobody designed and almost
everybody serves.

Let us go and look at it.
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I. What I Mean by Ego, and Why the
Definition Is the Argument

I am going to be unusually pedantic for the next few pages, and I want to
explain why before I start, because a reader who skips this section will
spend the rest of the book arguing with a word rather than with a thesis.

The ego, as I use the term throughout this book, is the petrified inner
child wearing heavy cognitive armour.

That is a metaphor. It is not a diagnostic construct, it does not appear in any
manual, and it has never been operationalised in a validated instrument. I am not
going to pretend otherwise, and the whole architecture is stronger for the
admission.

But it is a metaphor with an unusual amount of scaffolding underneath it, and the
scaffolding is what makes it usable rather than merely evocative.

The terminological trap, and how to avoid it

If I say that all previous psychology has failed to recognise that the ego is a
frightened inner child, a knowledgeable psychoanalytic reader can destroy the
sentence in one line, and should. In Freud and in the ego-psychology tradition that
followed, the ego is not pathological armour at all. It is the reality-oriented,
integrative, mediating structure that makes ordinary functioning possible.
Attacking it would be like attacking the immune system for existing.

So I will not make that claim. Here is the claim I do make, and it costs me nothing
to state it precisely:

I use ego in a specific meta-theoretical sense: the defensive,
identification-based executive structure built around conditional
belonging and threatened selfhood — the pathological False-Self pole,
not the whole of psychological self-organisation.

With that stipulation in place, the objection largely disappears, and something
better appears in its place: a set of witnesses who described the same structure
independently, under four different names, from four different traditions, without
ever quite joining hands.

Donald Winnicott named the structure itself, and I can now quote him from the
page. In ‘The Theory of the Parent-Infant Relationship’, read to the
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International Psycho-Analytical Congress and published in the International
Journal of Psycho-Analysis in 1960, he sets out both halves of the definition this
book depends on, within two paragraphs, under the heading Isolation of the
Individual. First the True Self:

“Another phenomenon that needs consideration at this phase is
the hiding of the core of the personality. Let us examine the
concept of a central or true self. The central self could be said to
be the inherited potential which is experiencing a continuity of
being, and acquiring in its own way and at its own speed a
personal psychic reality and a personal body scheme.”

“It seems necessary to allow for the concept of the isolation of
this central self as a characteristic of health. Any threat to this
isolation of the true self constitutes a major anxiety at this early
stage, and defences of earliest infancy appear in relation to
failures on the part of the mother (or in maternal care) to ward
off impingements which might disturb this isolation.”

And then, in one clause, the False Self — not as a lie, and not as a pathology, but as
the best available option:

“In health the individual soon becomes invulnerable in this
respect, and if external factors impinge there is merely a new
degree and quality in the hiding of the central self. In this
respect the best defence is the organization of a false self.”

The best defence. Not a defect, not a failure of character, not a weakness. The
optimal solution to the problem actually posed. That is the sentence I would put
above every fitness-to-practise panel in the country, and it was published in 1960.

Winnicott then names the stake, and the word he uses is not one anybody would
choose lightly:

“Anxiety in these early stages of the parent-infant relationship
relates to the threat of annihilation, and it is necessary to
explain what is meant by this term.”

“The alternative to being is reacting, and reacting interrupts
being and annihilates. Being and annihilation are the two
alternatives.”

Read that second sentence slowly, because it is the developmental floor of
everything that follows in this book. “The alternative to being is reacting.”
Not to being safe, not to being happy — to being. A nervous system organised
around continuous reaction to the environment is not a person having a difficult
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time. On Winnicott’s account it is a person whose ongoing existence has been
substituted for by a sequence of responses.

And he says exactly that, later in the paper, in the passage that is the closest thing
to a first statement of this book’s thesis I have found anywhere:

“As a result of success in maternal care there is built up in the
infant a continuity of being which is the basis of ego strength;
whereas the result of each failure in maternal care is that the
continuity of being is interrupted by reactions to the
consequences of that failure, with resultant ego-weakening.
Such interruptions constitute annihilation, and are evidently
associated with pain of psychotic quality and intensity.”

“In the extreme case the infant exists only on the basis of a
continuity of reactions to impingement and of recoveries from
such reactions. This is in great contrast to the continuity of
being which is my conception of ego strength.”

A continuity of reactions to impingement and of recoveries from such
reactions. That is the petrified inner child in cognitive armour, described in
1960, in a psychoanalytic journal, by a paediatrician, without the metaphor. He
states the general law in his summary of maternal care:

“With ‘the care that it receives from its mother’ each infant is
able to have a personal existence, and so begins to build up what
might be called a continuity of being. On the basis of this
continuity of being the inherited potential gradually develops
into an individual infant. If maternal care is not good enough
then the infant does not really come into existence, since there
is no continuity of being; instead the personality becomes built
on the basis of reactions to environmental impingement.”

“The personality becomes built on the basis of reactions to
environmental impingement.” If you take one sentence out of this book, take
that one, and note that it is not mine. Everything I have added to it is the
observation that a personality so built does not stop at the nursery door: it goes to
school, sits examinations, qualifies, is promoted, writes the standards, and chairs
the panel.

Winnicott is equally clear about what the alternative requires, and it is not a
technique:

“Holding includes especially the physical holding of the infant,
which is a form of loving. It is perhaps the only way in which a
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mother can show the infant her love of it. There are those who
can hold an infant and those who cannot; the latter quickly
produce in the infant a sense of insecurity, and distressed

crying.”

And he insists, in the paper’s most famous footnote, that the infant cannot be
studied alone — which is the first move of every scaling argument ever made,
including this one:

“I once said: ‘There is no such thing as an infant’, meaning, of
course, that whenever one finds an infant one finds maternal
care, and without maternal care there would be no infant.”

Four years later, in the shorter and plainer essay ‘The Concept of the False
Self’ (1964), he put the ordinary, non-clinical version of the same idea, and it is
the version that matters most for a book about professions:

“In one way I am simply saying that each person has a polite or
socialized self, and also a personal private self that is not
available except in intimacy.”

“You teach your child to say ‘thank you’ out of politeness and
not because this is what the child means. In other words, you
start up teaching good manners and you hope that your child
will be able to tell lies, that is to say, to be able to conform to

convention just to that degree which makes life manageable.”

“Just to that degree which makes life manageable.” Winnicott is
describing a dial, not a switch. This entire book is about what happens to a society
when the dial is turned all the way up and then the position is made a condition of
employment.

A note on which paper is which, because two of Winnicott’s 1960 papers are
routinely confused and I have made the mistake myself. Everything quoted above
is from The Theory of the Parent-Infant Relationship, International Journal of
Psycho-Analysis 41, pp. 585—595. The companion paper, ‘Ego Distortion in
Terms of True and False Self’, was read the same year and collected in The
Maturational Processes and the Facilitating Environment (1965). It is the paper
in which he works the False Self out in full, and everything that follows is quoted
from its pages.

Winnicott’s five degrees of the False Self

He begins by refusing to treat the False Self as a single thing. It runs on a scale,
and the scale runs from health to suicide. I give all five, because the reason this
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book can describe a whole profession without accusing anybody of pathology is
that Winnicott had already established that the same structure has a healthy

setting;:

“(5) In health: the False Self is represented by the whole
organization of the polite and mannered social attitude, a ‘not
wearing the heart on the sleeve’, as might be said. Much has
gone to the individual’s ability to forgo omnipotence and the
primary process in general, the gain being the place in society
which can never be attained or maintained by the True Self
alone.”

“The place in society which can never be attained or maintained by the
True Self alone.” Nobody in this book is being asked to abolish their
professional manner. Winnicott is explicit that you cannot hold a place in society

without one.

But the scale continues, and at the far end it stops being a manner:

“(2) Less extreme: the False Self defends the True Self; the True
Self is, however, acknowledged as a potential and is allowed a
secret life. Here is the clearest example of clinical illness as an
organization with a positive aim, the preservation of the
individual in spite of abnormal environmental conditions.”

“(1) At one extreme: the False Self sets up as real and it is this
that observers tend to think is the real person. In living
relationships, work relationships, and friendships, however,
the False Self begins to fail. In situations in which what is
expected is a whole person the False Self has some essential
lacking. At this extreme the True Self is hidden.”

“Clinical illness as an organization with a positive aim.” That is the
sentence that makes this book possible. The armour is not a disorder. It is an
organisation, and it has an aim, and the aim is the preservation of the person.
Everything in the Laundering Table of Section VIII is a professional name for an
organisation with a positive aim.

And then the degree that belongs, unaltered, in Section XI:

“(3) More towards health: The False Self has as its main concern
a search for conditions which will make it possible for the True
Self to come into its own. If conditions cannot be found then
there must be reorganized a new defence against exploitation of
the True Self, and if there be doubt then the clinical result is
suicide. Suicide in this context is the destruction of the total self
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in avoidance of annihilation of the True Self. When suicide is
the only defence left against betrayal of the True Self, then it
becomes the lot of the False Self to organize the suicide.”

Read that beside the twenty-eight deaths in Section XI. Winnicott is not describing
despair, and he is not describing impulse. He is describing a defence of last resort,
organised by the very structure whose entire function was protection, at the
moment it can no longer find conditions under which the person could safely exist.
Whatever else a fitness-to-practise process is, it is a period in which a highly
defended person is systematically deprived of the conditions under which their
False Self has been able to operate. That is not a metaphor. It is Winnicott’s own
criterion, applied.

How the compliance is installed

Winnicott’s aetiology is precise, and it names the mechanism in one word:

“The good-enough mother meets the omnipotence of the infant
and to some extent makes sense of it. She does this repeatedly.
A True Self begins to have life, through the strength given to the
infant’s weak ego by the mother’s implementation of the infant’s
omnipotent expressions.”

“The mother who is not good enough is not able to implement
the infant’s omnipotence, and so she repeatedly fails to meet the
infant gesture; instead she substitutes her own gesture which is
to be given sense by the compliance of the infant. This
compliance on the part of the infant is the earliest stage of the
False Self, and belongs to the mother’s inability to sense her
infant’s needs.”

Compliance. Not damage, not deficit — compliance, and Winnicott’s verb for
how it is obtained is the one this book needed and could not have invented:

“In this second case, where the mother cannot adapt well
enough, the infant gets seduced into a compliance, and a
compliant False Self reacts to environmental demands and the
infant seems to accept them.”

“But in practice the infant lives, but lives falsely. The protest
against being forced into a false existence can be detected from
the earliest stages.”
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“The False Self has one positive and very important function: to
hide the True Self, which it does by compliance with
environmental demands.”

“In the extreme examples of False Self development, the True
Self is so well hidden that spontaneity is not a feature in the
infant’s living experiences. Compliance is then the main feature,
with imitation as a speciality.”

And the sentence that names what the False Self is defending against:

“In this way it is possible to trace the point of origin of the False
Self, which can now be seen to be a defence, a defence against
that which is unthinkable, the exploitation of the True Self,
which would result in its annihilation.”

Against all of that he sets the True Self, and his definition is short, physical, and —
for a book about disembodied professional rigour — devastating:

“At the earliest stage the True Self is the theoretical position
from which come the spontaneous gesture and the personal
idea. The spontaneous gesture is the True Self in action. Only
the True Self can be creative and only the True Self can feel real.
Whereas a True Self feels real, the existence of a False Self
results in a feeling unreal or a sense of futility.”

“The True Self comes from the aliveness of the body tissues and
the working of body-functions, including the heart’s action and
breathing.”

“There is but little point in formulating a True Self idea except
for the purpose of trying to understand the False Self, because it
does no more than collect together the details of the experience
of aliveness.”

“The aliveness of the body tissues.” Not a faculty, not a belief, not a value.
The heart’s action and breathing. Section II’s argument about somatic
decapitation is an argument about severing exactly this, and Winnicott put it in the
body sixty-six years ago.

He also gives the clinical picture of a life lived entirely on the other side of it, in
one of the bleakest sentences in the psychoanalytic literature:

“My patient to whose case I have referred has come near the end
of a long analysis to the beginning of her life. She contains no
true experience, she has no past. She starts with fifty years of
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wasted life, but at last she feels real, and therefore she now
wants to live.”

The Caretaker Self

One further detail, small in the paper and enormous for this book. The patient
Winnicott is describing had a name of her own for the structure:

“In the first phase of this research analysis (this lasted two or
three years), I found I was dealing with what the patient called
her ‘Caretaker Self’.”

Her word, not his. And what the Caretaker Self did, on his own numbered account,
was find the analysis, test the analyst, bring her to treatment, hand over its
function when it was safe to do so, and resume caretaking whenever the analyst
failed. It is not the enemy of the treatment. It is the part of her that went
looking for one. Every whistleblower, every reflective practitioner, every trainee
who asks the dangerous question in the seminar is a Caretaker Self doing exactly
that, in an institution.

And notice what Winnicott says the False Self is for. It is not a lie, in his account; it
is the best defence — a caretaker, hiding a central self that could otherwise be
annihilated. That is why the adaptation so frequently presents as excellence. High
functioning. Exceptional achievement. Rigorous self-discipline. Reliability. The
qualities institutions recruit for.

Carl Rogers named the mechanism, in ‘A Theory of Therapy, Personality,
and Interpersonal Relationships’ (1959). His definitions are numbered and
clinical, and they repay being read exactly as he wrote them:

“The self-structure is characterized by a condition of worth
when a self-experience or set of related self-experiences is
either avoided or sought solely because the individual
discriminates it as being less or more worthy of self-regard.”

“A condition of worth arises when the positive regard of a
significant other is conditional, when the individual feels that in
some respects he is prized and in others not.”

Set against that, his definition of the alternative:

“If the self-experiences of another are perceived by me in such a
way that no self-experience can be discriminated as more or less
worthy of positive regard than any other, then I am
experiencing unconditional positive regard for this individual.”
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“When the individual perceives himself in such a way that no
self-experience can be discriminated as more or less worthy of
positive regard than any other, then he is experiencing
unconditional positive self-regard.”

And the sentence that explains why the condition of worth outlives the parent,
which is the hinge on which the entire scaling argument turns:

“But if a value is ‘introjected’ from a significant other, then this
condition of worth is applied to an experience quite without
reference to the extent to which it maintains or enhances the
organism.”

“Quite without reference to the extent to which it maintains or
enhances the organism.” Rogers has just described, in 1959, an institution: a
rule that continues to be enforced long after any connection to the welfare of the
thing it governs has been severed.

Avi Assor, Guy Roth and Edward Deci measured it. Their two-study
empirical investigation ‘The Emotional Costs of Parents’ Conditional
Regard: A Self-Determination Theory Analysis’ (2004), published in the
Journal of Personality, tested parental conditional regard within Self-
Determination Theory. Their own abstract states the hypothesis, the design and
the finding:

“Parents’ use of conditional regard as a socializing practice was
hypothesized to predict their children’s introjected
internalization (indexed by a sense of internal compulsion),
resentment toward parents, and ill-being.”

“In Study 1, involving three generations, mothers’ reports of
their parents’ having used conditional regard to promote
academic achievement predicted (a) the mothers’ poor well-
being and controlling parenting attitudes, and (b) their college-
aged daughters’ viewing them as having used conditional
regard, thus showing both negative affective consequences from
and intergenerational transmission of conditional regard.”

“College students’ perceptions of their mothers’ and fathers’
having used conditional regard in four domains (emotion
control, prosocial, academic, sport) were found to relate to
introjected internalization, behavioral enactment, fluctuations
in self-esteem, perceived parental disapproval, and resentment
of parents.”
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“The results suggest that use of conditional regard as a
socializing practice can promote enactment of the desired
behaviors but does so with significant affective costs.”

Read the last of those slowly. It works. That is not a caveat, it is the finding;:
conditional regard reliably produces the behaviour it is aiming at. It is an effective
technology. And its price is charged elsewhere, later, and to somebody who cannot
itemise the bill. That is the shape of every institutional practice examined in this
book.

Note also the phrase the authors themselves put in their abstract —
“[I]ntergenerational transmission of conditional regard.” The scaling
claim of this book does not begin at the institution. It begins between two
generations of one family, and it is already, in 2004, an empirical finding rather
than a speculation.

Roth and Assor later examined conditional regard applied specifically to emotional
expression, in ‘Parental Conditional Regard as a Predictor of
Deficiencies in Young Children’s Capacities to Respond to Sad
Feelings’, reporting that conditional regard encouraging the suppression of
sadness was associated with poorer recognition and awareness of sadness, and
poorer empathy. I must flag this citation rather than let it pass. I have not
been able to obtain the authors’ own abstract from any source I could verify, and
the publisher’s record dates the article to 2010 rather than the 2012 issue year that
circulates. The finding as I have described it is therefore reported summary, not
quotation, and it is the one claim in this section for which I can offer the reader no
verbatim text. It should be treated as provisional until the paper is read from the

page.

Gabor Maté stated the transaction, and I can now quote him from the book
rather than from a broadcast. In ‘The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness and
Healing in a Toxic Culture’ (2022), he names the collision that this whole book
scales up:

“A recurring theme—maybe the core theme—in every talk or
workshop I give is the inescapable tension, and for most of us an
eventual clash, between two essential needs: attachment and
authenticity. This clash is ground zero for the most widespread
form of trauma in our society: namely, the ‘small-t’ trauma
expressed in a disconnection from the self even in the absence
of abuse or overwhelming threat.”

His definitions of the two needs are worth having exactly, because the argument
depends on both being needs rather than preferences:
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“Without reliable adults moved to take care of us, and without
our impulse to be close to these caregivers, we simply could not
survive—not for a day.”

“Our other core need is authenticity. Definitions vary, but here’s
one that I think applies best to this discussion: the quality of
being true to oneself, and the capacity to shape one’s own life
from a deep knowledge of that self.”

“Like attachment, it is a drive rooted in survival instincts. At its
most concrete and pragmatic, it means simply this: knowing our
gut feelings when they arise and honoring them.”

“Authenticity’s only dictate is that we, not externally imposed
expectations, be the true author of and authority on our own
life.”

Then the collision, and note how low he sets the threshold — this is not a book
about abuse:

“The seed of woe does not lie in our having these two needs, but
in the fact that life too often orchestrates a face-off between
them. The dilemma is this: What happens if our needs for
attachment are imperiled by our authenticity, our connection to
what we truly feel?”

“Even without these, the tragic tension between attachment and
authenticity can arise. Not being seen and accepted for who we
are is sufficient.”

Not being seen and accepted for who we are is sufficient. No adverse
childhood experience is required. Nothing that would score on any instrument.
That single sentence is why the argument of this book reaches the entire
professional class and not only its casualties.

And then the resolution, which is the choiceless choice of Section II in Maté’s own
words:

“Although both needs are essential, there is a pecking order: in
the first phase of life, attachment unfailingly tops the bill. So
when the two come into conflict in a child’s life, the outcome is
well-nigh predetermined. If the choice is between ‘hiding my
feelings, even from myself, and getting the basic care I need’ and
‘being myself and going without,” I’'m going to pick that first
option every single time. Thus our real selves are leveraged bit
by bit in a tragic transaction where we secure our physical or
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emotional survival by relinquishing who we are and how we
feel.”

He is equally exact about why the adaptation cannot simply be dropped later:

“The fact that we don’t consciously choose such coping
mechanisms makes them all the more tenacious. We cannot will
them away when they no longer serve us precisely because we
have no memory of them not being there, no notion of ourselves
without them. Like wallpaper, they blend into the background;
they are our ‘new normal,’ our literal second nature, as distinct
from our original or authentic nature.”

“Inauthenticity is thereafter misidentified with survival because
the two were synonymous during the formative years—or, at
least, seemed so to our young selves.”

Maté is not an independent empirical foundation and should not be presented as
one. He is an unusually precise conceptual witness, and what he describes is
exactly what Assor, Roth and Deci measured.

Four traditions. One structure. None of them called it ego, and none of them
needed to.

Why the metaphor still earns its place
Given four respectable technical names, why keep a poetic one?

Because the technical names are each true at one level and none of them travels.
Introjected regulation is precise and will not survive contact with a board meeting.
Conditions of worth is beautiful and belongs to one school. False Self carries a
century of clinical freight. And none of them contains the two facts that matter
most for everything that follows in this book.

The first fact is petrifaction. The adaptation was made at a particular age, under
particular pressure, and then it stopped developing. The person grew. The
structure did not. What is running the operating theatre, the courtroom, the
department and occasionally the country is not a mature executive centre that
happens to be under strain. It is an arrangement made by a child who could not
have made a different one, still running, still doing its job, still using the threat
model it was issued with.

The second fact is armour. Armour has exactly three properties, and every one of
them will recur at every scale in this book. It protects. It restricts. And it is heavy.
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It protects: genuinely, effectively, and at a cost the person cannot see, because
what it protects against is not currently happening.

It restricts: nothing gets in, including nourishment, which is why the armoured are
chronically starving and cannot say what for.

And it is heavy: which is why the people wearing the most of it are the most
exhausted, and why they have been trained to read that exhaustion as evidence of
their own inadequate resilience.

Hold those three properties. In Section VI you will watch all three of them
reappear, unchanged, at the scale of a regulator and at the scale of a civilisation,
and that recurrence is not decoration. It is the claim.

Plate II - The Cutaway. The armour is genuine, magnificent, and beautifully

maintained. The cutaway shows what is operating it: a boy of about six, standing
on a box in order to reach the straps, concentrating hard, and very good indeed at
this. He is not crying and he is not trapped. He is on duty. On the hook beside the
case hangs a barrister’s wig, and in the gallery two clinicians stand looking in
and saying nothing at all.

Everything I mean by the word ego is in that case. The armour is real: it protects, it
restricts, and it is heavy, and it has kept somebody alive. The operator is real too,
and he is not a metaphor for weakness — look at his hands. He is competent. He
has been doing this since before he could read, he has never once been relieved,
and nobody has ever come to the case to tell him the siege ended thirty years ago.
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The two clinicians outside the glass are saying nothing because there is nothing in
either of their vocabularies for what they are looking at: it is not a pathology, it is
not a diagnosis, it is not a fitness issue, and it is not, on any measure available to
them, a problem. It is simply the arrangement by which a small child solved an
impossible question, still running, still on the box, still reaching.

The one thing this definition is not

It is not a moral judgement, and any reading of this book that turns it into one has
failed at the first page.

The armour was not a character defect. It was the correct answer to the question
the child was actually asked. Hypervigilance, suppression, control, appeasement
and compulsive over-performance are not failures. They are competences,
acquired under pressure, that worked. Their tragedy is contextual persistence:
yesterday’s protection becomes today’s architecture.

That sentence is the whole of the compassion in this book, and it is not softness. It
is the load-bearing wall. Every time you are about to read the next few hundred
pages as an indictment of doctors, lawyers, academics, regulators or presidents,
return to it. Nobody in this story is a villain. That is exactly what makes the story
so difficult to stop.
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II. The Choiceless Choice: Where the
Matrix Begins

Everything in this book scales from a single transaction, and the transaction
is not a decision.

A human infant arrives with two non-negotiable imperatives. The first is
attachment: the drive toward proximity to a caregiver, without which the infant
dies. This is not a preference; it is metabolism. The second is authenticity: the
capacity to register and act upon its own interoceptive signals — hunger, fear,
grief, rage, delight, need — without which it cannot navigate, regulate, or
eventually become anybody in particular.

In an environment of reliable, non-contingent holding, these two imperatives do
not conflict. The child can be angry and still be held. It can fail and still be fed. It
can be entirely itself and remain entirely safe, and the two facts never have to be
traded against one another.

Where the environment is conditional, volatile, or chronically misattuned, they
collide. And the collision has only one possible outcome, because the two
imperatives are not equally weighted. The child cannot survive without the bond.
It can, at terrible and lasting cost, survive without the truth.

So it sacrifices authenticity to preserve attachment.

Winnicott had already established, in the paper quoted in Section I, that this is not
a trade between two goods but a trade against being itself: “The alternative to
being is reacting, and reacting interrupts being and annihilates. Being
and annihilation are the two alternatives.” And he had established what the
environment’s job is, stated as a piece of engineering rather than as sentiment:

“The holding environment therefore has as its main function
the reduction to a minimum of impingements to which the
infant must react with resultant annihilation of personal being.”

“Under favourable conditions the infant establishes a continuity
of existence and then begins to develop the sophistications
which make it possible for impingements to be gathered into the
area of omnipotence.”

That is the whole of good-enough parenting in two sentences, and note that it does
not require the impingements to be absent. It requires them to be metabolisable
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— small enough, and met soon enough, to be gathered in rather than reacted to.
Everything this book later says about institutions is a claim about the same
threshold at a larger scale.

I call this the choiceless choice, and both words are doing structural work. It is
a choice, in that a selection is genuinely made and a path genuinely taken. It is
choiceless, in that no agency whatsoever is available to the party making it. There
is no deliberation, no weighing, no moment of consideration that could have gone
otherwise. There is a nervous system doing arithmetic it did not consent to, at an
age at which consent is not a coherent concept.

Which means the first and most important thing to say about the entire
architecture that follows is this: it was not your fault, and it was never your
choice.

Maté supplies the analogy that explains why the adaptation outlives the conditions
that required it, and it is better than mine:

“After all, most adaptations are meant for specific situations,
not as eternally applicable responses in every possible case.”

“The internal adaptations we make to our own personalities in
order to survive adversity early in life carry the same risks as
conditions shift, but we are far less wise to the danger. No
matter how the weather changes, the protective gear, welded as
it is onto the personality, never comes off.”

Welded as it is onto the personality. That is the armour of this book, named
by a physician, in a trade book, in 2022 — and note the verb. Not worn. Not
chosen. Welded. And then the sentence that is the whole of Section VIII’s
Laundering Table compressed into one line:

“It is sobering to realize that many of the personality traits we
have come to believe are us, and perhaps even take pride in,
actually bear the scars of where we lost connection to ourselves,
way back when.”

“Someone who is not valued or recognized for who she is early
in life may develop an outsize appetite for status or wealth.”

Conditional love is a biohazard

I want to give this its proper name, because the polite names for it have allowed it
to remain invisible for a century.
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Conditional love is a biohazard, and the word is chosen precisely. A biohazard is
not merely something unpleasant. It is a substance that contaminates the medium
an organism depends upon for life. Conditional love contaminates attachment —
the child’s primary source of biological safety — by converting it from a habitat
into a currency.

The poison is not that love is absent. Absence is a different injury and in some
ways a cleaner one. The poison is that love is present enough to be
indispensable and conditional enough to become a control system. I
receive connection when I perform, comply, succeed, suppress, soothe, or become
what you need.

That is hazardous in a specific sequence, and each step has a research neighbour.

It makes attachment itself feel dangerous. A dependent child cannot leave
an unreliable emotional environment. When warmth, approval and belonging
appear contingent, the nervous system must continually calculate: am I still loved?
Have I done enough? Am I about to lose connection? The child learns not merely
that certain behaviours are unacceptable, but that its safety within the relationship
depends on managing itself correctly.

It turns the child’s own authenticity into a threat signal. The child’s
anger, grief, fear, spontaneity, bodily need, preference or difference may
jeopardise approval. The nervous system reaches the only available conclusion:
being myself risks losing the people I need in order to survive. Authenticity is
inhibited before it can be consciously chosen.

It installs an internal surveillance system. The parental gaze becomes an
inner tribunal, running continuously: was that good enough? Did I disappoint
them? Am I too emotional? Too needy? Too ordinary? What must I become next?
Psychology calls this introjected regulation. I call it the inner panopticon, and it is
not a metaphor — it is the precise thing Michel Foucault described in ‘Discipline
and Punish: The Birth of the Prison’ (1975/1977), migrating inward and
arriving early. Foucault’s account of what discipline actually manufactures is
worth having in full, in Alan Sheridan’s translation:

“What was then being formed was a policy of coercions that act
upon the body, a calculated manipulation of its elements, its
gestures, its behaviour. The human body was entering a
machinery of power that explores it, breaks it down and
rearranges it. A ‘political anatomy’, which was also a ‘mechanics
of power’, was being born; it defined how one may have a hold
over others’ bodies, not only so that they may do what one
wishes, but so that they may operate as one wishes, with the
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techniques, the speed and the efficiency that one determines.
Thus discipline produces subjected and practised bodies,
‘docile’ bodies.”

And his definition of the product:

“A body is docile that may be subjected, used, transformed and
improved.”

Foucault’s insight was that the watched subject eventually internalises the
inspector and polices itself. What he did not say, and what matters enormously
here, is that for a child raised under conditional regard the installation
requires no effort at all. The circuitry was laid in the nursery. Every institution
the person subsequently enters merely upgrades the software. Note that Foucault’s
docile body is not a broken one — it is “subjected, used, transformed and
improved”, and the improvement is real. That is the same finding Assor, Roth
and Deci reached by questionnaire: the technology works.

It is registered in the body as pain. Social rejection is not an abstract
disappointment. Naomi Eisenberger, in ‘The Pain of Social Disconnection:
Examining the Shared Neural Underpinnings of Physical and Social
Pain’ (2012), published in Nature Reviews Neuroscience, opens with the
observation and then states the finding:

“Experiences of social rejection, exclusion or loss are generally
considered to be some of the most ‘painful’ experiences that we
endure.”

“Why is it that these negative social experiences have such a
profound effect on our emotional well-being?”

“Emerging evidence suggests that experiences of social pain —
the painful feelings associated with social disconnection — rely
on some of the same neurobiological substrates that underlie
experiences of physical pain.”

Note her own hedge: some of the same. The systems are not identical, and I will
not claim they are. The overlap is enough to explain why exclusion genuinely
hurts, and why, to a small child, the withdrawal of affection is not received as an
educational technique but as a threat to continued existence.

It makes self-worth structurally unstable. Unconditional love says: you
may fail without becoming a failure; connection survives imperfection.
Conditional love says: success restores connection; failure threatens it.
Achievement therefore produces temporary relief rather than lasting security.
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What looks, thirty years later, like ambition may be proximity panic with an
excellent curriculum vitae.

Somatic decapitation

To execute the choiceless choice, something has to be done about the body,
because the body will not stop reporting.

The cognitive intellect hyper-develops as an isolated defensive shield: anticipating
demand, modelling the adult, pre-computing the required performance, and
suppressing the volatile interior that keeps producing inconvenient data. I call the
result somatic decapitation — Decapitatio Somatica — the functional
severance of the calculating head from the feeling torso, so that the torso’s
information cannot reach the decision.

And here I am not the first to say so. Winnicott devoted a section of Ego Distortion
in Terms of True and False Self to exactly this, under the heading The Mind and
the False Self, and it is the single most useful passage anyone has written for the
argument of this book:

“A particular danger arises out of the not infrequent tie-up
between the intellectual approach and the False Self. When a
False Self becomes organized in an individual who has a high
intellectual potential there is a very strong tendency for the
mind to become the location of the False Self, and in this case
there develops a dissociation between intellectual activity and
psycho-somatic existence.”

A dissociation between intellectual activity and psycho-somatic
existence. That is Decapitatio Somatica, in clinical language, in 1960. And
Winnicott is explicit that the resulting condition is not a deficit but a deception —
one that fools the observer and the person alike:

“When there has taken place this double abnormality, (i) the
False Self organized to hide the True Self, and (ii) an attempt on
the part of the individual to solve the personal problem by the
use of a fine intellect, a clinical picture results which is peculiar
in that it very easily deceives. The world may observe academic
success of a high degree, and may find it hard to believe in the
very real distress of the individual concerned, who feels
‘phoney’ the more he or she is successful. When such
individuals destroy themselves in one way or another, instead of
fulfilling promise, this invariably produces a sense of shock in
those who have developed high hopes of the individual.”
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I want to take that passage apart clause by clause, because four separate
arguments in this book are contained in it and every one of them is Winnicott’s
rather than mine.

The mind becomes the location of the False Self. That is the hyper-developed
cognitive shield of this section.

“A dissociation between intellectual activity and psycho-somatic
existence.” That is somatic decapitation, and it is the reason I can keep the
phrase without claiming a neural guillotine.

“Who feels ‘phoney’ the more he or she is successful.” That is the
desolation at the destination described later in this section, and the empty summit
of Section III — and it is a paediatrician’s clinical observation, not a poetic
flourish.

“When such individuals destroy themselves in one way or another,
instead of fulfilling promise, this invariably produces a sense of shock
in those who have developed high hopes of the individual.” Read that
beside Section XI. Every high-achieving professional whose collapse is met with
institutional astonishment is in that sentence. Winnicott is telling us that the
astonishment is itself diagnostic: the world was looking at the intellect, which was
the False Self, and mistook it for the person.

Even so, I must impose a firm boundary on my own language, and I would rather
impose it myself than have it imposed on me.

There is no evidence that professionalisation, or childhood adversity,
literally severs the prefrontal cortex from a somatic torso, and I do not
claim it. The phrase is phenomenological. What sits beneath it is an assembly of
measured phenomena: cognitive dominance, diminished interoceptive access,
habitual emotional suppression, dissociative distancing, and professionally
socialised emotional detachment. Presented that way, the metaphor has evidence
beneath it. Presented as a neural guillotine, it becomes a gift to anyone who wants
to dismiss the entire book, and it does not deserve to be that.

The Cartesian inheritance is real, but it too should be indicted for what it actually
did rather than for the caricature. René Descartes did not call us meat. He held the
mind to be an immaterial thinking substance and wrestled genuinely with the lived
union of mind and body. What he bequeathed to modernity was a body-machine
and a disembodied observer — a grammar in which mind/body partitioning
became intellectually available.
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Ant6nio Damasio’s naming of that bequest is the most precise sentence anyone
has written about it, and it is worth having here as well as in Section X:

“This is Descartes’ error: the abyssal separation between body
and mind, between the sizable, dimensioned, mechanically
operated, infinitely divisible body stuff, on the one hand, and
the unsizable, undimensioned, un-pushpullable, nondivisible
mind stuff; the suggestion that reasoning, and moral judgment,
and the suffering that comes from physical pain or emotional
upheaval might exist separately from the body. Specifically: the
separation of the most refined operations of mind from the
structure and operation of a biological organism.”

Biomedicine kept the machine, operationally mislaid the union, and eventually
came to treat the person as the vehicle in which the disease had arrived.

Sorry, René: pourquoi nous avez-vous guillotinés?

The definitional fence

Now the fence, because this argument has been abused before and I will not hand
anyone the weapon.

Conditional love is not an ACE. The ACE instruments measure abuse, neglect
and household dysfunction. Parental conditional regard is a distinct construct,
measured by different instruments, in a different literature. The two rhyme; they
are not identical, and collapsing them into a single variable would be a
straightforward methodological error that a competent reviewer would catch in a
paragraph. Where this book runs them together conceptually, it says so.

Not every parental condition is traumatic. Loving parenting necessarily
includes limits, disappointment, correction and the word no. A child who is told to
stop hitting his sister has not been traumatised. The hazard arises where the child
experiences relationship, belonging, or fundamental worth itself as contingent —
especially when the pattern is chronic, unpredictable, humiliating, or paired with
emotional withdrawal.

ACE scores are population risk instruments, not individual
prophecies. A high score does not predict what any particular person will do,
and a low score confers no immunity. Adversity is graded and probabilistic, not
deterministic. Enormous numbers of people with four or more ACEs become
extraordinarily compassionate; some of the cruellest people you will ever meet had
unremarkable childhoods.
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Childhood adversity is not the sole cause of anything. Genes, prenatal
factors, neurodevelopment, physical illness, current relationships, poverty,
discrimination, violence, occupational conditions, substances, protective
experiences and sheer chance all matter. Bitna Kim and Meghan Royle’s umbrella
review of the meta-analytic literature, ‘Annual Research Review: Mapping
the Multifaceted Approaches and Impacts of Adverse Childhood
Experiences — An Umbrella Review of Meta-Analyses’ (2024), in the
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, reports both the scale of the
evidence and the modesty of the average effect:

“Employing an umbrella synthesis methodology, this review
integrated findings from 99 meta-analyses involving 592 effect
sizes.”

“The findings reveal a small to moderate overall effect size of
ACEs across outcome domains.”

“When ACEs were aggregated without distinguishing between
different types, but with consideration of their cumulative
effects, adverse outcomes were significantly exacerbated.”

“Despite extensive research, a comprehensive understanding of
ACEs’ multifaceted impacts continues to be challenging to
achieve.”

I put the third of those in because it is the finding that saves the cumulative model
from the criticism levelled at it in Section X, and the first and second because they
are the honest scale of the thing. Small to moderate. Adversity is neither necessary
nor sufficient, and most exposed people do not develop a disorder.

And the historical warning matters, because the proposition that psychological
damage is predictable in advance has an ugly pedigree. In the Second World War,
American psychiatric screening excluded roughly twelve per cent of fifteen million
men on grounds of “predisposition” — around six times the First World War
rate — and the war-neurosis rate roughly doubled anyway. The programme was
abolished in 1944. Follow-up of psychiatrically rejected men who served regardless
found that the overwhelming majority served satisfactorily. In the Royal Air Force,
a predisposition bar would have excluded aircrew who later broke down, including
men decorated for gallantry.

The fork is therefore absolute, and it governs every claim in this book:
population risk, never individual prediction.
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That fence is exactly what permits the Sky Hand to go as far as it goes. Because the
claim I am actually making is not that damaged people become monsters. It is
something less lurid and considerably harder to live with:

Almost everyone in every room is carrying something the room has
agreed not to mention. And the systems we have built for judging,
treating, examining and regulating one another were designed by
people carrying exactly the same thing, and are staffed by people who
have been rewarded, richly and sincerely, for never saying so.

That is not an accusation. It is a description of the water.

Plate III - The First Interview. A boy of about six sits in a chair too large for him,

back to us, shoes not reaching the floor, hands in his lap, composed. Across the
desk three professionals receive him: one takes notes, one bends to a microscope,
one rests his chin on his hand and says nothing. Everyone in the room is
competent and everyone is kind. On the side table to the left, in the daylight, sit a
teddy bear, a row of small wooden figures and a doll’s house — his actual life,
present in the room, and not on the table.

This is not the first interview. That one happened in a kitchen, years earlier, and
nobody minuted it. There was a plate of food on the table and a report card beside
it, and a real and loving adult who would have been genuinely bewildered to be
told that anything was wrong — and the child could not work out, and would never
afterwards be able to work out, whether the warmth was available regardless of the
card. So he solved the problem the only way it can be solved by somebody that
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size. He made sure of the card. He got very, very good at making sure of the card.
And that is why he already knows exactly how to sit in this room: back straight,
hands still, answering. Nobody has had to teach him. Now look at the side table,
because that is where the argument is. The bear and the wooden figures and the
doll’s house are in the room, in the daylight, eighteen inches from the proceedings
— and they are not on the table, and no instrument on that desk can pick them up,
and not one of these three excellent people has been trained to ask about them.
Thirty years from now he will be sitting on the other side of a desk very like this
one, still making sure of the card, and everyone including him will call it ambition.

THE EGO SCALING MATRIX 40



II1. The Armour Has Measurable
Components

The metaphor is a metaphor. The armour is not.

This is the section where the Earth Hand does its heaviest lifting, because the
single most common objection to any theory of this kind is that it is poetry wearing
a lab coat. So let me put down, plainly, the parts of the structure that have actually
been measured, at scale, by people with no stake whatsoever in my argument —
and let me put down their words rather than mine.

Emotion regulation and coping

Meredith Gruhn and Bruce Compas, in ‘Effects of Maltreatment on Coping
and Emotion Regulation in Childhood and Adolescence: A Meta-
Analytic Review’, state the question, the sample and the result:

“Thus, a candidate mechanism to explain the association
between early-life abuse and neglect and later maladjustment is
the way in which previously-maltreated youth respond to stress
throughout development.”

“Thirty-five studies (N = 11,344) met criteria for inclusion in the
meta-analysis.”

“Maltreatment was significantly related to decreased emotion
regulation (r = —.24, p < .001) and increased emotion
dysregulation (r = .28, p < .001) at the domain level.”

“At the strategy level, maltreatment was significantly related to
increased avoidance (r = .25, p < .001), emotional suppression
(r = .24, p < .001), and emotional expression (r = .25, p < .001).”

“Results indicate that maltreatment is broadly associated with
poor emotion regulation as well as increased avoidance,
emotional suppression, and expression of negative emotions in
response to stress.”

That is the first plate of the armour, and it is the one that will later be renamed
composure.
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Alexithymia

Anika Khan and Sara Jaffee’s larger meta-analysis, ‘Alexithymia in
Individuals Maltreated as Children and Adolescents: A Meta-Analysis’
(2022), in the Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, defines the construct
and reports the association:

“The goal of the current meta-analysis was to determine the
degree to which maltreatment is associated with deficits in the
ability to recognize one’s own emotions - a phenomenon known
as alexithymia.”

“This meta-analytic review (88 studies, n = 43,076) examined
the association between the experience of childhood
maltreatment and alexithymia, mainly in adulthood.”

“We found significant small effect sizes for all models,
indicating higher levels of maltreatment in childhood or
adolescence were associated with higher levels of alexithymia.”

“Alexithymia was more strongly associated with forms of
neglect than with physical or sexual abuse.”

And the sentence that turns a psychological finding into an institutional one,
though the authors do not take it there:

“Alexithymia may be a mechanism explaining the association
between childhood maltreatment and various psychological
disorders.”

Read that finding next to a profession that prizes the capacity to remain unmoved
by what is in front of you, and something uncomfortable becomes visible. A trait
that a developmental psychologist would classify as an impairment is, in several
elite occupational settings, a selection criterion.

That is the second plate. It will later be renamed objectivity.

Threat perception

Chantal Bérubé and colleagues, in ‘Emotion Recognition in Adults With a
History of Childhood Maltreatment: A Systematic Review’ (2023), in
Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, report a tuning rather than a deficit, which is the
distinction the whole argument needs:
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“The results indicate that adults with a history of childhood
maltreatment show a differentiated reaction to happiness,
anger, and fear.”

“Happiness is less detected, whereas negative emotions are
recognized more rapidly and at a lower intensity compared to
adults not exposed to such traumatic events.”

“Emotion recognition is also related to greater brain activation
for the maltreated group.”

“The systematic review found that maltreatment affects the
perception of emotions expressed on both adult and child
faces.”

“Happiness is less detected, whereas negative emotions are recognized
more rapidly and at a lower intensity.” That is not damage. That is
calibration — a perceptual system optimised for a dangerous room, still running in
a safe one, and experienced by its owner as accuracy.

Third plate. It will later be renamed risk awareness, forensic instinct, or clinical
suspicion.

Neurobiology, stated carefully

Martin Teicher and Jacqueline Samson, in ‘Annual Research Review:
Enduring Neurobiological Effects of Childhood Abuse and Neglect’
(2016), in the Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, open with a claim of
remarkable scope:

“Childhood maltreatment is the most important preventable
cause of psychopathology accounting for about 45% of the
population attributable risk for childhood onset psychiatric
disorders.”

“A key breakthrough has been the discovery that maltreatment
alters trajectories of brain development.”

“Parental verbal abuse, witnessing domestic violence and sexual
abuse appear to specifically target brain regions (auditory,
visual and somatosensory cortex) and pathways that process
and convey the aversive experience.”

Then the sentence that ought to have reorganised an entire discipline and did not:
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“Childhood maltreatment exerts a prepotent influence on brain
development and has been an unrecognized confound in almost
all psychiatric neuroimaging studies.”

“Structural and functional abnormalities initially attributed to
psychiatric illness may be a more direct consequence of abuse.”

“Abuse and neglect have confounded neuroimaging studies on
psychopathology for the last 30 years and may be responsible
for many erroneous assumptions and conclusions.”

And — this is the part that matters most for a book about armour — their
interpretation of what the changes are:

“These brain changes may be best understood as adaptive
responses to facilitate survival and reproduction in the face of
adversity.”

“These studies provide strong support for the overarching
hypothesis that brain changes in maltreated individuals
represent modifications or adaptations rather than nonspecific
damage.”

“We need to reiterate the hypothesis that these alterations are
adaptations to an anticipated stress-filled malevolent world.”

“In a just society, they will appear maladaptive and in need of
treatment, just as adaptations that soldiers make during
prolonged periods of combat may be maladaptive back home.”

That last sentence is, so far as I am aware, the closest anyone in the
neurobiological literature has come to the thesis of this book. The armour is not a
lesion. It is a fit — an accurate response to a world that was accurately perceived —
and it becomes a problem only when the world changes and the fit does not.

Bessel van der Kolk’s synthesis in ‘The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind,
and Body in the Healing of Trauma’ (2014) names the substrate exactly:

“We have learned that trauma is not just an event that took
place sometime in the past; it is also the imprint left by that
experience on mind, brain, and body.”

“Trauma results in a fundamental reorganization of the way
mind and brain manage perceptions.”
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“You can be fully in charge of your life only if you can
acknowledge the reality of your body, in all its visceral
dimensions.”

Here I want to be more restrained than my own earlier drafts were. Trauma does
not install one anatomically identifiable “false executive module”, and any
claim that it does is over-reach. Teicher and Samson themselves add the
complication that makes any simple story impossible:

“Their relationship to psychopathology is complex as they are
discernible in both susceptible and resilient individuals with
maltreatment histories.”

“However, the observation that these neuroimaging findings
can also be observed in apparently resilient individuals with
histories of maltreatment but without psychopathology raises
concerns about the relationship between these findings and
psychiatric disorders.”

What the evidence supports is the reshaping of emotion regulation, threat
appraisal, avoidance, shame, attachment expectation, interoceptive
access and behavioural coping. Those processes can then become sufficiently
habitual that the adult experiences them, from the inside, not as strategies but as
me.

That last clause is the whole of the trap, and it is worth stating on its own line:

The adaptation becomes the identity. Which is why removing it feels
like dying, and why any institution that threatens to remove it will be
resisted as though it were an assassin.

Contingent self-worth, and the empty chest

The existential claim — the “hole in the Soul” — also has a measurable proxy,
and it is one of the strongest links in the entire chain.

Victoria Blom’s longitudinal occupational study ‘Contingent Self-Esteem,
Stressors and Burnout in Working Women and Men’ (2012) — and I
correct my own earlier attribution here: this paper has a single author, not the
team it is often cited to — defines the construct and reports the finding;:

“High involvement in terms of performance-based self-esteem
(PBSE) refers to individuals’ strivings to validate self-worth by
achievements, a disposition linked to poor health.”
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“The results showed performance-based self-esteem mediated
partially between the stressors and burnout.”

“Performance-based self-esteem was the strongest predictor of
burnout over time, followed by private life stressors.”

“Individual characteristics along with both private life and work
stressors are important predictors of burnout.”

Her own statement of the gap is the more useful sentence for this book:

“Yet, research investigating how high work involvement and
psychosocial stressors relate to burnout is scarce.”

Research on workaholism converges. Corine van Wijhe, Maria Peeters and Wilmar
Schaufeli, in ‘Enough Is Enough: Cognitive Antecedents of Workaholism

and Its Aftermath’ (2014), in Human Resource Management, name the beliefs

that drive it:

“Workaholism is commonly conceptualized as a compulsive
inner drive to work excessively hard.”

“This study investigates to what extent rigid personal beliefs—
i.e., performance-based self-esteem (self-esteem that is
contingent upon good performance) and an enough
continuation rule (continuing with work until one feels one has
done enough)—contribute to exhaustion through workaholism.’

9

“Taken together, our findings show that rigid personal beliefs at
T1 predicted primarily working compulsively at T2, and working
compulsively at T1 influenced exhaustion at T2.”

“Continuing with work until one feels one has done enough.” The whole
tragedy is in the verb feels. A person whose worth was made contingent in
childhood does not have access to that feeling, which is why the rule has no
terminating condition.

And the population-level version is equally clear. Helga Dittmar, Rod Bond,
Megan Hurst and Tim Kasser’s meta-analysis ‘The Relationship Between
Materialism and Personal Well-Being: A Meta-Analysis’ (2014), in the
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology:

“To address these and other questions, we examined 753 effect
sizes from 259 independent samples.”

“Materialism was associated with significantly lower well-being
for the most widely used, multifaceted measures (materialist
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values and beliefs, r = —.19, p = —.24; relative importance of

materialist goals, r = —.16, p = —.21), more than for measures
assessing emphasis on money alone (rs = —.08 to —.11, ps = —.09
to —.14).”

“The relationship also depended on type of well-being outcome,
with largest effects for risky health and consumer behaviors and
for negative self-appraisals (rs = —.28 to —.44, ps = -.32 to —.53)
and weakest effects for life satisfaction and negative affect (rs =
-.13 to —.15, ps = —.17to —.18).”

“Mediation analyses suggested that the negative link may be
explained by poor psychological need satisfaction.”

This does not validate the metaphysical proposition that every human being
contains an ontological vacancy. It validates the behavioural mechanism, which is
what the argument actually needs:

When worth is made contingent on performance, achievement stops
being productive activity and becomes an instrument of self-
regulation. And an instrument of self-regulation must be used again.

Why the summit is empty

There is a neurobiological reason why the promotion does not work, and it
deserves to be stated with its limits attached.

Kent Berridge and Terry Robinson, in ‘Liking, Wanting, and the Incentive-
Sensitization Theory of Addiction’ (2016), in American Psychologist, begin
from the confusion everybody makes:

“Rewards are both ‘liked’ and ‘wanted,’ and those 2 words seem
almost interchangeable.”

They are not:

“The incentive-sensitization theory posits the essence of drug
addiction to be excessive amplification specifically of
psychological ‘wanting,’ especially triggered by cues, without
necessarily an amplification of ‘liking.””

“Mesolimbic sensitization renders brain ‘wanting’ systems
hyperreactive to drug cues and contexts, thus conferring more
intense incentive salience on those cues or contexts.”
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“Thus, the central tenet of the incentive-sensitization theory is
that addiction becomes compulsive when mesolimbic systems
become sensitized and hyperreactive to the incentive
motivational properties of drug cues.”

Status, title, ranking and applause activate the first system. They do not reliably
recruit the second. So the milestone delivers a spike and a crash, and leaves the
original hunger structurally unfed, and drives escalation toward ever-larger doses
of performative validation.

I want to bound that claim carefully, because it is the one most likely to be over-
sold on my behalf. It would be an over-reach to state that billable-hour targets,
citation counts, luxury goods and professional prestige are all, neurologically, one
dopamine disorder. They are not. The safer and entirely sufficient synthesis is:

Contingent worth supplies the psychological demand. Incentive
salience supplies a mechanism by which cues and goals acquire
motivational pull independent of satisfaction. Institutions supply an
endless queue of external metrics. Together these give a plausible
architecture for recurrent striving without arrival.

That is what I call desolation at the destination, and it is the moment this
entire book was written from. You step out onto the freezing helipad of your own
hard-won empire and are hit by a realisation that will not be reasoned away:
success should not make me feel like this. You built a masterpiece of Having, and
the BEing is still starving in the lobby. The contract paid out completely on the
outside and defaulted catastrophically on the inside.

The problem was never that the ambition was a mistake. The problem is that a
worldly catapult was asked to perform a spiritual crossing. Success was asked to
heal a wound. Success was asked to manufacture worth. Success was asked to
prove lovability. Success was asked to become love.

It cannot. It was never the wrong amount. It was the wrong chest.

Table 1 - The armour, plate by plate: what was measured, and what it gets called

at work.
Emotional Gruhn & Compas, Established Composure; not letting
suppression and _ . it get to you
dysregulation meta-analysis, 35

studies, n = 11,344
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Alexithymia Khan & Jaffee Established Objectivity;
(2022), 88 studies professional distance
b b
n = 43,076
Threat-tuned Bérubé et Established Risk awareness;
perception clinical suspicion;
al. (2023_)’ . forensic instinct
systematic review
Altered stress and Teicher & Samson Established Drive; being switched
threat circuitry (2016) on
Contingent self- Blom (2012); van Established Ambition;
worth Wijhe et al. (2014) commitment
Extrinsic goal Dittmar et Established Success orientation
orientation al. (2014), 753 effect
sizes
Wanting/liking Berridge & Established Hunger; never
dissociation Robinson (2016) mechanism; applied | satisfied; always the
here by inference next one
“Somatic Assembly of the above Metaphor, Rigour; not being
decapitation” explicitly emotional about it

That final row is the honest one, and I have put it in the table rather than in a

footnote for a reason. The most quotable phrase in this section is the only one that

is not a finding.
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IV. Scaling Is Not Enlargement: The
Correction That Saves the Theory

Now the objection that would kill everything, and the correction that
answers it.

The objection is short, obvious, and completely fatal in the form the theory is
usually stated. It goes:

But plenty of surgeons, judges, professors and regulators had perfectly happy
childhoods. Are you saying they didn’t? Are you saying every institution is
staffed by traumatised people? Because that is both insulting and false, and you
have no data for it.

That objection is correct. And under the version of the theory it attacks, it is

unanswerable.

Plate IV - The Wrong Diagram. On the bench, tipped over and struck through in

chalk, the nesting dolls: the model in which a wound simply gets bigger, and
which one well-adjusted consultant destroys. Behind them, the mechanism that
actually runs — a loom several storeys high, into which hundreds of different-
coloured threads enter at hundreds of separate points, and out of which comes one
continuous bolt of identical grey cloth. The people feeding the threads are not
looking at each other. Nobody is operating the loom.
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The dolls had to go, and I would rather strike them out myself than have
somebody else do it for me. The objection that kills them is unanswerable: not
everybody in the building had a difficult childhood, no headcount has ever been
taken, and a theory that needs one is not a theory. What is behind them on the
wall is what I am actually claiming. Look at the colours going in — every thread a
different history, a different temperament, a different childhood, some of them
entirely untroubled — and look at the cloth coming out, which is uniform. That is
what selection, contagion, reward, codification and downward pressure do, and
they do it without anybody at the loom, which is why there is nobody at the loom
in the picture. The three figures feeding it are competent people doing separate
jobs correctly. None of them can see the bolt. And the cloth does not require their
wounds. It requires only their threads.

So let me state the version it attacks, and then abandon it in public.

The aggregation model. Wounded child — wounded adult — wounded doctor
— wounded hospital — wounded civilisation. Trauma is poured, essentially
unchanged, from the smaller vessel into the larger one, and the institution is
traumatised because a sufficient number of its members are. Russian dolls, each
one a bigger version of the last.

This model is intuitive, rhetorically powerful, and wrong. It requires a headcount
nobody has taken and nobody could take. It collapses the moment a single well -
adjusted consultant walks into the room. And it commits precisely the error that
every serious systems theorist since Niklas Luhmann has warned against: it treats
a social system as a large person.

A civilisation does not possess an infant nervous system. A university
does not literally dissociate. A medical regulator does not have an
attachment style. Any theory that requires those sentences to be true is not a
theory; it is a mood.

The emergence model

Here is the formulation I actually defend, and it is stronger scientifically and more
precise philosophically than the one it replaces:

Ego scaling is not the enlargement of a wound. It is an emergent
process by which defensive adaptations are selected, socially
synchronised, normatively rewarded, codified into roles and
procedures, and recursively reproduced by systems that then exert
downward pressure on everyone who arrives afterwards.
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Every clause is doing work. Let me take them in order, and let each authority
speak for itself.

Selected. Institutions do not recruit childhood histories. They recruit behaviour.
Benjamin Schneider set out the mechanism in ‘The People Make the Place’
(1987), in Personnel Psychology, and his abstract states it without hedging:

“The framework proposes that organizations are functions of
the kinds of people they contain and, further, that the people
there are functions of an attraction-selection-attrition (ASA)
cycle.”

“The ASA cycle is proposed as an alternative model for
understanding organizations and the causes of the structures,
processes, and technology of organizations.”

His own summary of the claim, on the article’s first page, is more radical than it is
usually given credit for:

“The attributes of people, not the nature of the external
environment, or organizational technology, or organizational
structure, are the fundamental determinants of organizational
behavior.”

And then the consequence, which Schneider states as a warning and which I take
as the central prediction of this entire book:

“The framework indicates that unless organizations consciously
fight restriction in the range of the kinds of people they contain,
when the environment changes they will (1) not be aware that it

has changed and (2) probably not be capable of changing.”

Read that twice. “Not be aware that it has changed.” A homogeneous
institution does not merely resist new information; it becomes structurally unable
to perceive that new information exists. That is the mechanism of the twenty-
eight-year silence described in the Prologue, stated in a personnel-psychology
journal eleven years before the ACE Study was published. Schneider gives us the
selection step without requiring anybody to have asked anybody about their
mother.

Socially synchronised. Affect is not private. Sigal Barsade’s experimental work,
‘The Ripple Effect: Emotional Contagion and Its Influence on Group
Behavior’ (2002), in Administrative Science Quarterly, is the step that turns
individual states into shared ones, and it is experimental rather than theoretical:
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“Group emotional contagion, the transfer of moods among
people in a group, and its influence on work group dynamics
was examined in a laboratory study of managerial decision
making using multiple, convergent measures of mood,
individual attitudes, behavior, and group-level dynamics.”

“Using a 2 x 2 experimental design, with a trained confederate
enacting mood conditions, the predicted effect of emotional
contagion was found among group members, using both outside
coders’ ratings of participants’ mood and participants’ self-
reported mood.”

“There was a significant influence of emotional contagion on
individual-level attitudes and group processes.”

And her conclusion, which is the sentence I would give to anyone who thinks the
affective field is a poetic invention:

“The results of this research confirm that people do not live on
emotional islands but, rather, that group members experience
moods at work, these moods ripple out and, in the process,
influence not only other group members’ emotions but their
group dynamics and individual cognitions, attitudes, and
behaviors as well.”

Normatively rewarded. What the group praises, the group gets more of. Amy
Edmondson’s ‘Psychological Safety and Learning Behavior in Work
Teams’ (1999), across fifty-one work teams, gives the construct its definition, and
the definition is worth having exactly:

“It introduces the construct of team psychological safety—a
shared belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for
interpersonal risk taking—and models the effects of team
psychological safety and team efficacy together on learning and
performance in organizational work teams.”

“Results of a study of 51 work teams in a manufacturing
company, measuring antecedent, process, and outcome
variables, show that team psychological safety is associated with
learning behavior, but team efficacy is not, when controlling for
team psychological safety.”

“As predicted, learning behavior mediates between team
psychological safety and team performance.”
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Note the phrase “[A] shared belief held by members of a team”. Not a
policy, not a value, not a mission statement — a belief, held in common, about
whether it is safe to be a person here. Crucially, the same architecture can run in
either direction, which is the single most hopeful fact in this book and the subject
of Section XVII.

Codified. Repetition becomes expectation; expectation becomes rule. Isabel
Menzies Lyth’s study of a teaching hospital’s nursing service, ‘A Case-Study in
the Functioning of Social Systems as a Defence against Anxiety’ (1960),
in Human Relations, is the founding text of this step: she demonstrated that the
service had organised its actual procedures — task-splitting, ritual,
depersonalisation, checks and counter-checks, the diffusion of responsibility from
the individual to the system — as a collective defence against primitive anxiety.

And here I owe the reader a disclosure rather than a quotation. The
1960 paper is behind a paywall I could not pass, and I will not print sentences
from a text I have not read. What I can quote is Menzies Lyth restating her own
findings for a general readership in ‘Nurses Under Stress’, Nursing Times,
February 1961:

“However, social organizations as such also develop defence
mechanisms: that is, established methods of helping their
members to deal with disturbing emotional experiences —
methods which are built into the way the organization works.”

“Decisions are checked and counterchecked, as are the
executive actions consequent on them.”

“The nursing service seems to offer some protection against
such stress by reducing the number of possible decisions that
must actually be made, and substituting precise instructions.”

“The nursing service tries, therefore, to protect nurses from
stress by fostering nurse-patient relationships which are often
short and always rather tenuous.”

“Built into the way the organization works.” That is the whole of
codification in seven words, written in 1961, by a woman who had watched it
happen on a ward. This is the step where a feeling becomes a form.

Recursively reproduced, with downward pressure. And this is the step
that answers the objection outright. Once a defensive phenotype is encoded in
recruitment, training, status, language, procedure and sanction, people who did
not arrive with it acquire it as the price of belonging. New trainees learn where not
to speak, when to suppress, whose anger matters, which errors threaten belonging
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and what behaviour earns status. That is downward causation in a modest social-
scientific sense — not a claim that the institution has acquired a nervous system.

Which yields the consequence that makes the whole theory survivable:

They do not have to have been traumatised. The institution can become
the carrier.

The original wound no longer needs to be present for the defence to
reproduce. That is what institutionalisation actually means.

Homology, not identity

One more distinction, and then the theory is safe.

Institutions can perform functionally homologous defensive operations:
threat detection, image defence, exclusion of anomaly, projection of blame,
suppression of dissent, rigidification under threat, ritualisation, jurisdictional
defence, and compulsive self-preservation. Those operations emerge from
interactions among people without requiring every participant to share a
childhood.

Sandra Bloom and Brian Farragher gave us the exact right word for this in
‘Parallel Processes and Trauma-Organized Systems’, a chapter of
Destroying Sanctuary: The Crisis in Human Service Delivery Systems (2010),
and their premise is stated in a single line:

“Organizations are living complex systems and as such are
vulnerable to the impact of trauma and adversity.”

Bloom sets out the definition of parallel process itself in her later chapter
‘Trauma-organised systems and parallel process’ (2011), where two or
more systems come to “develop similar affects, cognition, and behaviors,
which are defined as parallel processes,” and where she observes that
“Chronic stress stealthily robs an organization of basic interpersonal
safety and trust.” She is also scrupulous about where the term came from: “As
a result, many human service delivery networks are functioning as
‘trauma-organised systems’ (Bentovim, 1992).”

Parallel process is stronger than metaphor and weaker than identity, and that is
precisely the register this book needs. The professional system does not become
the same entity as the wounded person. It begins to reproduce a homologous
relationship to threat.
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A frightened individual narrows options, hides vulnerability, projects danger,
compulsively controls uncertainty, and repeats familiar defensive solutions.

A frightened organisation centralises authority, suppresses dissent, expands
auditing, protects reputation, classifies anomalies as deviance, and repeats
previously successful procedures.

That is not personification. It is cross-level functional homology, and it is argued
as such wherever it appears in this book.

Figure 1. Aggregation versus emergence: the two models of ego scaling, and why
only one survives contact with a well-adjusted consultant.

The revised causal chain

Here, then, is the model in full. Everything up to and including codification has
substantial neighbouring evidence. The final move to a single civilisational
grammar remains my highest-level inference, and is marked as such.

Early relational ecology — conditional regard, adversity, attachment
insecurity, protective relationships | Developmental learning — what must I
suppress? What earns belonging? What signals danger? | Protective phenotype
— hypervigilance, perfectionistic concern, appeasement, control, suppression,
shame, status regulation | Adult identity — the adaptation is experienced as
personality, competence, me | Role attraction and selection — different
environments reward different phenotypes | Professional persona — the
adaptations are renamed diligence, resilience, objectivity, loyalty, standards |
Affective field — contagion, shared appraisal, hierarchy, safety or threat, voice
or silence, sanction | Social defence — anxiety contained through ritual,
distance, categorisation, control, blame | Codification — procedures, metrics,
categories, jurisdiction, architecture, training, promotion | Autopoietic
reproduction — the system selects the communications and practices that
reproduce the system | Institutional ego-like function — image defence,
anomaly exclusion, self-reference, projection, rigidity, jurisdictional defence |
Cross-institutional and civilisational pattern — collective narcissism,
prestige competition, enemy production, commodified worth, bureaucratic
abstraction | Downward causation — these environments shape adults,
families, childhood conditions, and the next cohort U

The loop closes. And the closing of the loop is the reason the mechanism does not
need a founder, a meeting, or a villain.

The child goes up looking for love; the wound comes down as
institution.
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V. The Affective Field: The Missing
Middle

There is a gap in every version of this argument that has ever been made,
including my own earlier ones, and it sits exactly between the wounded
person and the defended institution.

A hospital has no amygdala. A bar association has no vagus nerve. A university
cannot dissociate. Something has to convert many heterogeneous nervous systems
into one reproducible social pattern, and analogy is not a mechanism.

The affective field is that mechanism.

Definition

An affective field is a dynamic, context-bound and power-structured
configuration of emotions, moods, bodily arousal, appraisals, beliefs,
values, motivations and action-tendencies, distributed across
interacting persons and sustained by their relationships, roles,
language, practices, material surroundings and institutional memory.

It is broader than emotional contagion, which is one mechanism within it. It also
includes shared interpretation: what the group believes is happening, who is
dangerous, what may be spoken, what counts as success, which emotions are
legitimate, and what follows from displaying them.

It is also broader than organisational culture. Culture describes relatively enduring
values and meanings. The affective field is the live, fluctuating state through which
culture is presently embodied. A hospital can have a formal culture of
compassionate care while a particular ward has a field of vigilance, exhaustion and
suppressed anger. A court can formally value impartiality while its moment-to-
moment field is organised by status anxiety, adversarial anticipation and fear of
error. A university can endorse free inquiry while a department’s field
communicates, unmistakably and without a single memorandum, that certain
questions are professionally dangerous.

And it is not homogeneous. A field has unequal positions. A senior partner’s
irritation, a consultant’s anxiety or a judge’s impatience organises the behaviour of
many less powerful people; the fear of a junior remains concealed and
institutionally inaudible. People also land differently in the same atmosphere,
because they arrive with different histories. The field metaphor must preserve

THE EGO SCALING MATRIX 57



both collectivity and difference, or it becomes exactly the mush its critics accuse it
of being.

Why the field is not mysticism

The critical refinement — and it is a correction to my own earlier language — is
this. Wounds are not literally pooled. People in the same field do not become
psychologically identical. What actually happens is that a shared context activates
heterogeneous developmental sensitivities, coordinates their expression through
contagion and social appraisal, selectively rewards some adaptations and silences
others, and embeds the resulting pattern in institutional memory.

That distinction matters enormously, because it explains a phenomenon that the
pooling metaphor cannot. The senior professional who cannot tolerate
uncertainty and the junior who cannot risk disagreement are not
displaying the same defence. Yet together they produce the field of
certainty.

One person’s fear becomes command. Another’s becomes compliance. Another’s
becomes silence. Another’s becomes rescue. Another’s becomes perfectionism.
Another’s becomes withdrawal. Six different adaptations, one stable system, and
no two people in it feeling the same thing.

Work on collective emotion makes exactly this point: macro-level emotional
patterns emerge from interaction and cannot be reduced to an average of
individual feelings. Gerhard Thonhauser’s ‘Towards a Taxonomy of
Collective Emotions’ (2022), in Emotion Review — and I correct an earlier
attribution of mine here: this paper has one author, not two — sets out the
distinctions that the field concept needs:

“This paper distinguishes collective emotions from other
phenomena pertaining to the social and interactive nature of
emotion and proposes a taxonomy of different types of
collective emotion.”

“First, it emphasizes the distinction between collective emotions
as affective experiences and underpinning mechanisms.”

“Second, it elaborates on other types of affective experience,
namely the social sharing of emotion, group-based emotions,
and joint emotions.”

“Finally, it develops a taxonomy of five types of collective
emotion: emotional sharing, emotional contagion, emotional
matching, emotional segregation, and emotional fusion.”
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The item in that list that this book leans on hardest is the fourth, emotional
segregation — the case in which a collective emotional phenomenon is composed
of members who are not feeling the same thing. That is the ward round. That is the
tribunal. That is the faculty meeting.

The ancestors

I did not discover that personal and collective psychological levels interpenetrate,
and it would be dishonest to imply it.

S. H. Foulkes got there first, and the coincidence of vocabulary is almost
embarrassing. Group analysis moved beyond one-person psychology toward a
group matrix: a continuously reintegrating communicational network. Later
group-analytic work distinguishes a personal matrix, a dynamic matrix generated
by the present group, and a foundation matrix reflecting cultural and historical
inheritance.

Personal organisation ] live group matrix { social and historical matrix.

That is extraordinarily close in shape — though not in cause — to the structure this
book proposes. My distinctive claim is not the nesting. It is that developmental
fear supplies a recurrent charge to the matrix, and that professional
systems select and fossilise specific defensive adaptations out of it.

Earl Hopper takes the resemblance further still. His work on traumatised groups
and organisations proposes a fourth basic assumption, Incohesion:
Aggregation/Massification, describing oscillation between isolation and
fragmentation on one side and merger and undifferentiated group identity on the
other, in traumatised social systems. He edited the collection ‘Trauma and
Organizations’ (2012), which addresses organisational patterns where traumatic
experience is pervasive, including scapegoating, leadership dynamics, and
traumatising organisations.

I can offer no verbatim sentence of Hopper’s here, and I would rather
say so than manufacture one. Neither the volume nor his related papers were
obtainable to me, and the only text I could verify is the publisher’s catalogue
description, which is not his prose and which I therefore decline to quote as
though it were. Hopper is a major witness for the upper end of this argument. His
evidence base is psychodynamic and clinical rather than experimental, I present it
as such, and a reader who wants to test my use of him will have to go to the volume
itself, as I could not.
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The field equation

The defensible version of the meso-mechanism is therefore not wounded people
enter a building and their trauma combines into an energy. It is:

developmental priors + emotional contagion + shared appraisal +
identification + hierarchy + role expectation + reinforcement and
sanction + repeated interaction + attraction/selection/attrition +
material practices = emergent affective field — altered behaviour of
members — further reinforcement of the field.

The field becomes a genuinely higher-order phenomenon at the precise moment
the pattern begins to constrain individuals who did not generate it.

Table 2 - The two attractors. Every field in this book is running toward one of

them.
Threat appraisal Tolerable uncertainty
Vigilance and concealment Curiosity and truthful disclosure
Punishment of anomaly Inquiry into anomaly
Silence and false consensus Voice and plural information
Centralised control Distributed agency
Errors hidden Errors detected and metabolised
Further threat and distrust Learning, trust, adaptive capacity
O O

Both columns are self-reinforcing. That symmetry is not decoration either — it is
the reason this book has a second half. The same field that scales the ego can
become the place in which the scaling is interrupted.

Silence as the field’s signature

If you want to observe an affective field without instruments, watch what does not
get said.

Elizabeth Morrison and Frances Milliken named the phenomenon in
‘Organizational Silence: A Barrier to Change and Development in a
Pluralistic World’ (2000), in the Academy of Management Review:

“We refer to this collective-level phenomenon as ‘organizational
silence.””

“In our model we identify contextual variables that create
conditions conducive to silence and explore the collective
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sensemaking dynamics that can create the shared perception
that speaking up is unwise.”

“When such a climate exists, the dominant response within an
organization will be silence, rather than voice.”

And on why people withhold, they report the two reasons that recur in every study
of every profession examined later in this book:

“The two most common reasons that Ryan and Oestreich’s
(1991) respondents gave for not raising these issues were that
they feared there would be negative repercussions for speaking
up, and they did not believe that speaking up would make a
difference.”

Fear, and futility. Note that nobody has to lie. Each person adapts rationally to a
field in which truth carries status risk:

I notice an anomaly — I predict punishment or futility — I stay silent — others
observe my silence — they infer consensus — they stay silent — leadership
perceives no dissent — the institutional worldview is apparently confirmed — the
field is reinforced.

That is an autopoietic-looking loop generated entirely out of ordinary, reasonable
behaviour by decent people. There is no conspirator anywhere in it. And the
recurring finding across the voice-and-silence literature is one this book would
predict: a workplace can prohibit retaliation in policy while thoroughly
normalising it in practice, and look entirely compliant while remaining
unsafe.

Threat-rigidity research completes the picture: under perceived threat, individuals
and organisations narrow information processing, rely on familiar responses, and
concentrate control. That is the behavioural bridge between fear and what I have
called petrifaction — and it is the same bridge at both ends of the scale.
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Plate V - The Field. A ward round, or a case conference, or a faculty meeting — it

should be impossible to tell which. Eleven people around a table, and if you look
only at faces you would say the room was calm. Look instead at the hands. One
pair is gripping a pen too hard. One is flat on the table, deliberately still. One is
under the table entirely. The most junior person in the room has a question
written on the top of her pad and has drawn a box around it. The most senior is
not doing anything at all, and everyone in the room is oriented, minutely, toward
the angle of his shoulders.

Nobody in that room is frightened of anything in particular, and every single
person in it is frightened. The consultant is not being cruel; he is not, in fact, doing
anything, and would be genuinely astonished to be told he was the weather. But he
set the barometric pressure by arriving, and eleven nervous systems, each shaped
by a different history, have independently arrived at compatible conclusions about
what is safe. The question in the box will not be asked. It is a good question. It
might be the only question in the room that matters. And in four years’ time the
person who wrote it will be sitting where the shoulders are, and a different young
woman will draw a different box, and neither of them will ever know that the other
one did.
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VI. The Matrix

This is the instrument.

Everything before it was the argument for why it is entitled to exist. Everything
after it is what happens when you take it into a building.

How to read it

The left-hand column is the trait list of the ego as I have defined it: the petrified
inner child, and the armour it wears. It is not a diagnostic taxonomy and does not
pretend to be. It is a phenomenology — the vocabulary of the interior as it is
actually lived, before any profession has translated it into a code.

The four columns to its right are not four sizes of the same thing. That was the
mistake Section IV corrected. They are four transformations:

Individual — what the adaptation looks like inside one person.

Affective-field mechanism — how it gets out. This is the column that was
missing from every earlier version of the matrix, including mine, and its absence is
what made the matrix look like a leap from private psychology to institutional
behaviour. It is not a leap. It is a transmission, and the transmission has named
parts.

Profession / institution — what the same grammar looks like once it has been
selected, rewarded and codified into a role, a discipline, a procedure and a
sanction.

Civilisation — what it looks like when the codification is old enough, wide
enough and unanimous enough that nobody experiences it as a decision any more.

Read across a single row and you are watching one grammar being translated four
times. Read down a single column and you are reading a description of a person, a
profession or a world.
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Plate VI - Four Rooms, One Gesture. A kitchen, a ward round, a boardroom and a
chamber, stacked in one cross-section, each in its own gold light. On every floor,
one person has laid both hands flat on the surface in front of them and has decided
not to say the thing. The gesture is identical on all four floors. A brass speaking-
tube runs up the outside of the building connecting every level, and its
mouthpieces are polished bright on all of them, because they are used constantly,
and because what travels up them is never this.

That is the Matrix, and it is why the left-hand column is a phenomenology rather
than a taxonomy. What is being transmitted between those floors is not trauma
and it is not personality. It is a grammar — a rule about what a person in this
kind of room does with a thing they have noticed — and it survives translation
between four completely different vocabularies without losing a single one of its
properties. The boy is protecting an attachment. The registrar is protecting a
career. The associate is protecting a partnership track. The minister is protecting a
majority. Four different reasons, four different levels of consequence, four
different centuries of architecture. One gesture. And the speaking-tubes are the
detail I would not lose: the building is not silent, and the channels are not blocked.
They are in constant use, brightly polished, working perfectly, and carrying
everything except the only thing worth carrying.

Two warnings before you use it.

The first is that the matrix is a map of a mechanism, not a verdict on a
person or an institution. A row that fits does not convict anybody of anything.
Perfectionism may be an attachment defence, a temperament, a learned
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professional practice, or some combination of all three. Analytical distance may be
dissociation in one person and skilful regulation in another. Hierarchy may
express fear in one setting and necessary coordination in another. The
difference cannot be inferred from outward form alone. It has to be
determined by function, flexibility, context, cost, and the person’s capacity to

return freely to connection.

The second is that the right-hand columns are transformations, not
enlargements. Institutional self-reference is not a large person being
narcissistic. It is a system whose attention has become progressively dominated by
its own survival, reputation, procedures, metrics and jurisdiction — which is a
different thing, produced by a different mechanism, that happens to be
functionally homologous. Every time you feel the matrix tipping into
personification, that is the correction to apply.

The Master Matrix
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Table 3 - The Ego Scaling Matrix. From the petrified inner child and the armour, through the affective field, to profession, institution and civilisation.

The Petrified Inner Child

Ego trait Individual Affective-field mechanism | Profession / institution

“ ” “ ” 13

mine”
ontologlcal addlctlon,
self-absorption

The hole in the Soul

E.G.0O. — Edging God
Out; disconnection from
mystery

Inauthenticity

Self-idolatry — King
Baby, the entitled crown,
epistemic idolatry

Wanting to win — and
always losing

Resentment

Wrong laddering —
climbing the wrong wall;
top-bottom inversion

Identity collapses into self-
reference; every event is read as
threat, validation or injury to the
small self

An inner vacancy seeks filling from
outside: achievement, romance,
substances, admiration, busyness

Control replaces surrender; the
person excludes dependence,
humility and not-knowing in favour
of self-management

The person performs a life that
secures attachment but betrays the
true Self

Grandiosity covers inadequacy;
specialness is demanded to silence
shame

Victory matters more than truth,
relationship or peace; the self stays
hollow even in triumph

Grievance is stored as identity; old
wounds are replayed as moral
entitlement

Status is pursued where Soul-
alignment was required; the ladder
is faultless and leaning on the
wrong building

Group identification fuses
institutional prestige with
members’ personal worth

Status comparison and
admiration circulate as the
group’s emotional currency

Certainty is rewarded;
uncertainty is read as
incompetence and quietly
punished

Members monitor one another
and suppress discrepant feeling;
emotional labour becomes the
norm

Shared certainty regulates
collective anxiety; doubt becomes
disloyalty

Competition amplifies anger and
sharpens the boundary between
in-group and out-group

Shared grievance becomes a
bonding ritual and a story about
who is to blame

Visible rank supplies a legible
substitute for worth; everyone
can see the rung
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The profession begins to orbit itself:
method, status and title become more
real than the people it exists to serve

Professions become filling stations for
emptiness; prestige and busyness
anaesthetise lack without healing it

The profession distrusts what it cannot
measure, control or codify, and mistakes
that contraction for seriousness

Role-conformity outranks authenticity;
the mask survives by pleasing the
institution

A discipline mistakes its own frame for
the whole; prestige becomes crowned
insecurity and critique feels like
sacrilege

The profession becomes adversarial for
identity reasons: it secures status
through conflict and loses trust,
humanity and health

Disciplines nurse grievance against
challenge, reform or external scrutiny;
bitterness becomes institutional
memory

The profession confuses vertical
advancement with maturation: title
ascends while consciousness stays
where it was
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Civilisational self-regard replaces
humility; growth, dominance and
brand become the measure

Consumer economies industrialise
lack: whole markets promise relief
while reproducing hunger

Technique swallows wisdom;
transcendence, BEing and sacred
limit are treated as disposable

Marketable selves replace real
ones; performance identity
becomes ordinary

Exceptionalism: power, knowledge
or nationhood treated as destiny
rather than partiality

Domination is treated as success;
peace, joy and alignment never
arrive and nobody asks why

Public life becomes grievance
theatre: politics organised around
injury, blame and retaliatory
imagination

Scale, rank and acceleration are
worshipped; worth is read from
ladders rather than from depth



Ego trait Individual Affective-field mechanism | Profession / institution

Resistance

Attachment (as bondage)

Clinging

The actor who wants to
run the show — the stage
strutter

“Should”, “would”,

13 can’t”

Criticism, and the
inability to receive it

Insecurity

Lying — the false
narrative

The paper face mask —
persona, false self

Fitting the Soul to match
the role

Imitation love

Reality is fought rather than faced;
pain is multiplied by refusal

Belonging is purchased by self-
betrayal; the bond is protected even
when authenticity is sacrificed

The self grips people, roles,
narratives and outcomes as if
letting go were annihilation

Life is staged for approval;
performative selfhood replaces
quiet BEing

Inner life is ruled by compulsive
scripts, shame-ridden imperatives
and learned helplessness

Feedback is experienced as
annihilation because the self-image
is brittle

The self looks accomplished and
remains unsure of its worth,
lovability and standing

The ego edits reality into self-
protective story rather than bear
the deeper truth

Competence, charm or brilliance is
worn as a paper shield over terror
and need

The self shrinks to what secures
attachment or status rather than
living from vocation

Need, fusion, control and
reassurance masquerade as love

Anomalies are experienced
collectively as attacks rather than
as information

Exclusion is the sanction of last
resort, and everyone knows it
without being told

Repetition lowers immediate
anxiety; the familiar procedure
feels like safety

Display is rewarded faster and
more visibly than substance

The group’s unwritten rules are
learned faster than the written
ones and enforced harder

Dissenters are read as disloyal;
everyone else learns silence by
watching

Everyone performs
invulnerability because everyone
else appears invulnerable

Shared narrative smooths
inconvenient events into a
version everyone can repeat

The persona is what the group
actually interacts with, so it is
what gets reinforced

Fit is assessed continuously and
informally, long before any
appraisal

Recognition is rationed and
intermittent, which is precisely
what makes it addictive
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The profession resists evidence that
would require humility, reform or
trauma-awareness

Professionals stay loyal to systems that
wound them, because the role has
become the attachment bond

Institutions cling to procedure, prestige
and inherited form long after they have
ceased to heal

The profession becomes theatre:
costume, rhetoric and ceremony
dominate service and truth-seeking

Institutions encode the same scripts as
standards, compliance language and
role-bound impossibilities

Reviews, complaints and anomalies
trigger defensive closure; critique is
treated as betrayal

The profession overcompensates with
hierarchy, ritual, gatekeeping and
credential fetishism

Institutions narrate themselves as
neutral, benevolent and objective while
concealing defended interests

The role becomes more real than the
person: doctor, lawyer, academic, cleric,
expert

Professions reverse the sacred order:
role dictates BEing instead of BEing
informing role

Institutions offer imitation love as
belonging: prestige, insider status,
reflected worth
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Failing models are defended
because surrender feels like defeat

People are bound to identity blocs,
institutions and tribes through fear
of exclusion

Growth, empire and control are
gripped even where the cost is
plainly destructive

Spectacle outruns wisdom; the
performance of seriousness
replaces the thing itself

A grammar of obligation without
liberation: endless shoulds, little
awakening

Propaganda, image management
and scapegoats are preferred to
honest self-correction

Status-anxious, over-armed,
performatively certain — because
inwardly fragile

Official stories protect power from
reality; the archive is curated in
advance

Curated identity replaces depth,
relation and sincerity

Have-do-be replaces BE-do-have;
the Soul is trimmed to function

Whole ecologies of substitute love:
consumer desire, image, tribe,
algorithmic attention



Ego trait Individual Affective-field mechanism | Profession / institution

The suffering self

Anxiety — the inability to
be present

Preference — likes and
dislikes; want and don’t
want

Inability to choose — no
agency, fragile self-image

Choiceless choosing

Maladaptive persistence

Lacking in direction

The Quest for Love —
external validation
addiction

Self-imprisonment — the
fear of freedom

Judgement

Fear organises what may be felt,
seen and risked; the person lives in
anticipatory contraction

Pain becomes identity; the self is
organised around wound and
unmet need

The self lives in future-threat and
cannot rest in the now

Reality is acceptable only where it
matches preference

The self oscillates between passivity
and frantic control because the
inner ground is weak

Inherited patterns are repeated and
called choice

What once protected the child now
harms the adult

Without inner alignment, motion
replaces meaning

A hungry ghost: wanting approval,
intensity, anaesthesia or
significance more than reality

The self stays in the known cage
because truth and feeling seem
unbearable

The ego divides, ranks and
condemns to protect itself from
vulnerability

Contagion and shared appraisal
synchronise alarm faster than
any communication system

Exhaustion is normalised and
socially compared; suffering
becomes a status claim

Urgency is transmitted
downward through the hierarchy
at every handover

The group’s tastes become the
group’s epistemology

Responsibility is diffused until
nobody feels they decided
anything

The group’s history is
transmitted as inevitability rather
than as decision

Nobody in the field can see the
original context, so the behaviour
looks like character

Busyness is legible; reflection is
not, and so does not register as
work

Praise is the currency, and it is
deliberately scarce

Exit is framed as failure, and the
framing is believed

Ranking is continuous, informal
and known to everyone
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The profession names fear realism,
safety or professionalism, and codifies it
into routine

Burnout, cynicism and hidden despair
become the standard weather and are
called the job

Anticipatory vigilance, perfectionism
and permanent readiness are rewarded
and promoted

Institutions privilege what is legible,
billable, measurable and comfortable to
their frame

Professions create agents who look
powerful in public and feel privately
trapped by role, debt and image

Inherited rituals are reproduced as
necessities rather than as choices that
could be revisited

Habits once rewarded by the culture
become toxic and are still defended as
excellence

The profession becomes industrious
without wisdom: very busy, existentially
lost

Professions deliver highly sanctioned
doses: prestige, title, insider worth,
overwork

Members are trapped in roles that injure
them, while being persuaded that exit or
reform is dangerous

Professions become tribunals of worth,
sanity, competence or guilt
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A monarchy of fear: policy, identity
and public speech narrow around
threat

Misery is normalised and re-
described as personal failure
rather than systemic symptom

Restless, over-signalled, unable to
inhabit present reality

Preference satisfaction is confused
with freedom, and the emptiness
deepens

Formally free, inwardly dependent
subjects

Conditioning is mistaken for
liberty and repetition for progress

Survival strategies outlive their
usefulness and become self-
defeating norms

Enormous power, poor orientation

Compulsion is monetised and
called aspiration

Prison logics reproduced
psychologically: control over
awakening, order over aliveness

Moral life becomes surveillance,
blame and exclusion



Ego trait Individual Affective-field mechanism | Profession / institution

Duality — colour
blindness

Reality is flattened into right and
wrong, good and bad, winner and
loser

Binary framing spreads faster
and costs less than nuance

Professional cultures reward binary
simplification, because nuance
threatens the role-economy

Polarisation; the field beyond
opposites becomes unbearable

Truth avoidance

The self dodges what would
dissolve its image or require grief

The unspeakable is identified
collectively and never named

Institutions suppress anomalies, silence
reformers and defend their explanatory
ceiling

Root causes are hidden from and
optics are managed instead

Limiting and false beliefs

Inherited beliefs become rails that
narrow what the self thinks

Shared beliefs become shared
perception before anyone

Provisional models harden into dogma
and credentialed common sense

Social imaginaries are experienced
as reality itself

wounded map and arrives faithfully
at the wrong destination

notices it is a route

possible examines them

Contracted thinking Thought-loops substitute for Analysis is high status; feelingis | Analytic cognition is over-privileged; Information density is mistaken
presence, felt truth and embodied low status; the field learns the wisdom, feeling and context are for expansion of consciousness
knowing difference in a week underdeveloped

The dodgy SatNav The self is expertly directed by a The route is shared, so nobody Institutions train people excellently for Great speed, broken compass

journeys that no longer deserve loyalty

Toxic shame — being
shame

Not I did badly but I am bad: the
person becomes shame in their own
eyes

Concealment produces false
consensus; exposure is punished,
so concealment deepens

Shame is hidden beneath perfectionism,
defensiveness and cruelty to weakness

Shame becomes a technology of
governance

The glasses — the

The self sees through fear;

Everyone’s lens is corrected

The institution calls its lens objectivity

Whole weather-systems of

clouded lens perception is biased before toward everyone else’s, and the and forgets that it is a lens perception are mistaken for the
reasoning begins correction is invisible world

Closed heart Feeling is restricted, because Emotional display rules reward Professional distance becomes Efficient and emotionally starved
openness once brought danger detached performance and emotional anaesthesia: care, justice and

penalise disclosure truth are thinned by disconnection

Low vantage point The self cannot see the whole, Nobody in the field can see the The discipline treats local method as Vast power organised from a
because fear keeps it close to the field, because everybody is in it universal horizon and cannot see its own | frightened altitude
wound ceiling

The Armour

Individual ‘ Affective-field mechanism

Defensive
functioning

Protection becomes the default; the
self lives braced against humiliation,
pain and uncertainty

The group’s first response to any
new information is to assess the
threat to itself

Profession / institution

The profession protects itself before it
protects truth: complaint, reform and
vulnerability are met defensively

Civilisation

Buffering systems, legal shields and
public-relations layers replace
honest contact with harm

THE EGO SCALING MATRIX



Ego trait Individual Affective-field mechanism Profession / institution

Reactivity

Aggression

Conflict

Bullying

Drama-seeking

Hate

Projection

Rigidity

Stubbornness

Narrowed
perception

Reduced ability to
feel — thick gloves

Stimulus triggers old alarm; response
outruns reflection

Fear turns outward as domination,
attack or pre-emptive strike

Inner fracture seeks an outward
theatre

Power covers insecurity and
discharges fear downward

The self prefers intensity to stillness,
because drama feels like aliveness

Otherness becomes a container for
disowned pain

What cannot be borne in the self is
discovered in the neighbour, and the
neighbour is treated accordingly

The self cannot bend, because
flexibility feels unsafe

The self doubles down when truth
threatens image

Attention tunnels around danger and
misses the field

Emotion is numbed so the self can
function, and aliveness goes with it

Alarm spreads through the field
faster than the facts do

Aggression from above sets the
permitted register for everyone
below

Rivalry is contagious and self-
escalating

Anxiety descends the hierarchy
and is relabelled at every transfer

Crisis tempo synchronises the
group and supplies identity

An emotionally credible story
identifies who the group’s badness
belongs to

The group agrees, without
discussion, on who is carrying the
problem

Conformity lowers anxiety now, at
a cost that arrives later

Reversal is socially expensive;
escalation is cheap

Shared attention narrows
collectively under threat

Feeling becomes low-status; the
un-feeling are promoted

Institutions meet threat, scandal or
critique with procedural hardness rather
than learning

Professional authority becomes sharp,
punitive and adversarial in tone

Professions built on opposition become
addicted to escalation and to the drama
of being right

Hierarchy legitimises humiliation,
intimidation and status cruelty

Professions become dependent on
urgency, conflict fuel and the identity hit
of the emergency

Contempt is encoded in colder language:
risk, nuisance, deviance, disorder,
unfitness

Clients, patients, juniors, defendants and
dissenters hold the institution’s disowned
traits

Protocol hardens into pseudo-morality;
adaptation is read as weakness or
contamination

Harmful customs persist because
concession would mean loss of face

The profession sees only what its
instruments, categories and procedures
can admit

Professionalism becomes thick gloves:
the healer, lawyer or academic cannot
fully feel what is in front of them
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Permanent triggering; governance
by outrage cycle

Coercion, militarisation and
contempt are normalised as realism

Inward division is externalised as
culture war, political war and actual
war

The same pattern at scale: class,
race, empire, bureaucracy, digital
pile-on

Spectacle addiction; quiet truth
cannot be metabolised

Hostility is moralised; fear is
converted into permitted hatred

Guilt, threat and disorder are
externalised onto enemies,
minorities and outsiders

Obsolete structures are clung to
because fluidity feels like collapse

Obstinacy is renamed tradition,
sovereignty or common sense

Highly focused and profoundly
myopic

Mass anaesthesia: pain is managed
rather than met; feeling is
outsourced or medicated



Individual ‘ Affective-field mechanism

Profession / institution

Civilisation

struggling

need

Withdrawal The self retreats to avoid exposure, Silence is read as consent and The institution closes ranks, retreats Fragmentation into silos, enclaves,
demand and shame multiplies behind procedure and reduces human screens and distrustful publics
contact when threatened
Hidden The wound is concealed beneath Pluralistic ignorance: everyone The profession fears allowing the role- Strength is worshipped while
vulnerability competence and control believes they are the only one holder to be human, ill, frightened or in systems privately deteriorate

False courage

Boldness is performed to conceal fear
rather than to move through it

Performed confidence is imitated
because it appears to be rewarded

Toughness, neutrality and certainty
become armour masquerading as
maturity

Hardness is mistaken for strength
and domination for leadership

Disconnection

The self is cut off from body, feeling,
others and the true Self

The field’s medium becomes
procedure rather than contact

The profession is cut off from the people
it names, categorises, manages and
judges

Uprooted from nature, neighbour,
Soul and limit

Self-destruction

The strategy meant to save the self
quietly consumes it

Casualties are read as individual
weakness, which protects the field
from having to change

Professions burn out their own members
and call the casualties a resilience
problem

The conditions of continuance are
devoured: trust, ecology, attention,
meaning

Self-sabotage

The self repeats what it consciously
says it wants to escape

Every attempted reform is filtered
through the field that made the
reform necessary

Institutions undermine their own stated
missions by protecting form over
function and image over truth

Civilisation defeats itself by refusing
the reforms that would make life
more human
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Evidence status of the strongest rows

The matrix is a phenomenology, and I am not going to pretend that every cell in it

has a citation. What I am going to do is state, for the rows that carry the most

weight in this book, what the evidence status actually is — including the rows

where the honest answer is “hypothesis”.

Table 4 - Evidence status of the load-bearing rows.

Row

Self-reference

Self-idolatry —
collective narcissism

Fear — threat-
rigidity
Criticism-sensitivity
— defensive closure
Rigidity —
institutional rigidity

Hidden vulnerability
— pluralistic
ignorance

Closed heart —
professionalised
unseeing

Self-destruction —

structural burnout

Inauthenticity —
role-conformity

The hole in the Soul
— prestige economy

Projection —
scapegoating

“Somatic
decapitation”

Independent evidence for the

institutional/civilisational form

Group identification and identity-threat
research; Luhmann on systemic self-
reference; Abbott on jurisdiction

Golec de Zavala et al. (2016), 5
studies, n = 1,506; Golec de Zavala

(2019)

Threat-rigidity theory; multilevel analyses of
organisational behaviour under threat

Morrison & Milliken (2000); voice-
and-silence literature

Threat-rigidity; Menzies Lyth (1960);
Kuhn (1962) on paradigm defence

Organisational silence; pluralistic-ignorance
research

Haque & Waytz (2012) on
dehumanisation in medicine; empathy-
decline literature

Maslach & Leiter (2016); WHO
ICD-11 (2019)

Emotional-labour research; the hidden-
curriculum literature in medical education

Blom (2012); Dittmar et al. (2014)

Hopper (2012); collective-narcissism
research on hostile attribution

Suppression, alexithymia and professional
distancing literatures, assembled
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Strong for the
phenomenon;
developmental origin not
established

Strong. The cleanest
independent
demonstration of scaled
narcissistic architecture

Strong

Strong

Strong

Strong

Strong in medicine;
moderate elsewhere

Strong for the
organisational aetiology of
burnout

Strong for the
phenomenon; trauma-
specific claim moderate

Conceptually strong; the
developmental pathway
requires direct testing

Strong as psychodynamic
and social hypothesis;
hard to measure directly

Metaphor. The
components are
measured; the phrase is
not a finding


https://doi.org/10.1002/per.2067
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12569
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12569
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2000.3707697
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt19cc2db.29
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/S/bo13179781.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691611429706
https://doi.org/10.1002/wps.20311
https://www.who.int/news/item/28-05-2019-burn-out-an-occupational-phenomenon-international-classification-of-diseases
https://www.who.int/news/item/28-05-2019-burn-out-an-occupational-phenomenon-international-classification-of-diseases
https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-2012-1366
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037409
https://www.routledge.com/Trauma-and-Organizations/Hopper/p/book/9781855757790

Independent evidence for the
Row institutional/civilisational form Status

“A profession is a - Not established, and
scaled traumatised not claimed. Structural
ego” homology only

That last row is deliberately the final one, and it is the most important thing in the
table.

The blank rows

There is one more feature of this matrix that I want to draw attention to before we
leave it, because it will govern the whole of Sections X to XIV.

Some cells are empty in the evidence table not because I did not look but because
there is nothing to put in them. Nobody has measured the childhood
adversity of practising lawyers or judges. Nobody has measured the
developmental histories of the professoriate. Nobody has run a
longitudinal study following an elite professional cohort from entry
through socialisation to attrition with adversity, conditional regard,
attachment, contingent self-worth and perfectionism all measured
separately.

That is not a gap in my research. It is the finding.

The blank row is the argument.
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VII. Trauma-Organised Autopoiesis:
Pinocchio Making Pinocchio

We now have a mechanism that runs from the nursery to the institution.
What we do not yet have is an explanation of why the institution keeps
running after everyone who built it has gone home, retired, or died.

For that we need the word I have used more than any other in this work, and I
want to set out its genealogy honestly, because it is not mine and the parts of it
that are mine are smaller than the phrase makes them sound.

The genealogy, stated plainly

Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela supplied the form. Autopoiesis
— self-production — describes living systems that continuously regenerate the
components and the organisational relations that constitute them. The decisive
insight is the circular productive organisation through which a network
recursively produces the components that participate in the network and in the
boundary that constitutes the unity.

A produces B — B reproduces A — the loop preserves the conditions of the loop.

That is a beautiful formal ancestor, and it proves nothing whatsoever about
professions. Biology is not sociology, and the transfer has to be earned.

Niklas Luhmann earned it, or at least attempted to. He treated society’s
subsystems as self-reproducing networks of communications rather than as
organisms or as collections of individuals. Law, economics, medicine and
education each reproduce themselves by accepting and generating
communications according to a system-specific binary code, and operational
closure means external events must be translated into the system’s own logic
before they can become system-relevant at all.

This is not uncontested, and honesty requires saying so at length rather than in a
clause. John Mingers’ ‘Can Social Systems Be Autopoietic? Assessing
Luhmann’s Social Theory’ (2002), in The Sociological Review, is the reference
point for the objection, and he states both the history of the transplant and his

own scepticism precisely:

“The theory of autopoiesis, that is systems that are self-
producing or self-constructing, was originally developed to
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explain the particular nature of living as opposed to non-living
entities.”

“It was subsequently enlarged to encompass cognition and
language leading to what is known as second-order
cybernetics.”

“However, as with earlier biological theories, many authors
have tried to extend the domain of the theory to encompass
social systems, the most notable being Luhmann.”

“The purpose of this article is to consider critically the extent to
which the theory of autopoiesis, as originally defined, can be
applied to social systems — that is, whether social systems are
autopoietic.”

“And, if it cannot, whether some weaker version might be
appropriate.”

“Whether some weaker version might be appropriate.” That is the
register in which I use the word throughout this book, and I want it on the record
here rather than buried in the Note on Method. I am not claiming that a medical
regulator is autopoietic in Maturana’s molecular sense. I am claiming something
weaker, and defensible, and sufficient: that it exhibits recursive self-reproduction
of a defensive content, through selection, communication and codification.

Arnon Bentovim supplied the content, and the priority. His 1992 book is
entitled ‘Trauma-Organized Systems: Physical and Sexual Abuse in
Families’. The central idea is that abusive and traumatic processes organise not
merely an individual but interconnected family and professional systems, in ways
that make change extraordinarily difficult — and the conceptual system he
describes extends through the individual, the family, the professional helpers and
the wider community.

Person < family < helping system <> community and culture.

Bentovim’s own diagnostic sentence — the one that tells you when you are looking
at such a system — is this:

“The essence of trauma-organized systems is that they are
focused on action, not talking or thinking.”

Focused on action, not talking or thinking. Take that criterion into any
institution described in the second half of this book and apply it honestly. A
regulator that processes rather than inquires. A profession that runs wellbeing
programmes rather than asking what is causing the injury. A university that
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convenes a working group rather than changing what it selects for. Action, at
volume, competently, in place of thought.

I should say plainly that I have this sentence from Bentovim’s publisher’s
reproduction of his chapter rather than from the book in my hands, and that his
fuller 1992 definition is not something I have been able to verify verbatim. He
wrote the phrase trauma-organized system three decades before my Trauma-
Organised Autopoiesis, and I say so here rather than in a footnote.

Sandra Bloom supplied the process, in parallel process, discussed in Section IV.

What I am adding is the join, and it is narrower than the phrase sounds: the
specification of a recursive systemic reproduction that has a developmental-
defensive content, operating at professional and civilisational scale, with the
mechanism named at each transfer.

A trauma-organised autopoietic institution is a social system in which
defensive adaptations originally functional under threat have become
embedded in selection, communication, status, procedure and
institutional memory, such that the system recursively reproduces
those adaptations and the conditions that make them appear
necessary.

The clause originally functional under threat is not decoration. It is what stops
the definition becoming a slur. Hypervigilance, suppression, control and
appeasement were not moral failures. Their tragedy is contextual persistence.
Yesterday’s protection becomes today’s architecture — and then the architecture
builds more of itself.

Pinocchio making Pinocchio
The image I use for this is a wooden boy who makes wooden boys.

An institution reaches a critical mass of members whose competence was
assembled as survival adaptation. It proceduralises their vigilance into policy. It
selects and promotes on the basis of the adaptation. And it thereby acquires an
emergent institutional ego with an interest in its own continuation that outlives
every individual who serves it.

No founder is required. No meeting is required. No malice is required.

The machinery makes more of itself, and the fear it runs on is invisible precisely
because it is the medium rather than the message.
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The five tumblers

If you want to know whether the lock has closed on a particular institution, there
are five tumblers, and they fall in order.

One: recruit. The system’s entry requirements — examinations, interviews,
references, informal fit — select for behaviours that reliably produce output under
sustained pressure. It does not ask where the behaviours came from, and it has no
apparatus for asking. Schneider named this in 1987: organisations become
homogeneous because of who is attracted, who is selected and who leaves, and the
resulting institution will “not be aware that it has changed” when the world
around it does.

Two: rename. Once inside, the adaptation is given a professional name.
Hypervigilance becomes attention to detail. Suppression becomes composure.
Compulsive preparation becomes dedication. The renaming is not cynical; it is
done by people who mean it, about people they admire.

Three: close. The discipline develops a code that can represent what it treats and
cannot represent what causes it. External information that will not translate does
not arrive as a challenge; it does not arrive at all. This is Luhmann’s operational
closure, in the weak version Mingers would permit, and it is the exact mechanism
by which the ACE finding entered the medical literature and never left it.

Four: defend. Anomaly is experienced as attack. The people who carry the
anomalous information — the reflective practitioner, the whistleblower, the
trainee who asks the question in the seminar — become the object of the
institution’s protective apparatus rather than of its curiosity.

Five: inherit. Those who survive the first four tumblers become the selectors.
They set the entry requirements, write the standards, chair the panels, and impose
on the next cohort exactly what they endured, sincerely, and with the best of
intentions, in the belief that it made them.

I went through it. It made me stronger. That is simply what excellence requires.

The child who learned to dispense conditionality to himself eventually acquires the
institutional authority to dispense it to others.

Institutional autoimmunity

There is one further homology here, and I offer it as a homology and not as
immunology.
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An immune system distinguishes self from not-self and destroys the second.
Autoimmunity is the failure of that distinction: the system begins destroying the
tissue it exists to protect, using precisely the apparatus designed for protection. It
is not a malfunction of the defence. It is the defence, working correctly, on a target
it has misidentified.

A defended institution identifies as not-self exactly those members carrying the
information it most needs. The whistleblower. The reflective practitioner. The one
who cannot stop feeling. The trainee who asks the question. These are the cells
carrying the antigen: the news that something is wrong. And the institution attacks
them with its protective apparatus — the fitness-to-practise referral, the capability
procedure, the reference that damns with faint competence, the informal
knowledge that this one is difficult.

The attack is experienced internally as immune function. Standards being upheld.
The public being protected.

That is what makes it autoimmune rather than merely cruel. Nobody involved
believes they are attacking the organism. They believe they are
defending it, and their belief is sincere.

Michael Kessler, writing from inside forensic science in ‘Carrying the
aftermath’ (2026), gives the general form of this, and it is the sentence I would
place at the head of every section that follows:

“When such harm is extensively documented yet structurally
unmanaged, responsibility cannot reasonably be assigned to
individual practitioners.”

“In these circumstances, continued reliance on silence,
stoicism, or informal coping represents not neutrality, but a
failure of institutional stewardship.”

Sincerity, here as everywhere in this book, is not evidence of accuracy. Sincerity is
frequently the symptom.

The necessary caution

And now the caution that keeps this from becoming a universal solvent, because a
theory that explains everything explains nothing.

Not every defended institution is trauma-organised. Scarcity, political
conflict, technological lock-in, vested interests, professional monopolies, statutory
duties, market competition and ordinary bureaucratic inertia can all produce
behaviour that looks identical from outside. Trauma organisation is one
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explanatory mechanism among several, and the honest position is that it is
frequently one of several operating simultaneously.

The diagnostic question is not whether an institution is defensive. All institutions
are defensive; so are all organisms. The diagnostic question is narrower and
answerable:

Does this system reward what fear produces, decline to ask where the
fear came from, and punish whoever asks?

Three conditions. Each of them observable. Each of them documented, in the
sections that follow, in three of the most prestigious professions on Earth.

Plate VII - The Machine That Makes Itself. A workshop, warm and orderly and

entirely well-run. At the bench, a wooden figure in a good suit is carving another

wooden figure, with real skill and real care, checking the proportions against a
template pinned to the wall behind him. The template is a drawing of himself.
Along the far wall, a row of finished figures in the same suit, each holding a small
chisel. There is a door, standing open onto daylight, and nobody in the workshop
has looked at it, because there is no reason to: the work is good, the work is
needed, and the light is better at the bench.

Look at the template rather than the figures. That is where the whole mechanism
lives. He is not copying a specification handed down by anyone; there is no
founder, no committee, no memorandum. He is copying himself, because he is the
only available model of what a competent person looks like, and he learned that
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shape from the figure who carved him — who was, in turn, copying a template of
his own. The chisels are not weapons. Everyone in the room is doing careful,
honourable work to a high standard. And the open door has been open the entire
time, and will still be open at the end of the book, and the reason nobody uses it is
not that it is locked. It is that the light is better at the bench, and there is so much
work to do, and nobody has ever quite finished.
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VIII. The Door Does the Sorting

We now arrive at the claim that everyone wants me to make in its strongest
form, and that I am going to refuse to make in its strongest form, because
the strong form has a single point of failure that any regulator can hit in one
sentence.

The strong form is: elite professions deliberately recruit childhood-
traumatised people, because damage makes people productive.

The sentence that destroys it is: we have never asked a candidate about their
childhood.

Which is true. And the whole architecture appears to collapse.

So let us build it out of something that cannot be knocked over.

The one piece of establishment evidence nobody can
dismiss

Laura Empson is Professor in the Management of Professional Service Firms at
Bayes Business School, a research fellow at Harvard Law School’s Center on the
Legal Profession, a former investment banker, and has sat on a Big Four board.
Over twenty-five years she has conducted more than five hundred interviews with
senior professionals in elite law firms, accountancy firms, consultancies and
investment banks.

Her Harvard Business Review article ‘If You’re So Successful, Why Are You
Still Working 70 Hours a Week?’ (2018) opens with an interviewee’s own
account, and I give it whole because no summary of mine improves on it:

“I really became a robot,” a manager at an accounting firm
explained. She and her colleagues worked extraordinarily long
hours, but, she said, ‘I thought it was normal. It’s like
brainwashing. You are in a kind of mental system where you are
under increasing demands, and you say to yourself that it
doesn’t matter, that you will rest afterwards, but that moment
never comes.”

Then Empson names the practice, and this is the load-bearing sentence of the
entire section:
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“Exacerbating this problem, some elite professional
organizations deliberately set out to identify and recruit
‘insecure overachievers’ - exceptionally capable and fiercely
ambitious individuals, who are driven by a profound sense of
their own inadequacy.”

“Deliberately set out to identify and recruit.” Not attract, not happen to
accumulate. Identify, and recruit. The commercial logic follows immediately:

“In the short term, insecure overachievers respond by
delivering exceptional performance.”

And then the loop closes, in a sentence that is the ego scaling matrix stated by an
organisational scholar with no stake whatever in my thesis:

“As a result, by the time insecure overachievers become leaders
of their organizations, they unconsciously replicate the systems
of social control and overwork that helped to create them.”

Her own diagnosis of the mechanism is four words long: “At the heart of it is
insecurity.”

Empson also describes, though I mark these as taken from syndicated mirrors
rather than from the paywalled HBR text itself, the crucial detail that the
professionals do not experience any of it as coercion: “Paradoxically, the
professionals I studied still believe that they have autonomy and that
they are overworking by choice.” And when it breaks: “Instead, they
blame themselves for being inadequate.” “Their colleagues seem to be
coping, and they take that as further evidence of their own
inadequacy.” “If they suffer burnout, they think it is their fault.”

That is ego scaling, published in the Harvard Business Review, by an
establishment insider.

And there is one thing Empson does not do, which I do here. She locates insecure
overachievement in childhood — including, in her account, in a belief that parental
love was contingent on performing well — but she does not connect that
observation to the research literature on parental conditional regard, and she does
not connect it to adverse childhood experience at all. Assor, Roth and Deci had
already measured precisely the construct she is describing, fourteen years before
that article, and named “intergenerational transmission of conditional
regard” in their own abstract. As far as I have been able to find, nobody has
drawn the line between them.
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That bridge — recruitment findings from elite professional firms, conditional-
regard research from self-determination theory, and ACE epidemiology, joined
into one causal account — is drawn here, and I would like it tested.

What the evidence actually supports, and what it does not

Now the discipline that makes the bridge safe to walk on.

Schneider’s attraction—selection—attrition framework gives us the selection step.
Empson gives us a named phenotype and a documented recruitment practice. But
I did not find evidence that elite professions knowingly identify childhood-
traumatised candidates as such — and the evidence that does exist is genuinely
mixed. I am going to set it out with the caveats attached to each finding, in the
investigators’ own words, because a reader who takes these numbers out of this
book without the caveats will misuse them.

Brian Williams and colleagues studied physicians and trainees referred for
professionalism lapses, in ‘Adverse Childhood Experiences in Trainees and
Physicians With Professionalism Lapses: Implications for Medical
Education and Remediation’ (2021), in Academic Medicine. Their finding is
arresting:

“Eighty-six (70%) participants reported at least 1 ACE, while 27
(22%) reported 4 or more.”

“Compared with national data, these results show significantly
higher occurrence rates of 1 or more ACEs and a lower
occurrence rate of 0 ACEs.”

“ACEs that predicted reasons for referral were physical or
sexual abuse, feeling unwanted or unloved, witnessing abuse of
their mother or stepmother, or caretaker substance use.”

And now the caveat, which must travel with those numbers wherever
they go. The authors describe their sample precisely:

“A final sample of 123 cases of U.S. trainees and physicians who
had been referred to a Midwestern center for assessment
and/or remediation of professionalism issues from 2013 to 2018
was created.”

“In this sample, ACE exposure was associated with
professionalism issues.”
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In this sample. This is a referred, non-random, single-centre population of doctors
already in trouble. The seventy per cent and twenty-two per cent describe that
population, not physicians generally, and anybody who quotes them as a
prevalence estimate for the profession is misusing them. The honest version of the
claim is narrower and, I think, considerably worse: when a profession’s
disciplinary machinery selects out its casualties, what it catches is a
population with roughly three and a half times the expected rate of
four-or-more ACEs — and it processes them as misconduct.

The authors themselves saw where this leads, and their recommendation is the
one the profession has not taken up:

“Remediating individuals with professionalism issues and
exposure to ACEs can be complicated by heightened responses
to stressful stimuli, difficulties with collaboration and trust, and
decreased self-efficacy.”

“Adoption of a trauma-informed medical education approach
may help those that have been impacted by trauma rebuild a
sense of control and empowerment.”

The counter-evidence matters just as much and is reported here for that reason.
Mark Constantian and Nicholas Zaborek surveyed ‘Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs) in 252 Board-Certified Plastic Surgeons’ (2025), in
Aesthetic Surgery Journal, and found nothing like an ACE-enriched elite:

“In total 42% of plastic surgeons had 1 or more ACEs; 9.9% had
4 or more.”

Ten per cent at four or more is broadly comparable to general population
estimates. That does not support a simple “elite doctors are ACE-enriched”
hypothesis, and anyone citing this book to the contrary is citing it wrongly. What
they did find is more interesting than a headcount:

“Emotional abuse was 2 times higher than the control
CDC/Kaiser population, although other ACEs were lower.”

“Emotional neglect predicted autoimmune disease,
antidepressant/anxiolytic use, eating disorder, and work
addiction.”

“Adverse childhood experiences occurred in 42% of our 252-
member plastic surgeon cohort and predicted 13 adult illnesses
and self-harming behaviors that can impair surgeons’ lives and
performances.”
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Emotional neglect predicted work addiction. That is a direct, quantified link
between childhood emotional deprivation and compulsive overworking, inside an
elite surgical specialty, published in that specialty’s own journal. And one further
sentence of theirs belongs in the negative-space audit of Section XIV rather than
here, but I will flag it now:

“ACEs have been documented in physicians and are higher in
physicians treated for problematic behavior. Plastic surgeons
have never been assayed.”

Have never been assayed. Written in 2025, twenty-seven years after Felitti and
Anda, by the investigators who finally did it.

And the most theoretically important finding of the lot cuts against the
recruitment story entirely, in a way that strengthens rather than weakens the
argument. Diann Eley, Janni Leung and Kevin Cloninger followed a medical-
student cohort across four years in a paper whose full title is itself the finding — ‘A
longitudinal cohort study observed increasing perfectionism and
declining resilience, ambiguity tolerance and calling during medical
school which is not explained by student personality’ (2022), in BMC
Medical Education:

“Most commencing medical students, including this cohort,
have mature personalities with an industrious temperament
and an adaptable character.”

“Yet over four years of medicine, Ambiguity Tolerance,
Resilience and Calling declined while Perfectionism-CoM,
already elevated at baseline, continued to increase to the final
year.”

“Of concern is the increased perfectionism that is strongly
associated with poor mental health and psychological distress.”

They are careful about the causal claim, and I will not upgrade it for them:

“We propose that the culture and expectations of medical school
is partly culpable as a threat to developing or exacerbating
negative perfectionistic attitudes in students that undermine
their potential for well-being.”

And their abstract closes with a question I would put to every dean in the country:

“As medical educators we should question why the pathway to
medicine places such unhealthy pressure on students who
aspire to be doctors.”
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They also name, in a single sentence, the manoeuvre that this book calls anxiety
laundering:

“The recent proliferation of literature on the poor mental well-
being among students suggests a dilemma that often lays the
onus on students to improve their health.”

Read all of that carefully. The institution may be manufacturing the
defensive phenotype rather than merely recruiting it.

The defensible formulation

So I replace the strong claim with a narrower one that is both more accurate and, I
think, considerably more damning:

High-demand systems differentially reward behavioural adaptations —
hypervigilance, over-control, self-sacrifice, perfectionistic checking
and the suppression of vulnerability — that may arise from many
developmental routes, including but not limited to trauma. Attraction,
selection, socialisation and attrition then enrich and amplify those
phenotypes without the institution ever needing to know their origin.

That preserves the mechanism while removing the single point of failure. An
opponent can no longer defeat it by demanding childhood histories, because the
claim does not require them.

And it leaves the sharpest version of the accusation entirely intact:

Some qualities celebrated as professionalism may be indistinguishable
in outward form from adaptations to childhood threat, and
institutions preferentially reward the outward performance of those
adaptations without recognising, supporting, or repairing the
suffering that helps produce them — while punishing the adaptation’s
eventual collapse.

That is what I mean by trauma harvesting. Stated that wayj, it is a research
programme rather than an accusation. It is falsifiable, which is exactly what makes
it worth advancing. A machine can harvest a wound without knowing its name.

The laundering

Here is the mechanism in its most compressed and most recognisable form. The
pipeline performs a linguistic alchemy in which traits that may have originated as
survival strategies are renamed as evidence of professional suitability.
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Table 5 - The Laundering Table. Left column: what it may have been. Right
column: what it is called on the appraisal form.

Hypervigilance Meticulous attention to detail; rigorous risk management; due
diligence

Fear of mistakes High standards

Fawning and appeasement Excellent client care; collegiality; institutional loyalty

Parentification Natural leadership

Emotional suppression Professional detachment; calm under pressure

Inability to rest Exceptional work ethic

Compulsive preparation Dedication; preparedness

Need for approval Ambition; drive

Dissociation from bodily need | Stamina; resilience

Intolerance of uncertainty Decisiveness
Splitting Adversarial clarity
Control Governance
Identity built around Vocation; service
usefulness

I want to be scrupulous about the status of that table, because it is the point in this
argument most vulnerable to over-reach. These equivalences are hypotheses,
not diagnoses. Conscientiousness and ambition have many origins, most of
them entirely healthy. Trauma frequently impairs educational and occupational
access rather than sharpening it. Attention, diligence, leadership and service are
genuine virtues when freely chosen.

The problem is not that the right-hand column is false. The problem is that
institutions often cannot distinguish devotion from compulsion, resilience
from numbness, excellence from terror, or service from the inability to
say no.

They assess the output while remaining incurious about the engine.

Selection and socialisation both

The evidence supports a two-stage process, and the second stage is the one that
answers the “not everyone had a bad childhood” objection for the final time.

Stage one: the nursery conducts the first interview. The child exposed to
conditional regard learns that achievement produces warmth, failure produces
withdrawal, need inconveniences authority, self-control preserves belonging, and
exceptional performance makes a child valuable.
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Alice Miller described the resulting child in ‘The Drama of the Gifted Child:
The Search for the True Self’ (1979/1981), and her sentences are the
foundation of this whole section:

“This child had an amazing ability to perceive and respond
intuitively, that is, unconsciously, to this need of the mother, or
of both parents, for him to take on the role that had
unconsciously been assigned to him.”

“He cannot develop and differentiate his ‘true self,” because he
is unable to live it. It remains in a ‘state of noncommunication,’
as Winnicott has expressed it.”

“[H]e reveals only what is expected of him, and fuses so
completely with what he reveals that—until he comes to
analysis—one could scarcely have guessed how much more
there is to him, behind this ‘masked view of himself”

And on what it costs: “A process of emptying, impoverishment, and
partial killing of his potential actually took place.”

One clarification is essential here, and it is a correction of a common misreading.
Miller’s “gifted child” is not simply a child with a high IQ. It is often the
exquisitely perceptive child who becomes gifted at reading the emotional room —
a child who has learned to, in her words, “[D]evelop a special sensitivity to
unconscious signals manifesting the needs of others.”

And then Miller herself makes the professional-selection claim, in the very next
sentence, in 1979:

“No wonder that they often choose the psychoanalytic
profession later on.”

That is the door doing the sorting, named by the person who first described the
phenotype, forty-seven years ago, about her own profession. What this book does
is extend the sentence to law, to medicine, to academia, to regulation and to
government — and ask why nobody has since gone looking.

Miller also gives us the reason the adaptation is so hard to see from the outside,
and it belongs in Section IIT’s table as much as here:

“Behind manifest grandiosity, there constantly lurks
depression, and behind a depressive mood there often hide
unconscious (or conscious but split off) fantasies of
grandiosity.”
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“[G]randiosity is the defense against depression, and
depression is the defense against the deep pain over the loss of
the self.”

And her condition for repair, which the whole of Section XVII depends on:

“[A] child can only experience his feelings when there is
somebody there who accepts him fully, understands and
supports him.”

Judith Herman describes the same child from the clinical side, and her sentences
complete Miller’s, because Herman follows the adaptation all the way into a
career:

“This malignant sense of inner badness is often camouflaged by
the abused child’s persistent attempts to be good. In the effort to
placate her abusers, the child victim often becomes a superb
performer. She attempts to do whatever is required of her. She
may become an empathic caretaker for her parents, an efficient
housekeeper, an academic achiever, a model of social
conformity. She brings to all these tasks a perfectionist zeal,
driven by the desperate need to find favor in her parents’ eyes.
In adult life, this prematurely forced competence may lead to
considerable occupational success.”

In adult life, this prematurely forced competence may lead to
considerable occupational success. That is the entire thesis of this section,
stated by a Harvard psychiatrist, in a clinical text, as an unremarkable observation.
Not a hypothesis. Not a provocation. A description of what happens next, written
by somebody who watched it happen to her patients.

Note the words she chooses for the phenotype: empathic caretaker, efficient,
academic achiever, model of social conformity, perfectionist zeal. Every one of
them appears, with a positive valence, on a professional appraisal form.

Intellectual giftedness is not pathology, and many gifted children flourish.
Research does not show that intelligence causes maladaptive perfectionism;
conditional regard and controlling expectation appear far more important than
cognitive ability. Which makes the argument sharper, not softer:

The pipeline does not recruit intelligence alone. It preferentially
rewards intelligence that has already learned to make itself useful,
compliant, tireless and emotionally inexpensive.

The school does not create the adaptation. It recognises it, rewards it, and
gives it a future.
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The gifted child does not stop performing at eighteen. The gifted child
is given a lectern.

Winnicott had already described what such a person’s adult life actually looks like
from the outside, and the description is of a workaholic:

“Instead of cultural pursuits one observes in such persons
extreme restlessness, an inability to concentrate, and a need to
collect impingements from external reality so that the living-
time of the individual can be filled by reactions to these
impingements.”

A need to collect impingements from external reality so that the living-
time of the individual can be filled by reactions to these impingements.
That is the seventy-hour week. That is the inbox at eleven at night, the extra case,
the additional committee, the compulsive availability. Not ambition, and not even
avoidance in the ordinary sense — a need to keep the hours occupied by reaction,
because the alternative is unstructured being, which is the thing that was never
safe. Winnicott wrote it in 1960 about analytic patients. Empson found it in 2018
in Big Four accountancy firms.

And Winnicott was already worried about what happens when such people are
selected for a profession, in a passage that reads as though written for Section XII:

“Especially is this diagnosis important in the selection of
students for training in psycho-analysis or in psychiatric social
work, that is to say, in the selection of case-work students of all
kinds. The organized False Self is associated with a rigidity of
defences which prevents growth during the student period.”

He is talking about his own profession’s admissions process, sixty-six years ago,
and he is saying the quiet part: that the training pipeline selects for a structure
that then cannot learn. The professions this book examines have never asked the
question he was already asking.

Gabor Maté supplies the first-person version, about himself, and I know of no
more efficient description of the whole mechanism anywhere:

“My own workaholism as a physician earned me much respect,
gratitude, remuneration, and status in the world, even as it
undermined my mental health and my family’s emotional
balance. And why was I a workaholic? Because, stemming from
my early experiences, I needed to be needed, wanted, and
admired as a substitute for love. I never consciously decided to
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be driven that way, and yet it ‘worked’ all too well for me in the
social and professional realms.”

Every element of the Laundering Table is in those four sentences: the childhood
origin, the substitution of admiration for love, the absence of any conscious
decision, the professional reward — and the word worked, in his own scare quotes,
doing the same job as the right-hand column of the table.

Stage two: the institution becomes the second conditional parent. And
the grammar does not change at all. Only the vocabulary does.

The family said: make us proud. The school says: fulfil your potential. The
university says: distinguish yourself. The profession says: demonstrate
commitment. The employer says: go the extra mile.

The institution never specifies how many extra miles will finally be sufficient,
because open-ended conditionality is extraordinarily productive. The rewards are
intermittent — one prize, one compliment, one promotion, one prestigious case,
one successful operation, one publication, one glimpse of being among the elect —
and intermittent reinforcement is the most durable schedule known to behavioural
science. Each moment supplies relief and apparent confirmation. None of them
establishes unconditional worth. So the proving must begin again almost
immediately.

The parent’s emotional weather has become the appraisal system.

Why the pipeline feels like home

There is a reason people stay, and it is not stupidity or greed, and it deserves
compassion rather than analysis alone.

The institution may feel strangely compelling precisely because it reproduces the
emotional architecture of childhood. An unpredictable supervisor resembles an
unpredictable parent. A prestigious but withholding institution resembles the
admired but emotionally unavailable caregiver. An impossible workload recreates
the childhood task of trying to become enough.

And so the person may unconsciously experience the profession as the final
opportunity to complete the original bargain: this time, if I become brilliant
enough, useful enough, tireless enough or indispensable enough, authority will
finally give me the unconditional recognition I was seeking.

Empson found exactly this bargain being offered, in words: “The firm in effect
tells the insecure overachiever, ‘We are the best in the business, and
because we want you to work for us, that makes you the best, too.”” And
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she found what happens next: “But upon joining the firm, insecure
overachievers discover that the rigorous up-or-out policy exacerbates
their insecurity and their fear of being ‘exposed’ as inadequate — and
ultimately rejected.”

The institution cannot complete that task. It was not designed to love. It was
designed to select, train, regulate and produce.

The tragedy is not merely that the professional is exploited. It is that the
exploitation initially feels like recognition.

Plate VIII - The Same Man, Ten Years On. The recruit is now the greeter. The suit

is better, the watch is good, the smile is warm and entirely sincere, and he believes
every word of what he is about to say, because it worked. Behind the plinth, out of
sight, his old satchel — cracked, kept, not thrown away. In front of him, the same
satchel new. And in the polished marble, his own reflection at twenty-eight,
standing exactly where the young man is standing, palm up.

This is the fifth tumbler, and it is the one that makes the lock permanent. Nothing
in that hall is a deception. He is not a cynic and he has not been corrupted; he is a
man who was handed something at twenty-eight, took it, survived, prospered, and
has drawn the only conclusion the evidence of his own life permits. I went through
it. It made me stronger. That is simply what excellence requires. Every clause of
that is sincerely meant and locally true, and it is being said by a man who kept his
old satchel, and put it where nobody would see it, and could not tell you why. The
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reflection in the marble is doing the work the sentence cannot: he is not passing on
a policy. He is passing on a bargain, in the same words in which it was offered to
him, in a building that has never once asked either of them what it cost.

Anxiety laundering

And here is where the cost is paid, and the direction of travel is the whole point.

The Tavistock tradition established decades ago that an institution can organise its
procedures as a collective defence against anxiety. What that account leaves
implicit is the direction.

Anxiety in a hierarchy does not disperse. It descends. And at each level it is
converted into a form that allows the level above to stop feeling it.

A board’s fear of scandal becomes a policy. The policy becomes a target. The target
becomes a manager’s pressure. The pressure becomes a junior’s impossible week.
And at the bottom of the cascade, where there is nobody left to pass it to, the
anxiety arrives at a twenty-six-year-old with a name attached: your performance
issue, your resilience gap, your failure to cope.

That is laundering. Fear enters the top of the institution as an institutional
condition and leaves the bottom as a personal defect, cleaned of its origin at every
transfer.

And because the terminal holder has nowhere to pass it, the cascade generates
precisely the burnout statistics that the same institution will later commission a
wellbeing programme to address — a programme aimed, inevitably, at the
resilience of the person the fear was laundered onto.

The wellbeing programme is not the solution to anxiety laundering. It
is the final stage of it: the point at which the institution’s fear is
returned to the individual as a curriculum in bearing it better.

I should be candid about how much of that is already known, because both halves
of it are — and I would rather give the critics their own words than compress them
into a list of names.

The first half is Tavistock’s, and it is Menzies Lyth’s, quoted in Section IV.

The second half belongs to the critical-wellbeing literature. Mark Fisher, in
‘Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative?’ (2009), named the
conversion:

“[T]he vast privatization of stress that has taken place over the
last thirty years”

THE EGO SCALING MATRIX 93


https://files.libcom.org/files/%5BMark_Fisher%5D_Capitalist_Realism_Is_There_no_Alte%28BookZZ.org%29.pdf

“The chemico-biologization of mental illness is of course strictly
commensurate with its depoliticization”

“Capitalist realism insists on treating mental health as if it were
a natural fact, like weather”

“[T]he task of repoliticizing mental illness is an urgent one if the
left wants to challenge capitalist realism”

And on why the arrangement is so hard to see from inside it: “[A]n ideological
position can never be really successful until it is naturalized.”

Carl Cederstrom and André Spicer, in “‘The Wellness Syndrome’ (2015), name
the moral character of the demand:

“Today, wellness has become a moral demand — about which we
are constantly and tirelessly reminded.”

“Our concern is how wellness has become an ideology.”
“Biomorality is the moral demand to be happy and healthy.”

“When health becomes an ideology, the failure to conform
becomes a stigma.”

“These people are demonized as lazy, feeble or weak willed.”

William Davies made the political-economic version of the argument in ‘The
Political Economy of Unhappiness’ (New Left Review, 2011) — and I cite the
essay rather than his later book The Happiness Industry, because the essay is
where I have verified the wording;:

“Unhappiness has become the critical negative externality of
contemporary capitalism”

“Wellbeing’ provides the policy paradigm by which mind and
body can be assessed as economic resources”

“[T]he psychological and ‘immaterial’ aspect of work and illness
is what requires governing and optimizing”

“Being at work has the psychological effect of making people
believe themselves to be well”

“[I]f people can somehow be persuaded to remain in work
despite mental or physical illness, then their self-esteem will be
prevented from falling”
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Brad Evans and Julian Reid, in ‘Dangerously exposed: the life and death of
the resilient subject’ (2013), give the single most precise statement of what
resilience training actually asks of a person:

“Resilience demands our disavowal of any belief in the
possibility to secure ourselves and accept that life is a
permanent process of continual adaptation to dangers said to be
outside our control.”

“The resilient subject is a subject which must permanently
struggle to accommodate itself to the world, and not a subject
which can conceive of changing the world, its structure and
conditions of possibility.”

“This is less than acceptable. Not only is it politically
catastrophic, it is fundamentally nihilistic.”

Behind all of them stands Arlie Hochschild’s ‘The Managed Heart:
Commerecialization of Human Feeling’ (1983), and her definition is the one
to have exactly:

“I use emotional labor to mean the management of feeling to
create a publicly observable facial and bodily display; emotional
labor is sold for a wage and therefore has exchange value.”

“I use the synonymous terms emotion work or emotion
management to refer to these same acts done in a private
context where they have use value.”

And her account of what it costs the person doing it — “the worker can become
estranged or alienated from an aspect of self” — is captured in the image
nobody has bettered:

“[W]orkers I talked to often spoke of their smiles as being on
them but not of them”

Christina Maslach and Michael Leiter, in ‘Understanding the burnout
experience: recent research and its implications for psychiatry’ (2016),
in World Psychiatry, characterise burnout in three words that do this book’s work
for it — “this occupationally-specific dysphoria” — and then concede the
gap this book is about:

“Current issues of particular relevance for psychiatry include
the links between burnout and mental illness, the attempts to
redefine burnout as simply exhaustion, and the relative dearth
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of evaluative research on potential interventions to treat and/or
prevent burnout.”

Note also, and without embellishment, what they state the goal of treatment to be:

“Given that the treatment goal for burnout is usually to enable
people to return to their job, and to be successful in their work,
psychiatry could make an important contribution by identifying
the treatment strategies that would be most effective in
achieving that goal.”

“To enable people to return to their job.” The remedy is defined as restoring
the worker to the workplace. I do not say that cynically and the authors do not
mean it cynically. It is simply what the field takes itself to be for.

And the World Health Organization ratified the diagnosis and then declined the
diagnosis, in the same document — ‘Burn-out an “occupational
phenomenon”: International Classification of Diseases’ (2019):

“Burn-out is a syndrome conceptualized as resulting from
chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully
managed.”

“Burn-out refers specifically to phenomena in the occupational
context and should not be applied to describe experiences in
other areas of life.”

“It is not classified as a medical condition.”

Read those three sentences as a sequence. The condition is named. Its cause is
attributed, unambiguously, to the workplace. And then it is placed outside
medicine’s diagnostic estate altogether. That is a documentable act of institutional
boundary-drawing, performed in public, by the world’s health authority, in a
single press release — and I do not need to embellish it.

So neither the descent nor the wellbeing critique is mine.

What I claim is the join, and the direction. Anxiety laundering names a single
directional process running the length of a hierarchy, in which fear is relabelled at
each transfer until it arrives at the bottom as a personal defect — and in which the
wellbeing programme is not the reversal of that process but its final stage.

And I claim the point at which it meets the developmental literature. To a
workforce already organised around conditional worth, the message received from
resilience training is exact, and it is devastating:

You are worthy if you are resilient enough to survive our design.
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That is the original sentence. It is the sentence from the nursery, reissued on
headed paper, with a completion certificate.

The compressed version

Conditional love becomes conditional achievement; conditional
achievement becomes conditional belonging; conditional belonging
becomes professional identity; and professional identity becomes the
institutional machinery through which conditional love reproduces
itself at scale.

Or, at its shortest:

The nursery conducts the first interview. The school discovers the
talent. The examination system rewards the adaptation. The university
certifies the armour. The profession purchases its productivity. The
institution calls the eventual collapse a failure of resilience.

Plate IX - Anxiety Laundering. A tall stairwell, seen from below. On the top
landing, men in jackets, dry, talking. At each landing down, the sleeves are rolled
a little further and the work gets wetter, and the collars above stay startlingly
white, because the entire apparatus exists to keep them that way. At the bottom

the floor runs out. A young woman is sitting in the water it was all wrung from,
being handed a clean folded shirt with the word RESILIENCE stitched into the
collar, beneath a poster explaining that wellbeing starts with her.
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Follow the shirts, not the faces. Nobody on those balconies is doing anything they
would recognise as harm. They are managing, escalating, cascading, prioritising —
and each of them has genuinely reduced the pressure on the person above, which
is what they were asked to do and what they are praised for. The man at the top is
not a villain and is not even aware there is a bottom. And then the floor runs out.
She is not being punished. She is being helped: the shirt is clean, the programme is
well-intentioned, the trainer is kind, and the poster is telling her the exact thing
she has believed since she was six, which is that whether this is survivable depends
entirely on her.
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IX. The Dissolution Clause: Why a
Profession Must Not Know What It
Already Knows

We can now state the central claim of the book, and it is the reason the ACE
finding produced twenty-eight years of silence rather than a paradigm shift.

Adverse childhood experience science is not a risk factor.

It presents itself as one. It is filed as one. And that filing is the mechanism of its
neutralisation.

Taken at full depth, it is not an addition to any professional model. It is a solvent
applied to the load-bearing assumptions of every discipline that has to handle
damaged adults for a living.

The four dissolutions

It dissolves the assumption that adult illness begins near the time its
symptoms appear. If a substantial share of the disease burden a physician sees
at fifty was set in motion at five, then the consultation is not the beginning of the
story. It is the last page of a book the clinician was trained never to open. Felitti
put the temporal finding plainly in ‘The Relation Between Adverse
Childhood Experiences and Adult Health: Turning Gold into Lead’
(2002):

“Moreover, the time factors in the study make it clear that time
does not heal some of the adverse experiences we found so
common in the childhoods of a large population of middle-aged,
middle-class Americans.”

“One doesn’t ‘just get over’ some things.”

It dissolves the assumption that risk behaviour is irrational. If smoking,
drinking, bingeing, using, withdrawing and dissociating are short-term regulation
strategies rather than failures of character, then the entire architecture of health
promotion — advice, warning, exhortation, blame — is addressed to a person who
does not exist, while the person who does exist is doing something intelligent for
reasons nobody has asked about.
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Felitti found this by accident, and his account of the discovery is worth having
whole, because it is a description of an institution encountering an anomaly it had
no code for:

“The ACE Study was triggered by observations we made in the
mid 1980s in an obesity program at the KP San Diego
Department of Preventive Medicine. This program then had a
high dropout rate. The first of many counterintuitive
discoveries was that the great majority of the dropouts actually
were successfully losing weight.”

“The counterintuitive aspect was that, for many people, obesity
was not their problem; it was their protective solution to
problems that previously had never been discussed with
anyone.”

And then he asks the question that reframes an entire discipline, and asks it about

heroin:

“Because no one shoots heroin to get endocarditis or AIDS,
might heroin then be used for relief of profound anguish dating
back to childhood experiences?”

“Might it be the best coping device a person can find? If so, is
this phenomenon a public health problem or a personal
solution?”

His smoke-and-fire metaphor has never been improved upon, and it deserves his
own four sentences rather than my compression of them:

“Our usual approach to many common adult chronic diseases
reminds one of the relation between smoke and fire. A person
unfamiliar with fires would initially be tempted to treat the
smoke—ie, the most visible aspect of the problem. What we have
learned in the ACE Study represents the underlying fire.
Fortunately, fire departments learned to distinguish cause from
effect long ago; if they had not, they would use fans instead of
water hoses.”

“They would use fans instead of water hoses.” That is what this book is
about, at every scale, in every profession.

It dissolves the administrative separation of mind and body. If a single
history expresses itself simultaneously as depression, inflammation,
autoimmunity, addiction, functional impairment and premature multimorbidity,
then the specialty boundaries that organise training, journals, budgets, insurance,
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prestige and legal accountability are not carving nature at its joints. They are
carving a single patient into billable fragments, each fragment assigned to a
professional who is structurally incapable of seeing the others. Felitti saw that too,
and said so about the categories themselves:

“They do not occur in isolation; for instance, a child does not
grow up with an alcoholic person or with domestic violence in
an otherwise well-functioning household.”

And it dissolves the assumption of uniform agency — the one that matters
most to law, and to the moral self-conception of every profession that punishes. If
agency develops within differing histories of safety, attachment, threat and
opportunity, then the context-free, evenly distributed free will presupposed by
retributive sentencing, by fitness-to-practise adjudication, by performance
management and by the entire vocabulary of desert becomes empirically
untenable.

Not false. Untenable. The distinction matters enormously, and I want to hold the
line on it. The argument does not need free will to be an illusion, and I do not
claim that it is. It needs free will to be unevenly distributed, which is a far more
modest and far more devastating claim, because it can be conceded without any
metaphysical commitment at all and still wrecks the sentencing tariff.

The clause itself
Here, then, is the proposition this section is named for.

Recognition of ACE science at full depth is not costly to institutions. It
is dissolutive.

It does not require them to add a module, fund a programme or revise a pathway.
It requires them to concede that their jurisdiction begins downstream of the cause;
that their categories were built to handle the consequences of something they have
no apparatus to address; and — the intolerable part — that their own machinery
may be reproducing the injury it exists to adjudicate.

An institution asked to fund prevention can say no and remain itself.

An institution asked to accept that its founding categories are downstream
artefacts cannot. It is being asked to dissolve. And organisms do not consent
to their own dissolution. They defend.

Gabor Maté, writing as a physician about physicians, states the clause in a single
sentence that I think is the most self-implicating line in the whole of The Myth of
Normal:
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“We doctors pride ourselves on what we call evidence-based
practice while ignoring vast swaths of evidence that call into
question central tenets of our dogma.”

He is equally exact about the form the not-knowing takes, and note that he allows
for both readings — the innocent and the culpable — without deciding between
them, which is the same discipline this book tries to keep:

“One of the most persistent and calamitous failures
handicapping our health systems is an ignorance—in the sense
either of not knowing or of actual, active ignoring—of what
science has already established.”

“Overall, the medical world has been unwilling or unable to
metabolize this evidence and to adjust its ways accordingly. The
new science—much of which isn’t all that conceptually new—has
yet to have significant impact on medical school training,
leaving well-meaning health providers to toil in the dark.”

Unuwilling or unable. Not knowing or actual, active ignoring. Maté declines to
choose, and so do I — because Section XIII’s search for a documentary trail found
nothing, and because the mechanisms set out in this section explain the outcome
without requiring anybody to have decided anything.

And here is the thing that ought to have ended the argument twenty-four years
ago: the man who ran the study said all of this himself, in print, in
2002. He named the profession’s reluctance, its cause, and its cost, in three
sentences:

“Most physicians would far rather deal with traditional organic
disease. Certainly, it is easier to do so, but that approach also
leads to troubling treatment failure and to the frustration of
expensive diagnostic quandaries where everything is ruled out
but nothing is ruled in.”

“Why would one want to leave the relative comfort of traditional
organic disease and enter this area of threatening uncertainty
that none of us has been trained to deal with?”

And in his closing paragraph he named the enclosure itself:

“This is not a comfortable diagnostic formulation; it points out
that our attention is comfortably focused on tertiary
consequences far downstream. The diagnosis shows that the
primary issues are well protected by social convention and
taboo and points out that we have limited ourselves to the
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smallest part of the problem: the part where we are comfortable
as mere prescribers of medication.”

“Which diagnostic choice shall we make? Who shall make it?
And if not now, when?”

Those are the last words of the article. They were published in 2002. Nobody
answered them. This book is a very long attempt to explain why nobody
answered them — and everything that follows in it, law, medicine, academia, the
evidence ladder, the blank rows, is the anatomy of that non-answer.

The grammar of closure

The defence does not require conspiracy, and this is where the argument must be
at its most careful, because the intuitive explanation is available, emotionally
satisfying, and would cost the entire case.

Put the finding to the code.

Luhmann’s binary codes: the economy communicates in paid / unpaid. Law in
legal / illegal. Medicine in sick / healthy, and beneath it pathology / treatment.
Education in pass / fail. Regulation in compliant / in breach.

Now: lack of unconditional love does not compute in legal / illegal. Suppressed
authenticity has no entry in paid / unpaid. A nervous system organised in
childhood around the anticipation of withdrawal cannot be rendered in
pathology / treatment without first being converted into something the code can
hold — an anxiety disorder, a substance use disorder, a personality difficulty, a
compliance problem, a billing code.

The conversion is not dishonest. It is the only operation available. The
system is not refusing to see the fire. It is constitutionally equipped with a smoke
detector, and it is doing exactly what a smoke detector does.

This explains something the conspiracy account cannot: why the pattern is
identical across disciplines that share no interests, no funding, no personnel and
no communication. Medicine produces diagnoses that legitimate treatments. Law
produces culpable subjects that legitimate adjudication. Schools produce
attainment and disciplinary categories. Corporations produce productivity
metrics. Wellness industries produce self-managing consumers.

Childhood adversity crosses every one of those boundaries — which means each
system can honourably acknowledge one fragment of it while responsibility for the
whole rests nowhere at all.
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I call this the Jurisdictional Quarantine of Causation, and the phrase is
exact: the cause is not suppressed. It is distributed — parcelled out until no single
holder is accountable for its parcel, and the sum of all the parcels is held by
nobody.

Figure 2. The Jurisdictional Quarantine of Causation. One cause, six codes, no
owner.

Plate X - The Corridor of Six Doors. A boy walks the length of a corridor and is
received, correctly and courteously, at six doorways. Each professional gives him

something real and takes something real away, and each is competent, and each
is kind. He grows fainter at every threshold. Past the sixth doorway there is no
boy — only six file-cards continuing down the corridor in the shape a walking
child would make.

Martin Buber had described that corridor forty years before anyone built it, in the
opening pages of ‘I and Thou’ (1923, Ronald Gregor Smith’s translation). His
account of what a person becomes when addressed in the wrong grammar is exact,
and it is the philosophical statement of everything Section IX has argued:

“To man the world is twofold, in accordance with his twofold
attitude. The attitude of man is twofold, in accordance with the
twofold nature of the primary words which he speaks. The
primary words are not isolated words, but combined words. The
one primary word is the combination I-Thou. The other primary
word is the combination I-It.”
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“Primary words do not signify things, but they intimate
relations. Primary words do not describe something that might
exist independently of them, but being spoken they bring about
existence.”

“The primary word I-Thou can only be spoken with the whole
being. The primary word I-It can never be spoken with the
whole being.”

Then he describes the person met in the first grammar:

“If I face a human being as my Thou, and say the primary word
I-Thou to him, he is not a thing among things, and does not
consist of things. This human being is not He or She, bounded
from every other He and She, a specific point in space and time
within the net of the world; nor is he a nature able to be
experienced and described, a loose bundle of named qualities.”

A loose bundle of named qualities. That is the six file-cards at the end of the
corridor, named in 1923. And then the sentence that is the whole plate in one line:

“I can take out from him the colour of his hair, or of his speech,
or of his goodness. I must continually do this. But each time I do
it he ceases to be Thou.”

“I must continually do this.” Buber is not condemning the operation. He says
it is necessary — a doctor must extract a symptom, a lawyer a fact, an examiner a
competence, and none of them could work otherwise. What he adds is the cost,
and the cost is exacted every single time, silently, by an entirely correct
professional act. Six doors, six accurate extractions, and at the sixth the person has
ceased to be Thou.

“I do not experience the man to whom I say Thou. But I take my
stand in relation to him, in the sanctity of the primary word.
Only when I step out of it do I experience him once more. In the
act of experience Thou is far away.”

In the act of experience Thou is far away. Every instrument in this book —
the diagnostic code, the fitness standard, the marking rubric, the ACE score itself
— is an act of experience in Buber’s sense, and every one of them moves the Thou
further off at the moment it is applied. That is not an argument against
instruments. It is an argument for knowing what an instrument costs, which is a
thing no professional curriculum currently teaches.
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There is no villain in that corridor and I have deliberately not given you one. Every
figure in it is doing their job properly; several of them are doing it better than the
job requires; and every single card they issue is accurate. Medicine’s card says
anxiety disorder and it is correct. Law’s card says culpable and it is correct within
its code. The school’s card says below expected progress, the regulator’s says
compliant, the actuary’s says high risk, the manager’s says performance concern,
and every one of them is defensible. What has happened by the sixth doorway is
not that anybody lied. It is that a whole person entered a system with six binary
codes and no one of them able to represent him, and the sum of six accurate
partial descriptions is not a person — it is six cards in the shape of a walking child.
The cause has not been suppressed. It has been distributed, until no single holder
is accountable for their parcel, and nobody at all is accountable for the sum.

Three cognitive-structural barriers

The upstream-thinking literature describes three further mechanisms that
complete the closure, and each is entirely ordinary.

Problem blindness: the collective conviction that chronic downstream suffering
is natural, genetic or inevitable — that this is simply what adults are like.

Lack of ownership: the accurate perception, by every subsystem, that the
problem belongs to some other subsystem.

Tunnelling: the narrowing of attention under scarcity, in which the clinician with
eleven minutes, the teacher with thirty-four children and the associate with a
billable target have no cognitive surplus with which to think upstream — and
would be professionally penalised if they tried.

Note the third one carefully. It is not that upstream thinking is forbidden. It is that
it is unbillable, and in a system that measures what it can count, unbillable is a
synonym for did not happen.

Hermeneutical enclosure

There is a philosophical name for part of what is happening here, and it needs one
further turn to be exact. This is the most technically demanding passage in the
book, and I am going to let the philosophers speak at length, because the argument
is theirs and my contribution is only the application.

Miranda Fricker named the wrong done to a person specifically as a knower, in
‘Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing’ (2007). Her two
definitions arrive on the first page of the book, and they are worth having exactly:
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“Testimonial injustice occurs when prejudice causes a hearer to
give a deflated level of credibility to a speaker’s word;
hermeneutical injustice occurs at a prior stage, when a gap in
collective interpretive resources puts someone at an unfair
disadvantage when it comes to making sense of their social
experiences.”

“An example of the first might be that the police do not believe
you because you are black; an example of the second might be
that you suffer sexual harassment in a culture that still lacks
that critical concept.”

Her name for what is common to both is the phrase this whole section turns on:

“a wrong done to someone specifically in their capacity as a
knower”

And she is precise about why that particular wrong cuts as deep as it does:

“In all such injustices the subject is wronged in her capacity as a
knower. To be wronged in one’s capacity as a knower is to be
wronged in a capacity essential to human value. When one is
undermined or otherwise wronged in a capacity essential to
human value, one suffers an intrinsic injustice.”

“When someone suffers a testimonial injustice, they are
degraded qua knower, and they are symbolically degraded qua
human. In all cases of testimonial injustice, what the person
suffers from is not simply the epistemic wrong in itself, but also
the meaning of being treated like that.”

“The meaning of being treated like that.” Every account in this book of what
a fitness-to-practise process does to a doctor, or a grievance procedure to a
whistleblower, is an account of that sentence.

Now the second kind, which is the one that matters most here. Fricker’s central
definition, and its generic form, are these:

“the injustice of having some significant area of one’s social
experience obscured from collective understanding owing to a
structural identity prejudice in the collective hermeneutical
resource”

“the injustice of having some significant area of one’s social
experience obscured from collective understanding owing to
hermeneutical marginalization”
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And her account of what a structurally prejudiced interpretive resource actually
produces contains, in her own list of examples, an item that belongs to this book:

“what is bad about this sort of hermeneutical marginalization is
that it renders the collective hermeneutical resource
structurally prejudiced, for it will tend to issue interpretations
of that group’s social experiences that are biased because
insufficiently influenced by the subject group, and therefore
unduly influenced by more hermeneutically powerful groups
(thus, for instance, sexual harassment as flirting, rape in
marriage as non-rape, post-natal depression as hysteria,
reluctance to work family-unfriendly hours as
unprofessionalism, and so on).”

Reluctance to work family-unfriendly hours as unprofessionalism. That
is Fricker’s own example, in a list of paradigm cases of structural interpretive
prejudice, and it is a professional-culture example. She is describing exactly the
Laundering Table of Section VIII, from the other direction: a profession’s
interpretive resource converting a human limit into a character defect, and the
conversion being invisible because it is what the words mean.

Her concept of the hermeneutical hotspot is the most useful single idea in this
section, and it is the reason the enclosure argument does not require a conspiracy:

“Consequently, a group’s unequal hermeneutical participation
will tend to show up in a localized manner in hermeneutical
hotspots—locations in social life where the powerful have no
interest in achieving a proper interpretation, perhaps indeed
where they have a positive interest in sustaining the extant
misinterpretation.”

“No interest in achieving a proper interpretation.” Not suppression. Not a
decision. An absence of interest, distributed across everybody who benefits from
the current reading — which is the exact evidential position Section XIII arrives at
after failing to find a documentary trail.

And she describes what such a hotspot does to the person inside it:

“As they struggled in isolation to make proper sense of their
various experiences of harassment, the whole engine of
collective social meaning was effectively geared to keeping these
obscured experiences out of sight.”

Fricker also identifies the asymmetry that turns a shared gap into an injustice, and
this is the move the ACE argument needs most:
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“In the present example, harasser and harassee alike are
cognitively handicapped by the hermeneutical lacuna—neither
has a proper understanding of how he is treating her—but the
harasser’s cognitive disablement is not a significant
disadvantage to him. Indeed, there is an obvious sense in which
it suits his purpose.”

Hold that beside the professions. The absence of a developmental account of the
professional’s own formation is a gap shared by everybody in the building. The
consultant does not have the concept either. But the gap does not cost the
institution anything — indeed, in an obvious sense it suits its purpose — while it
costs the person being processed by it everything. That asymmetry, and not
anybody’s intention, is what makes it an injustice.

She is explicit that no perpetrator is required, and this is the sentence that
immunises the whole of this book against the charge of conspiracy theory:

“In contrast, however, to the case of testimonial injustice,
hermeneutical injustice, whether incidental or systematic,
involves no culprit. No agent perpetrates hermeneutical
injustice—it is a purely structural notion.”

“The hermeneutical inequality that exists, dormant, in a
situation of hermeneutical marginalization erupts in injustice
only when some actual attempt at intelligibility is handicapped
by it.”

“Erupts in injustice only when some actual attempt at intelligibility is
handicapped by it.” The gap sits dormant for as long as nobody tries to speak. It
becomes an injustice at the moment somebody does. That is the whistleblower, the
reflective practitioner, the trainee with the question — and it is why this book
keeps returning to what happens to the person who tries.

Fricker names the primary harm precisely:

“the primary harm of hermeneutical injustice consists in a
situated hermeneutical inequality: the concrete situation is such
that the subject is rendered unable to make communicatively
intelligible something which it is particularly in his or her
interests to be able to render intelligible”

And then the secondary harm, which is the loneliness that runs through every
testimony of this kind:

“When you find yourself in a situation in which you seem to be
the only one to feel the dissonance between received
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understanding and your own intimated sense of a given
experience, it tends to knock your faith in your own ability to
make sense of the world, or at least the relevant region of the
world.”

“The various ways in which loss of epistemic confidence might
hinder one’s epistemic career are, to reiterate, that it can cause
literal loss of knowledge, that it may prevent one from gaining
new knowledge, and more generally, that it is likely to stop one
gaining certain important epistemic virtues, such as intellectual
courage.”

It is likely to stop one gaining intellectual courage. Read that as a
statement about a profession’s workforce over thirty years and it is a description of
how a discipline loses the capacity to ask its own hardest question — not by
prohibition, but by attrition of nerve.

Now scale it and add operational closure.

The professions are the culture’s concept factories. Medicine issues the
concepts for suffering. Law for wrong. Education for capacity. Regulation for
misconduct. Psychiatry for disorder. Economics for value.

So a person harmed by an architecture of conditional worth must go to those
factories for the word. But the factories are themselves organised around that
architecture, and each processes reality through a code that cannot represent it.

The gap is not accidental. It is maintained by the institutions best placed to close
it, and it is maintained precisely because closing it would dissolve them.

Before I go further with that term I should place it properly, because the
epistemologies-of-ignorance literature has been working this ground for two
decades and a reader who knows it deserves to see that I do too. And the
literature is stronger than my own formulation, so I will use theirs.

Gaile Pohlhaus Jr. took Fricker’s structural gap and made it an act, in ‘Relational
Knowing and Epistemic Injustice: Toward a Theory of Willful
Hermeneutical Ignorance’ (2012), in Hypatia:

“I develop an understanding of willful hermeneutical ignorance,
which occurs when dominantly situated knowers refuse to
acknowledge epistemic tools developed from the experienced
world of those situated marginally.”
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“Such refusals allow dominantly situated knowers to
misunderstand, misinterpret, and/or ignore whole parts of the
world.”

The operative verb is refuse — not fail, not lack. And she positions the concept
explicitly as “[A] type of epistemic injustice absent from Miranda
Fricker’s Epistemic Injustice.”

Kristie Dotson then names the resulting injustice, in ‘A Cautionary Tale: On
Limiting Epistemic Oppression’ (2012):

“[Clontributory injustice is the circumstance where an
epistemic agent’s willful hermeneutical ignorance in
maintaining and utilizing structurally prejudiced hermeneutical
resources thwarts a knower’s ability to contribute to shared
epistemic resources within a given epistemic community by
compromising her epistemic agency.”

And she is precise about why this is a sharper charge than Fricker’s:

“Fricker seems to assume that there is but one set of collective
hermeneutical resources that we are all equally dependent
upon. I do not share this assumption.”

“[Flor Fricker, the hermeneutical lacuna in hermeneutical
injustice renders some experiences difficult to conceptualize for
the marginalized and the perceiver alike. Contributory injustice
does not render experiences equally unintelligible.”

That distinction is decisive for this book, so let me apply it directly.
Under Fricker’s account, nobody has the concepts and everybody is equally in the
dark. Under Dotson’s, the marginalised do have the concepts and the dominant
decline to take them up. Applied to childhood adversity: the survivors have the
interpretive resources. The trauma-informed practitioners have them. Felitti and
Anda published them in 1998. The professions have declined to adopt
them. That is not a lacuna. That is a refusal, and Dotson gives it a name.

Dotson’s ‘Conceptualizing Epistemic Oppression’ (2014) then supplies the
deepest mechanism in this book, and I would put it above any single statistic in
these pages:

“To say that a given epistemological system is highly resilient is
to say that it can absorb extraordinarily large disturbances
without redefining its structure.”
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“Our instituted social imaginaries, shared epistemic resources
and our epistemic habits can maintain a domain of stability that
can change, but may never alter significantly without equally
significant catalysts for change.”

“[T]he very resilience of the system may thwart one’s ability to
make significant headway in becoming aware of the limitations
of one’s epistemological system by only revealing what the
system is prone to reveal, thereby reinforcing the idea that one’s
system is adequate to the task, when one is actually stuck in a
vicious loop.”

“The irreducibility of inquiries into one’s epistemological
system coupled with features of such systems, like
epistemological resilience, often become roadblocks to ever
acknowledging the existence of third-order epistemic
oppression.”

“[T]he primary difficulty in addressing third-order epistemic
oppression is the work required to ever acknowledge its
existence, which is made difficult due to epistemological
resilience itself.”

“Only revealing what the system is prone to reveal, thereby reinforcing
the idea that one’s system is adequate to the task.” That is the Dissolution
Clause, stated abstractly and rigorously, by a peer-reviewed epistemologist with no
stake whatever in my thesis, four years before I began writing. Dotson also
disposes of the obvious remedy:

“The creation of alternative epistemologies is an important step
for a relatively epistemically powerless population, but does not
necessarily lessen the impact of second-order epistemic
oppression when one is still required to utilize insufficient,
dominant, shared epistemic resources.”

Elizabeth Anderson relocated the question to institutional design in ‘Epistemic
Justice as a Virtue of Social Institutions’ (2012), and she uses my own verb:

“Just as Rawls claimed that distributive justice is a virtue of
social institutions, so must we scale up the virtue of epistemic
justice to systemic size.”

Her account of injustice without an unjust act is the sentence that immunises this
book against the objection that nobody did anything wrong;:
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“The cumulative effects of how our epistemic system elicits,
evaluates, and connects countless individual communicative
acts can be unjust, even if no injustice has been committed in
any particular epistemic transaction.”

“We usually are not aware of when our credibility perceptions
are affected by prejudice.”

“Reflection, which lies at the core of testimonial justice, is
cognitively taxing and impossible to keep up in environments
that demand rapid responses.”

“Structural injustices call for structural remedies.”

And her analogy for the well-meaning individual inside an untransformed
institution — which is to say, for the trauma-informed practitioner, the
compassionate judge, the reflective consultant — is devastating and I include it
against my own interest:

“In the face of massive structural injustice, individual epistemic
virtue plays a comparable role to the practice of individual
charity in the context of massive structural poverty.”

Amandine Catala supplies the top rung of the ladder in ‘Democracy, Trust, and
Epistemic Justice’ (2015) — and I correct here an attribution I had wrong in an
earlier draft, which named a different author entirely:

“[T]he deliberative impasse dividing majority and minority
groups in many democracies is due to a particular type of
epistemic injustice, which I call ‘hermeneutical domination’”

Domination: not a gap, not merely a refusal, but an exercise of power.

And Havi Carel and Ian James Kidd have demonstrated the whole structure inside
healthcare, in ‘Epistemic injustice in healthcare: a philosophical
analysis’ (2014):

“Ill persons are vulnerable to testimonial injustice through the
presumptive attribution of characteristics like cognitive
unreliability and emotional instability that downgrade the
credibility of their testimonies.”

“We then argue that epistemic injustice arises in part owing to
the epistemic privilege enjoyed by the practitioners and
institutions of contemporary healthcare services—the former
owing to their training, expertise, and third-person psychology,
and the latter owing to their implicit privileging of certain styles
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of articulating and evidencing testimonies in ways that
marginalise ill persons.”

They are careful — “health professionals are considered to be
epistemically privileged (in both warranted and unwarranted ways)” —
and I keep their care, because a book that reads as anti-expertise deserves to be
dismissed. But their account of what happens to the patient who is not believed is
the single most important sentence in this section for anyone who has lived it:

“Such iterated experiences give rise to the self-propagating
nature of such acts of exclusion: the patient’s testimonials are
ignored or downplayed, which upsets the person offering
testimony”

“[T]estimonials may become infused with self-doubt and
emotionally-charged, therefore confirming the doctors’
perception of that patient as a poor testifier, leading to a vicious
circle of damaging communication”

Read that twice. The distress caused by not being believed becomes the
evidence for not believing. That is the mechanism by which a survivor of childhood
adversity is disqualified, in a consulting room or a tribunal, from testifying to the
thing that happened to them — and it is described here by two philosophers
writing about illness generally, who never mention childhood trauma at all.

Carel and Kidd also name the professional-boundary mechanism exactly:

“A person or social type may be epistemically privileged because
they have the authority to establish, and where necessary to
enforce, the standards and norms for epistemic exchange”

“[M]odern healthcare practices privilege impersonal third-
person reports and empirical data over personal anecdote and
pathographic testimonies”

José Medina named active ignorance and the meta-blindness of those who cannot
see their own not-seeing; Charles Mills described structurally maintained
miscognition. Set alongside agnotology and undone science, the position is clear:
that interpretive gaps are produced and maintained by the powerful is established
scholarship, not a fresh discovery.

What I am adding is narrower, and I state it so it can be tested.

First, a taxonomy: each profession functions as a concept factory for one domain,
and each issues concepts in a binary code. I have not found that parallel mapping
set out anywhere as a single structure.
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Second — and this is the part I would actually defend — the reflexive lock. Not
merely that institutions maintain the gap, but that the institution which maintains
it is the same institution to which you are required to report the harm. The gap-
maker and the mandated recipient of the complaint are one body.

That is what turns a hermeneutical injustice into an enclosure: not a field left
uncultivated, but a common fenced by the party you would have to petition for

access.

The metaphor is borrowed on purpose. The enclosure of the commons was not a
failure of agriculture. It was a transfer of ownership, conducted lawfully, by the
people who wrote the law.

This is, I think, the sharpest instrument in the whole diagnosis, because it explains
the peculiar loneliness that runs through every testimony of this kind — the sense
of carrying something enormous and finding there is no counter to take it to.

There is no counter.

The counter was built by the thing you want to report.
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Plate XI - The Counter. A high, handsome public hall, of the kind built to reassure.
The counter looks like marble until you look: it is made of statute, diagnosis,

regulation and examination paper, compressed. A man stands at it holding a
single sheet, and the sheet is glowing faintly, because there is something on it. The
clerk — kind, competent, not remotely malicious — is reaching for a stamp from a
rack of stamps, and every stamp in the rack says something the sheet does not
say. Through the tall window, in ordinary daylight, men with theodolites are
fencing a common. They are not thieves. They have paperwork.

He has come to the right building. That is the cruelty of it. He has followed the
process, arrived at the counter, and presented his account to the person appointed
to receive it — and the clerk is not malicious, and the stamps are not wrong. They
are simply the only stamps there are. His page reads as blank because the
vocabulary that would render it legible was never manufactured by any of the
factories this hall is built from. And through the window, in broad daylight, men
with instruments are fencing a field that used to belong to everyone, lawfully, with
the correct forms, in the correct order, on a weekday morning.
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X. Law: The Discipline That Did Not
Measure At All

I begin with law, for three reasons.

The first is that law is the discipline where the diagnosis is hardest, because it is
the one that adjudicates every other discipline’s failures and therefore has the
fewest external correctives.

The second is that law is the discipline where the negative space is most complete,
and negative space is the most rigorous evidence in this book.

The third is that this is a love letter written in a firm hand. I am not attacking the
law. I am asking it to apply to itself the standard of evidence it applies, every
working day, to everybody else.

The myth this profession is built on

The legal profession has long clothed itself in the doctrine of neutrality: the belief
that judges, lawyers and decision-makers can, through discipline and training, rise

above their own minds. It animates judicial oaths, professional ideals, and public
faith.

It is also the most fragile assumption in the entire architecture, because it rests not
on science but on myth — one dismantled steadily over more than half a century,
and most decisively by the law’s own theorists before any laboratory got involved.

Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., in ‘The Path of the Law’ (1897), collapsed the
formalist illusion into a single definition, and I give it in full because every word of
it is load-bearing;:

“The prophecies of what the courts will do in fact, and nothing
more pretentious, are what I mean by the law.”

Not a logic machine. What human beings in robes actually do. He had already set
out what that made the object of study:

“The object of our study, then, is prediction, the prediction of
the incidence of the public force through the instrumentality of
the courts.”

And he named the wish that formalism serves, which is the wish this whole book is
about:
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“The fallacy to which I refer is the notion that the only force at
work in the development of the law is logic.”

“The logical method and form flatter that longing for certainty
and for repose which is in every human mind.”

“Flatter that longing for certainty and for repose.” Holmes is describing
armour, in 1897, in a law review, and calling it by its function. He simply had no
developmental account of where the longing came from. This book is an attempt to
supply one.

Jerome Frank, in ‘Law and the Modern Mind’ (1930), went further and drew
explicitly on psychoanalysis. His first chapter is titled, without hedging, ‘The
Basic Myth’, and he states it thus:

“[T]he widespread notion that law either is or can be made
approximately stationary and certain is irrational and should be
classed as an illusion or a myth.”

“The law always has been, is now, and will ever continue to be,
largely vague and variable.”

Frank’s question is then the one that matters here, and he asks it in three words
more or less: what is the source of this basic legal myth? His answer, worked out
across the book, is that it is a residue of the child’s need for an infallible father — a
formulation I want to flag rather than lean on, because it is the nearest neighbour
to my own thesis anywhere in the legal literature, and it is ninety-six years old.

On the judge himself, Frank is quoted with pinpoint citations in the secondary
literature as writing that “the personality of the judge is the pivotal
factor,” that “Judging begins rather the other way around—with a
conclusion more or less vaguely formed,” and that “Whatever produces
the judge’s hunches makes the law.” I mark these as reported at second
hand: I have verified the wording only in Charles Barzun’s law-review study
of Frank, which cites them to Frank at pp. 133, 100 and 104 respectively, and not
in Frank’s own pages. That distinction is the kind this book is obliged to make
everywhere.

Arthur Selwyn Miller generalised the point beyond judging in ‘The Myth of
Objectivity in Legal Research and Writing’ (1969). He opens:

“There is a myth abroad in the land. Only one of many, it is
particularly important because it concerns the posture by which
the ‘new men of power’ in the ‘post-industrial state’ deal with
problems of public policy, by which, that is, the intellectuals of
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the modern era approach their task of analysis and discussion
of the abrasive problems of the human condition.”

“The myth, in short, is this: that something often called
‘objectivity’ in scholarly research is both desirable and
attainable.”

And he does not soften the conclusion:

“A ‘disinterested social science’ is, from this viewpoint, pure
nonsense.”

“The requirement, in sum, is to perceive that not only is
objectivity unattainable, but that it is not even desirable.”

Neutrality, in other words, is not merely a judicial myth. It is an epistemology-
wide professional myth, and a law professor said so in a law review in 1969.

And the laboratories then supplied the anatomy. Chris Guthrie, Jeffrey Rachlinski
and Andrew Wistrich, in their empirical study of 167 federal magistrate judges,
‘Inside the Judicial Mind’ (2001), showed judges subject to the same classic
cognitive illusions as everybody else: anchoring, framing, hindsight, egocentric
bias, representativeness. Bernd Englich, Thomas Mussweiler and Fritz Strack
demonstrated across three anchoring experiments in ‘Playing Dice with
Criminal Sentences’ (2006) that experienced legal professionals’ sentencing
decisions could be moved by anchors that were blatantly random. Rachlinski,
Sheri Lynn Johnson, Wistrich and Guthrie administered the Implicit Association
Test to 133 trial judges in ‘Does Unconscious Racial Bias Affect Trial
Judges?’ (2009), and found that judges hold implicit racial biases, that those
biases can influence decisions, and — crucially — that judges can partially correct
for them when the biases are made salient.

Anto6nio Damasio closes the argument in ‘Descartes’ Error: Emotion,
Reason, and the Human Brain’ (1994), and the passage in which he names
the error is worth having entire:

“This is Descartes’ error: the abyssal separation between body
and mind, between the sizable, dimensioned, mechanically
operated, infinitely divisible body stuff, on the one hand, and
the unsizable, undimensioned, un-pushpullable, nondivisible
mind stuff; the suggestion that reasoning, and moral judgment,
and the suffering that comes from physical pain or emotional
upheaval might exist separately from the body. Specifically: the
separation of the most refined operations of mind from the
structure and operation of a biological organism.”
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Emotion is not a contaminant added to reasoning; it is a condition of real-world
reasoning. Patients with damage to emotion-processing regions can reason
abstractly and still make catastrophic decisions in life. The Cartesian split on
which disembodied judicial neutrality rests is not merely difficult to achieve. It is
neurologically incoherent.

So the reformulation that this book needs, and that the profession has not yet
accepted:

Neutrality is not the absence of bias. It is the absence of awareness.

And the absence of awareness is the most fertile ground imaginable for the
reproduction of childhood patterns, trauma adaptations and unconscious
emotional logic. A nervous system trained in childhood to scan for danger cannot
simply elect neutrality. A person shaped by emotional neglect may default to
detachment as self-protection and experience that detachment, from the inside, as
impartiality. Someone raised amid unpredictability may perceive ambiguity as
threat and experience a craving for certainty as principled rigour.

These patterns do not announce themselves. They present as personality, as work
ethic, as legal instinct. They are biography wearing the mask of logic. And
what the law calls discretion is frequently the nervous system deciding faster than
consciousness can register.

The danger is not that judges and lawyers are human. The danger is the belief that
they are not.

What the profession has measured

Give the profession its due: it has studied its own distress with real diligence, and
the numbers are not in dispute.

Patrick Krill, Ryan Johnson and Linda Albert’s national survey for the Hazelden
Betty Ford Foundation and the American Bar Association, ‘The Prevalence of
Substance Use and Other Mental Health Concerns Among American
Attorneys’ (2016), covered 12,825 licensed, employed attorneys. Here is the
finding in the authors’ own words:

“Substantial rates of behavioral health problems were found,
with 20.6% screening positive for hazardous, harmful, and
potentially alcohol-dependent drinking. Men had a higher
proportion of positive screens, and also younger participants
and those working in the field for a shorter duration (P <
0.001). Age group predicted Alcohol Use Disorders
Identification Test scores; respondents 30 years of age or
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younger were more likely to have a higher score than their older
peers (P < 0.001). Levels of depression, anxiety, and stress
among attorneys were significant, with 28%, 19%, and 23%
experiencing symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress,
respectively.”

And their conclusion, in full:

“Attorneys experience problematic drinking that is hazardous,
harmful, or otherwise consistent with alcohol use disorders at a
higher rate than other professional populations. Mental health
distress is also significant. These data underscore the need for
greater resources for lawyer assistance programs, and also the
expansion of available attorney-specific prevention and
treatment interventions.”

Two of the three authors, writing up their own study for ‘The Bar Examiner’
(2016), added the figure the abstract omits — “11.5% reported suicidal
thoughts during their career” — and stated the age finding without
qualification: “Younger, less experienced lawyers working in lower
positions had higher levels of problematic drinking.”

That is the finding that should have changed everything, and did not. Previous
research had suggested problem drinking increased with years in the profession.
The data showed the opposite. Problematic drinking runs at 31.9 per cent among
those aged thirty and under and falls, monotonically, to 12.1 per cent among those
over seventy; by years in practice it runs at 28.1 per cent in the first decade and
falls to 13.2 per cent after forty-one years.

Read that as an epidemiologist would. If exposure duration were the driver, the
veterans would be sickest. They are not. Which means the damage is being
done at the entrance — in selection, training, socialisation, and the first years
of learning what the profession rewards.

The door is doing the sorting. And then the corridor is doing the rest.

David Jaffe, Katherine Bender and Jerome Organ’s 2021 Survey of Law
Student Well-Being, covering more than five thousand students across thirty-
nine law schools, found around a third reporting a lifetime depression diagnosis,
forty per cent anxiety, eleven per cent past-year suicidal ideation, and
antidepressant use in the previous year having risen from twelve per cent in 2014
to twenty-three per cent. On trauma the authors report:

“Over 80% of respondents answered yes to having experienced
trauma in at least one category, with roughly 70% of
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respondents having answered yes to having experienced two or
more types of trauma”

And on the PTSD screen:

“28.6% met the cutoff score of thirty-one, while 26.3% of those
who experienced trauma met the cutoff score of thirty-three”

Which means roughly one in five of all respondents warranted evaluation for post-
traumatic stress disorder. The study’s title is ‘It Is Okay to Not Be Okay’.

Krill’s own public summary, given not in the paper but in the press release
announcing it on 3 February 2016 — and I flag the distinction because the
sentence is often cited as though it were in the journal — was blunt:

“Any way you look at it, this data is very alarming, and paints
the picture of an unsustainable professional culture that’s
harming too many people.”

He added: “The stakes are too high for inaction.”

That was a decade ago. The numbers have not improved.

What the profession has not measured
Now the negative space, and this is the most important paragraph in the section.

There is no peer-reviewed, representative study of adverse childhood
experience prevalence among practising lawyers or judges.

I have searched for one. I searched again while writing this book. It does not exist.

And I need to report something else, because a book that argues institutions
conceal inconvenient findings has no business concealing its own.

A citation for exactly such a study appeared in an earlier draft of my own work —
complete with authors, journal, year, a digital object identifier, and the arresting
statistics that fifty-two per cent of lawyers had at least one ACE and twenty-nine
per cent had four or more. The identifier resolves to an unrelated paper on
plea recommendations. The study does not exist. It was, in all likelihood,
generated rather than found.

I have removed it. I record its removal here rather than deleting it silently, because
a fabricated statistic favourable to my own thesis is the single most dangerous
object in this book, and because the reason it was so seductive is itself diagnostic:
it filled a hole that the profession has left empty, and it filled it in exactly the shape
my argument wanted.
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The honest version is stronger than the invention.

Medicine, nursing and social work have begun asking whether their own
practitioners carry childhood adversity. Law has measured drinking, depression,
anxiety, stress, suicidality, perfectionism and secondary trauma — every
downstream indicator — and has not published the upstream measurement.

This is not my inference alone. Karen Oehme and Nat Stern reached the same
conclusion independently in their law-review analysis ‘Improving Lawyers’
Health by Addressing the Impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences’
(2019). Their sentence is the single most important citation in this section, and I
give it exactly:

“We could not find any law school effort to deal specifically with
students’ or lawyers’ own ACEs.”

They are equally exact about what the profession has done instead:

“Prior efforts to promote lawyer health and wellness have
primarily emphasized the secondary trauma attorneys suffer
from assisting clients in high-stress criminal and civil
litigation.”

“Despite the benign intentions of the policy, its value is limited
by its inherent disregard for the negative and widespread
impact of primary trauma experienced by lawyers and judges
themselves.”

Inherent disregard. Not oversight, not lag, not a gap in a young literature. A
disregard built into the design of the policy.

And the absence holds across every adjacent source I have been able to read. Sarah
Katz and Deeya Haldar’s ‘The Pedagogy of Trauma-Informed Lawyering’
(2016) comes closer than most, and the way it comes close is itself the finding.
They write:

“Although not strictly vicarious trauma, it is also important to
note here that students often come to our clinics with their own
trauma histories; in fact, it is often a student’s own trauma
history which motivates them to enroll in the clinic to assist
clients with similar issues.”

“A crucial aspect of the pedagogy of trauma-informed lawyering
consists of acknowledging for law students that they may have
their own trauma histories that have an effect on them as they
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proceed in their legal careers, particularly in working with
clients with trauma histories.”

That is as far as it goes: a supervision concern, raised with care, in a clinical
teaching context. There is no prevalence figure, no instrument, no study. The
observation that students arrive already carrying it is made and then not pursued.

Brenda Gibson’s fifty-three-page ‘Lawyers, Trauma, and Professional Well-
Being’ (2025) is more striking still, because she names the category and moves
past it. “Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)” appears in her article
exactly once, inside a list. What she does say about the profession is unsparing;:

“Unfortunately, legal professionals have a propensity to push
past and ignore trauma, whether it is encountered at work or in
their personal lives.”

“The legal profession is well known for its resistance to change.”

“Importantly, this resistance to change increases the probability
that trauma will be caused or, at the very least, go unaddressed
by parties involved in the legal system.”

“Some have pointed to the profession’s reliance on precedent as
the cause of its resistance to change, but I posit that, ultimately,
it is more of a personal, or rather a ‘personnel,’ problem.”

Her article ends with a sentence I would put on the wall of every law school in the
country: “I have been traumatized while working in this profession.” It
is the opening line of her conclusion, and it is offered as testimony, because
testimony is the only register the literature has left available to her. There is no
dataset she can point to that contains her.

The hidden curriculum, in the words of those who went
through it

If the upstream measurement is missing, the mechanism is not. Practitioners
describe it directly, and they describe it in the same terms every time.

J. Kim Wright, on ‘The Trauma-Informed Lawyer’ (2021):

“[W]e go to law school and one of the first things we learn is
that our emotions don’t matter, that our humanity doesn’t
matter, like, you know, like, that it’s all just the facts”

THE EGO SCALING MATRIX 124


https://scholarship.law.uark.edu/alr/
https://scholarship.law.uark.edu/alr/
https://thetraumainformedlawyer.simplecast.com/

“We’re learning that who we are as people will not matter as a
lawyer; we’re not supposed to take care of ourselves, we’re not
supposed to have emotions, we’re just like these automatons.”

“[A]lnd there’s this pride in not sleeping, you know, like, giving
up our self-care early.”

“So we learn that in law school and then we get out into the
world and you can’t show any vulnerability because if you are
vulnerable—and take ‘vulnerability’ and replace ‘humanity’”

That last line is the whole argument of this book delivered in a podcast aside. Take
vulnerability and replace humanity. And then Wright names the consequence,
and names the gap in the literature at the same time:

“So we’ve got this whole culture designed around that ‘not
feeling’ and ‘not being human’, and then we have high rates of
depression, high rates of addiction, high rates of suicide, and
there are a lot of studies that are showing that this is consistent;
it’s around the world, it’s part of the profession, but I haven’t
seen a lot of conversation about how trauma impacts that.”

Helgi Maki, in the same conversation, refuses the mystery framing outright:

“So when we sit back and we wonder, ‘Oh, I wonder why lawyers
are so unwell, and there’s high rates of addiction, and suicide,
and mental health impact’, this is not a mystery.”

“We are in a profession where we’re asked to argue all day,
every day we are asked to do more and more with less, we are
asked to put aside who we are, we are asked to split ourselves
and reserve our self-care, or even any awareness of self, for our
vacations.”

“[O]ur system parses things down into nice, neat little
emotionless facts, and so very often the gaping wounds and
dumpster fires of situations where people are really suffering
and in pain are often the ones that get left out, where there’s no
room.”

And Marjorie Florestal describes the moment of sorting — the door doing its work,
in real time, on one person:

“Because what I had been trained in law school was to be
impartial and objective, and I was running into the bathroom
and sobbing after each interview, so clearly I did not have what
it took to be that kind of a lawyer, I said to myself, and so
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instead, what I chose was an area of the law that was more
distant.”

Read that sentence again and note what the armour is made of. Not callousness. A
conclusion about herself, reached in a bathroom, on the profession’s terms, and
acted upon by moving to a field with less human contact in it. She is now, she says,
“[Clompleting a PhD exploring trauma and depression among law
students and how we can transition to a profession that doesn’t eat our
young in the way that we do.”

Florestal also names the fear that keeps the whole arrangement standing:

“We are terrified, right, a lot of us in the legal profession,
because we think that we will be overwhelmed by these
emotions and that the overwhelm will be forever when in fact,
it’s the denial and the suppression that lead to greater harm”

Gibson locates the same mechanism in the curriculum rather than the person,
citing the literature on legal education:

“Others point to law school curricula that teach students to
remain objective and to ignore the role that emotion plays in the
law, which may cause ‘fragmentation of self and emotional
disengagement.’””

“In turn, this ‘fragmentation of self and emotional
disengagement’ may lead to disassociation, which is
coincidentally the human response to trauma.”

I want to sit on the word coincidentally for a moment, because Gibson has written
the central sentence of my thesis and then flinched from it. It is not a coincidence.
A curriculum that trains dissociation and a childhood that trains dissociation
produce the same adaptation by the same route, and the profession selects for
people who arrive with the adaptation already installed. That is not a coincidence.
That is a mechanism.

What law measures instead, and what that reveals

What law has measured, it has measured in a way that quietly reveals the
mechanism.

The 2024 survey of lawyer perfectionism, covering 764 lawyers in private practice,
found maladaptive perfectionism strongly associated with depressive symptoms
and stress; comparing the highest and lowest perfectionism cohorts produced a
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doubling of mean stress scores and roughly a fourfold difference in depressive
symptom scores.

Perfectionism is being examined as an occupational trait.

Its developmental origin — a childhood in which flawlessness was the price of
proximity — is not part of the question being asked.

This gives us the discipline’s characteristic manoeuvre, which I call the alibi of
secondary stress.

Organisations study vicarious and secondary traumatic stress readily, because it
locates the injury outside the system and outside the practitioner’s
biography: an honourable occupational hazard incurred while helping
traumatised clients. It is real, it is important, and it is also perfectly safe to look at.

Primary childhood trauma in the workforce is not studied, because measuring it
would force two admissions that no institution can survive making.

The first is that the pipeline actively rewards over-functioning, conditionally
regarded high performers whose survival adaptations are precisely the qualities
the entrance requirements select for.

The second is that the institution’s own punitive machinery — the ranking, the
partnership track, the up-or-out, the disciplinary process — operates as a
structural re-enactment of the conditionally loving parent.

Hence the formulation I offer as a research hypothesis rather than a proven law,
and which I think is the single most useful sentence in this section:

You cannot trauma-inform a diagnosis with an undiagnosed
diagnostician.

It names the missing reflexive turn. Institutions have become genuinely skilled at
teaching professionals to detect trauma in clients. There is now an entire trauma-
informed-courts movement: bench cards, task forces, judicial education,
therapeutic jurisprudence, compassionate written judgments in child protection
cases, pedagogies of trauma-informed lawyering. It does good work and I do not
disparage it.

But look at where the instrument is pointed. Shelley Kierstead’s ‘Trauma-
Informed Judicial Practice Meets Therapeutic Jurisprudence’ (2025)
quotes Helgi Maki and colleagues on what the trained judge is now expected to be:

“A trauma informed judge has been trained to recognize trauma
when it presents and has learned how trauma impacts the
brain, especially communication, memory and attention. A
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trauma-informed judge has learned critical skills such as
empathy, patience, and compassionate inquiry, and can
recognize when these skills require application.”

Every verb in that passage points outward. “Recognize trauma when it
presents” — in someone else. Kierstead’s own application of ACE science follows
the same vector:

“Furthermore, existing research establishes a correlation
between adults who have experienced trauma stemming from
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and subsequent
challenges in adulthood, including increased risks of future
victimization, substance abuse, and mental health disorders.”

“Child protection cases often have at their core situations where
parents’ trauma responses have played a significant role in
producing the parental behaviours that risk them being
permanently separated from their children.”

The parents have ACEs. The judge has training. In a twenty-nine-page paper
devoted to trauma-informed judging, the judge’s own developmental history is not
raised once — and I say that not as a criticism of a careful and humane piece of
scholarship, but as the cleanest illustration I have of where the profession’s
instrument is allowed to point.

The prevalence data the movement cites concerns justice-involved populations,
and those figures are stark. A systematic review of 124 quantitative studies,
‘Associations Between Adverse Childhood Experiences and Trauma
Among Young People Who Offend’ (2022), published in Trauma, Violence, &
Abuse, found that almost eighty-seven per cent of justice-involved young people
across thirteen countries had experienced at least one traumatic event, with the
odds of at least one ACE more than twelve times greater than for their non-justice-
involved peers.

What that literature does not do, so far as I have been able to find, is turn the
same instrument around.

Judges and lawyers are recruited from the general population. In the general
population, six in ten adults report at least one adverse childhood experience and
roughly one in six report four or more. Judicial cognition is demonstrably
permeable to influences that have nothing to do with law.

Put those three findings in a row and a conclusion follows that the trauma-
informed-courts movement has not, to my knowledge, drawn: the doctrine of
strong judicial neutrality is untenable, and it is untenable for reasons
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internal to the very evidence base the courts have already accepted
about everybody else.

The bench has adopted trauma-informed practice as something it does to others.
This book asks what happens when the lens is reversed. That reversal is not a
criticism of the movement. It is the next move the movement has not yet made.

The strongest case against me, quoted at length

I owe the reader the best version of the opposing argument, in its author’s own
words and at sufficient length to be persuasive, because a case built only against a
weak opponent is not a case.

Lorenn Walker’s “‘The ACE Controversy’ — published by the American Bar
Association in Trauma Informed Law: A Primer for Practicing Lawyers (2023)
— is the most serious challenge to the instrument on which much of this book
rests, and it is written by someone with an ACE score of six.

She opens by taking the test:

“Do I count myself as being in jail?’ I wonder while taking the
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) 10-question assessment.”

“My ACE score becomes six, including affirmative answers
about sexual abuse and a parent suffering mental illness.”

“Five decades after experiencing my ACEs, and being a healthy
endurance athlete for thirty years, this written assessment
disturbs me.”

“It’s too simplistic and excludes consideration of an individual’s
resiliency, which can protect them from being traumatized by
adversity.”

“Trauma is not a fixed state that all individuals experience when
facing adversity.”

Her claim is not that adversity does not happen. It is that the instrument
manufactures the pathology it purports to detect:

“When I took the ACE test, I had second thoughts about my
resiliency: ‘Maybe my sleeping trouble is because of the trauma
I suffered?’ But I have always been a light sleeper.”

“No, it was the 10-question ACE test that caused me to question
my mental stability and coping skills.”
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“I experienced first-hand how individuals can be harmed from
ACE.”

“I realized quickly if that could happen to me, what would
happen to the many people I work with and represent who
might take ACE and lack my understanding of resiliency and
conflict?”

She cites George Bonanno, whose career has been spent studying how people deal
with loss, as believing ACE measurements are “more or less useless,” and she
quotes Michelle Kelly-Irving and Cyrille Delpierre at length:

“[Flor population-level or structural policies, it is an
insufficient and ill-adapted tool for implementation by social
workers, medical practitioners, child protection workers, and
likely to stigmatize families and children. ... The individualized
use of the original ACEs questionnaire poses many potential
ethical questions. What can an individual do with this
information? Will they fear for their health, or even their lives
even though the majority of exposed people will not develop any
ACE-related problems?”

And her closing position is stated plainly:

“ACE might help identify society’s structural problems, but for
predicting individuals’ emotional and physical health, it can be
unreliable and harmful.”

“Some people will suffer trauma, but not all will, and we should
not create assessments that infer that they will.”

“Let’s stop assuming and suggesting everyone who faces
adversity has suffered a deficit and is traumatized.”

Here is what I concede, and it is a great deal. Walker is right that the ten-
question instrument is crude. She is right that it cannot predict an individual’s
outcome, and that using it as though it could is both bad science and a potential
harm. She is right that resilience is real, common, and systematically under-
weighted in the ACE literature’s rhetoric. She is right that a diagnostic label
handed to someone who did not ask for it can create the distress it claims to find.
And she is right that the original researchers themselves — as she notes, citing
Kelly-Irving and Delpierre — promoted the instrument for “structural change”
and not for “identifying people.”

Here is why the concession does not damage the argument, and in one
respect strengthens it. Every one of Walker’s objections is an objection to

THE EGO SCALING MATRIX 130



individual-level prediction. Not one of them is an objection to population-level
measurement. She says so herself: ACE “[M]ight help identify society’s
structural problems.” That is precisely and only the use this book makes of it. I
am not proposing that any lawyer be scored, labelled, or screened. I am proposing
that the profession find out, in aggregate and anonymously, what the distribution
looks like across its own workforce — which is the structural use Walker endorses,
applied to the one population that has never been asked.

Teicher and Samson, from an entirely different direction, sharpen the same
methodological point in their 2016 review in the Journal of Child
Psychology and Psychiatry:

“These findings show that type of maltreatment matters and
they raise concerns about the alternative approach of counting
up adverse childhood experiences to provide a simple
composite score.”

“An alternative explanation is that exposure to more types of
adversity increases the risk of experiencing a critical type of
abuse at a critical age.”

I accept both criticisms and record them as live. The ACE score is a blunt
instrument. It is also, at population scale, an instrument that has never once been
pointed at the people who run the justice system — and a blunt instrument that
has not been used is not the same thing as a blunt instrument that has been used
and found wanting. The critique of the ACE score is not a defence of the
null. It is an argument for a better study, which also has not been done.

The adversarial engine
And beneath all of it sits an anthropology.

Rutger Bregman put the point this way, speaking to the Jakarta Post on the
publication of Humankind: A Hopeful History (2020) — and I cite the interview
rather than the book because that is where I have verified the wording;:

“What you assume in other people is what you get out of them.
So if we assume that most people are evil and selfish, we’ll
design our schools and organizations, our prisons and
democracies around that idea. It will become a self-fulfilling
prophecy.”

Institutions are never neutral containers. They are belief-machines.
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Adversarial law is built on a presumption: that people are unreliable, self-serving,
and best managed through threat, scrutiny and punishment. Even where that
presumption is pragmatically necessary — and often it is — it is never
psychologically cost-free, because it does not merely describe behaviour, it trains
behaviour. A system continuously searching for bad faith becomes exquisitely
skilled at eliciting it. A culture that treats vulnerability as weakness produces
people who cannot tell the Truth without armour.

Michael Kessler, writing about forensic science rather than law but describing the
identical machinery in ‘Carrying the aftermath’ (Science & Justice, 2026),
gives the mechanism its cleanest statement anywhere in the literature I have read:

“Forensic science organisations frequently valorise emotional
detachment as a marker of professionalism, projecting an ideal
of scientific neutrality that implicitly discourages
acknowledgment of distress.”

“Practitioners report internalising expectations that visible
emotional response may be interpreted as unsuitability for
forensic work, producing cultures in which silence becomes
synonymous with competence”

“This norm is not incidental to forensic culture but structurally
reproduced by it: workflow design, supervision models, and
professional identity formation all reinforce detachment as a
competency rather than naming it as a form of unrecognised
emotional labour.”

“In this context, stoicism functions not as a protective strategy
but as an occupational hazard that may convert routine
exposure into sustained stress activation.”

And then Kessler states the general law that this whole book is an attempt to
prove:

“Organisations cannot simultaneously demand the performance
of certainty and permit the acknowledgment of the strain that
performance exacts.”

“The disavowal of trauma and the suppression of interpretive
uncertainty are not separate institutional failures—they share a
structural logic”

That last sentence is worth more than any single statistic in this section. Two
apparently unrelated institutional refusals — we do not feel and we are not
uncertain — turn out to be one refusal wearing two uniforms. Kessler also
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supplies, from within his own field, the negative-space finding this book is built
on:

“To date, no published studies have directly measured the
neurobiological stress mechanisms most relevant to the
Lifecycle framework—including locus coeruleus—
norepinephrine activity, hypothalamic—pituitary—adrenal
(HPA) axis regulation, salience-network functioning, or
allostatic load—in forensic practitioners.”

“This absence persists despite extensive evidence from chronic
stress and trauma neuroscience demonstrating the relevance of
these systems to sustained occupational strain.”

And he draws the moral conclusion that follows from a documented, predictable,
unmanaged harm, which is the conclusion I would apply to the whole of Section X:

“Critically, the framework advanced here underscores that
forensic trauma is not an unforeseeable byproduct of
exceptional cases, but a known and predictable occupational
injury arising from routine work design, exposure patterns, and
organisational conditions.”

“When such harm is extensively documented yet structurally
unmanaged, responsibility cannot reasonably be assigned to
individual practitioners.”

“In these circumstances, continued reliance on silence,
stoicism, or informal coping represents not neutrality, but a
failure of institutional stewardship.”

Strip away the ermine and the Latin and the eight hundred years, and describe the
thing itself in the language of the psyche rather than the language of the
constitution, and here is what the adversarial system is:

It is a grievance without a cause, looking for a cause — and it has not
yet found itself as the cause.

Each clause does structural work. A grievance — a real one; something genuinely
happened. Without a cause — because the cause was rendered unspeakable, and
no small child can afford the sentence that would name it. Looking for a cause —
because unmetabolised distress does not dissolve; it converts into ambient,
outward-facing tension that scans the environment for a legitimate target. And it
has not yet found itself as the cause — which is the whole tragedy, and the whole
exit, in a single clause.
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Plate XII - The Wooden Warder. A prison landing at night. The guard on duty is a

wooden boy — jointed, painted, immaculately turned out in wig and gown and
warder’s keys, standing very straight, checking the doors. He is doing his job
perfectly. If you look closely, his strings run up out of frame into the dark, and his
own ankle is shackled to the landing rail by a chain he has clearly not noticed, and
his nose has not grown, because he is not lying: he genuinely believes he is free,
and he genuinely believes he is a man. Behind him, every cell door stands very
slightly ajar.

This is the most important image in the book and the only one that has to be
tender or it fails completely. He is not the villain of the parable. He is its casualty,
and its most faithful servant, and he is doing his very best. The horror is not that
he is cruel; it is that he is conscientious. He is checking doors that were never
locked, on a landing he is chained to, for an institution that carved him. The
strings going up into the dark are the line of inheritance. And the cell doors, all of
them, standing slightly open — that is the whole of the crossing, offered, nightly, to
a wooden boy who cannot yet feel his own hands.

A word on the resilience training the profession offers him. Gibson, who has been
through it, reports what the evidence shows:

“However, data show that many of these efforts are not as
effective as wished or reported, and there is most often no
mechanism in place to measure their effectiveness.”
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“Many fear that without some real modification of the current
law firm business model, which features the often vilified
billable hour structure discussed in Section II.B., any efforts to
reduce lawyer stress, trauma, and burnout are doomed.”

“State bar programs and affinity organizations are not
mandatory, their efforts tend to be scattershot, and may be
stigmatized.”

Kessler puts the same finding in one line, from the forensic literature: “Benuto et
al. found that the mere availability of wellness and support
programmes was not associated with reductions in secondary
traumatic stress among forensic practitioners, suggesting that
programme existence without structural embedding is insufficient.”

Resilience training for a profession that runs on trauma is a fire-safety
leaflet handed out inside the furnace.

And Tolstoy is already standing there, holding the door open, in Aylmer Maude’s
translation of ‘What Then Must We Do?’ (1886), chapter sixteen:

“I sit on a man’s back, choking him and making him carry me,
and yet assure myself and others that I am very sorry for him
and wish to ease his lot by all possible means—except by getting
off his back.”

The wellbeing industry of the modern legal profession is, with a small number of
genuinely honourable exceptions, an enormous, sincere, well-funded, beautifully
branded, CPD-accredited exercise in easing the man’s lot by every possible means
except the one.
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XI. Medicine: The Discipline That
Measured the Smoke

Medicine presents the same architecture as law with one crucial difference,
and the difference is what makes it the sharpest case study in this book.

Medicine measured it.

It commissioned the review. It published the survey. It has the data, in its own
journals, under its own name. And it has built, on top of that data, an internal
justice system that does the opposite of what the data indicates — and then
secured a legal ruling that it owes nothing to the people it harms.

This is not a section about cruelty. Almost nobody in this story is cruel. It is a
section about what happens when a profession that exists to reduce suffering
encounters evidence that it is producing it, and processes that evidence through a
code that cannot represent the finding.

THE EGO SCALING MATRIX 136



In medicine, no one is permitted to hear you.

PRODUCED BY THE HIDDEN CURRICULUM - SCREENPLAY BY CONDITIONAL REGARD
MUSIC BY THE PAGER AT THREE A.M. - EXECUTIVE PRODUCER THE ROYAL COLLEGES
BASED ON A TRUE STORY, REPEATEDLY

RATED: NO DUTY OF CARE

Plate XIII - The Envelope. A film poster for a horror with no monster in it. In the
void, lit from within and cracked along its top edge like a shell, an ordinary white
envelope of the kind an institution posts; a single drop of red beneath it. On the
floor below, a stethoscope, put down and not picked up. The credits name no

people, because no person did this.

I have put a film poster in a scholarly book, and I would rather explain that than

have it read as a joke.

The horror genre holds one structural insight that the medical literature does not,
which is that the most frightening object in any story is the ordinary one. Not a
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creature — an envelope on the mat, correctly addressed, properly constituted,
procedurally impeccable. Somebody drafted it. Somebody approved it. Somebody
franked it. Every one of them was doing their job, and not one of them did
anything wrong, and that is the whole difficulty of this book compressed into a
single piece of stationery.

The credits name no individuals because no individual did this. They name the
hidden curriculum, conditional regard, and the pager at three in the morning. The
rating is not a joke either: no duty of care is the actual legal position, settled at
first instance and confirmed on appeal, and the next few pages set out how it was
arrived at.

And the stethoscope is on the floor because that is the part nobody counts. The
instrument of human care is the first thing set down and the last thing anybody
asks about.

The regulator’s own review

In December 2014 the General Medical Council published a review it had itself
commissioned, written by the independent consultant Sarndrah Horsfall and titled
‘Doctors who commit suicide while under GMC fitness to practise
investigation’. Its terms of reference are worth having in the regulator’s own
commissioning language:

“This report was commissioned by the GMC to review those
cases where doctors have committed suicide while under the
fitness to practise procedures between 2005 (when the GMC
introduced electronic data systems) and 2013. The aim was to
establish whether the GMC’s processes could be improved to
reduce the impact on vulnerable doctors and whether there is
more the GMC can do to prevent these tragedies from
occurring.”

And then the finding, in the review’s own words, which I give in full because the
full sentence is both more accurate and more damning than any shortened version
of it:

“During the period under review there were 28 reported cases
in the GMC’s records where a doctor committed suicide or
suspected suicide while under their investigation procedures.”

Twenty-four were classified as suicide and four as suspected suicide. The review
does not say the investigations caused those deaths, and neither do I. It
says the opposite of a simple story, and it says it carefully:
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“The case reviews showed that many of the doctors who
committed suicide suffered from a recognised mental disorder,
most commonly depressive illness, bipolar disorder and
personality disorder. A number also had drug and/or alcohol
addictions. Other factors that may have contributed to their
deaths included marriage breakdown, financial hardship, the
involvement of the police and the impact of the GMC
investigation.”

That last clause — “[A]lnd the impact of the GMC investigation” — is the
regulator’s own review naming its own process as a contributory factor in twenty-
eight deaths, in a document the regulator paid for and published. Nothing in this
book needs to be added to it.

I must add a correction here, because two other figures circulate in secondary
accounts including earlier drafts of my own. The separate figure of 114 is the count
of all-cause deaths during active proceedings in the same period; the two must
never be conflated. And a figure of 33, which has appeared in earlier versions of
this work, is simply wrong and must not appear anywhere.

The review also records what the process feels like from inside it:

“Many commented that the fitness to practise process creates an
environment of uncertainty and makes doctors feel that they are
judged ‘guilty until proven innocent’”

Its recommendation is the mirror image of that sentence:

“Doctors under investigation should feel they are treated as

‘innocent until proven guilty’”

And it makes one further observation, which is the single most important sentence
in the document for the argument of this book, because it reverses the assumed
direction of causation:

“Given the stress of the investigation process, it is possible any
doctor could develop mental health problems or an addiction
habit as the very nature of the investigation process creates
significant stress and mental anguish”

“Any doctor could develop mental health problems.” Not the vulnerable
ones. Not the ones with a history. Any doctor. That is the review, commissioned by
the regulator, telling the regulator that its process is itself a source of the illness it
exists to police.
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Winnicott had given the psychological account of that outcome fifty-four years
earlier, in the paper quoted in Section I, and I repeat it here because it belongs
beside these deaths and not only beside a theory of infancy:

“The False Self has as its main concern a search for conditions
which will make it possible for the True Self to come into its
own. If conditions cannot be found then there must be
reorganized a new defence against exploitation of the True Self,
and if there be doubt then the clinical result is suicide. Suicide
in this context is the destruction of the total self in avoidance of
annihilation of the True Self. When suicide is the only defence
left against betrayal of the True Self, then it becomes the lot of
the False Self to organize the suicide.”

I want to be careful about what I am and am not claiming with that passage. It is a
psychoanalytic formulation, not an epidemiological finding, and it belongs to the
inferential ledger rather than the empirical one. What it offers is a mechanism that
the regulator’s own review has no vocabulary for. A fitness-to-practise
investigation is, among other things, a sustained withdrawal of precisely the
conditions under which a highly defended professional’s False Self has been able
to function: the standing, the role, the competence, the belonging, the future.
Winnicott’s account predicts what happens next. The review’s account does not,
because the review has no field for it.

One of the twenty-eight left a note. It is quoted in the review, and it is the most
efficient sentence in this book:

“I am extremely stressed and cannot carry on like this. I hold
the G.M.C. responsible for making my condition worse with no
offer of help”
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Plate XIV - The Scream. The panel is working. Seven people are writing, carefully
and conscientiously, and not one of them has looked up. The sky behind her is
doing what she is doing. On the desk, a case file thick enough to have taken years,
and a stethoscope being drawn away from her across the paper by a hand that is
only doing its job. On the wall, the three words the room has been convened to
decide. The two figures on the bridge behind are not coming.

Every other plate in this book is photographic, and this one is not, and the break is
deliberate.
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There is a point in this section where restraint stops being accuracy and starts
being complicity — where the correct, measured, properly caveated sentence does
less justice to the fact than a scream would. Munch’s figure is not screaming at
anything, and that is the part people forget. The scream in that painting is not a
response to an event. It is a response to a sky.

What is on this desk is not an event either. It is a case file thick enough to have
taken years, a process with no stated end date, seven conscientious people writing,
and a hand drawing the stethoscope away — not cruelly and not maliciously, but
because the file has to be assembled and that is what assembling it involves.
Nobody in that room has looked up. Nobody in that room is doing anything wrong.

And the three words on the wall are the ones I would put over this whole section if
I could. Fitness to practise. Not fitness for what, nor fitness measured how, nor
fitness assessed against a model of a human being that has never once been
written down. The question is legitimate and the room is entitled to ask it. What
the room is not equipped to notice is that the person in the chair arrived already
carrying the answer, and that nothing on that desk has a field for it.

And the two figures on the bridge are not coming, because there is no counter to
take this to. The counter was built by the thing she wants to report.

What the living say

The living say the same thing, at scale, and they say it in a peer-reviewed journal.

Tom Bourne and colleagues surveyed the profession in ‘The impact of
complaints procedures on the welfare, health and clinical practise of
7926 doctors in the UK: a cross-sectional survey’ (2015), in BMJ Open. I
correct an attribution here that circulates widely, including in earlier drafts of my
own: these figures are not from a General Medical Council or British Medical
Association survey. They are independent research, and that matters, because it
means the regulator is not the author of the finding.

Their results, verbatim:

“16.9% of doctors with current/recent complaints reported
moderate/severe depression (relative risk (RR) 1.77 (95% CI
1.48 to 2.13) compared to doctors with no complaints (9.5%)).
Fifteen per cent reported moderate/severe anxiety (RR=2.08
(95% CI 1.61 to 2.68) compared to doctors with no complaints
(7.3%)). Distress increased with complaint severity, with highest
levels after General Medical Council (GMC) referral (26.3%
depression, 22.3% anxiety). Doctors with current/recent

THE EGO SCALING MATRIX 142


https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2014-006687
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2014-006687
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2014-006687

complaints were 2.08 (95% CI 1.61 to 2.68) times more likely to
report thoughts of self-harm or suicidal ideation. Most doctors
reported defensive practise: 82—89% hedging and 46-50%
avoidance. Twenty per cent felt victimised after whistleblowing,
38% felt bullied, 27% spent over 1 month off work.”

And the GMC-specific figure, stated in their body text:

“When referral to the GMC is looked at in isolation, the number
of doctors who reported suicidal ideation reached 15.3%, while
26.3% had moderate to severe depression and 22.3% had
moderate to severe anxiety on the basis of two validated
instruments.”

“Doctors going through a GMC referral reported the highest
levels of depression (26.3%), anxiety (22.3%) and thoughts of
self-harm (15.3%) compared to SUIs (16.1%, 15.3% and 9.3%),
formal complaints (15.6%, 13.5% and 9%) and informal
complaints (12%, 12% and 6.4%, respectively).”

Their conclusion:

“Doctors with recent/current complaints have significant risks
of moderate/severe depression, anxiety and suicidal ideation.
Morbidity was greatest in cases involving the GMC. Most
doctors reported practising defensively, including avoidance of
procedures and high-risk patients. Many felt victimised as
whistleblowers or reported bullying.”

The response rate must be reported alongside those figures, and the authors report
it themselves:

“95 636 doctors were invited to participate. A total of 10
930(11.4%) responded, 7926 (8.3%) completed the full survey
and were included in the complete analysis.”

Eight per cent completed the survey. Distressed doctors may be more likely to
respond, and that is a real limitation, and I state it rather than waiting for it to be
stated at me. What the limitation does not touch is the gradient: informal
complaint, formal complaint, serious untoward incident, GMC referral — and
morbidity rising monotonically along it. A response bias might inflate every figure.
It does not manufacture a dose—response relationship.

There is also a defence organisation’s 2023 survey of 197 investigated doctors,
widely reported as finding suicidal thoughts in around thirty-one per cent, and
higher among general practitioners. I have not been able to obtain that
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document and I therefore report it as circulating rather than as
verified. The Bourne data above are peer-reviewed and are sufficient.

Note which variables the respondents in both surveys name. Not the substance of
the allegation. Not the outcome. Tone and duration — which is to say, precisely
the two variables that determine whether a process is experienced by a threat-
tuned nervous system as adjudication or as annihilation. That observation is not
mine either; it is the regulator’s own adviser’s, and I come to him in a moment.

Plate XV - The Letter. Six in the morning, a kitchen, one lamp. He is alive, he is

dressed for work, the stethoscope is still coiled in the bag by the chair, and he is
going in. On the wall behind him, fourteen months of weeks crossed off in biro,
one at a time — neatly at the beginning, more heavily later. Across the town,
through the blue window, the hospital where he is expected at eight. On the floor
by the door, a school bag and one small shoe.

The wall-planner is the finding drawn out. A person can bear a great deal of
jeopardy that has an end date, and very little jeopardy that does not. That is not a
complaint about severity; it is a description of what a threat-tuned nervous system
experiences when an authority it depends upon withdraws its regard,
communicates in the register of accusation, and then declines to say for how long.
He is going in this morning, and he will be excellent, and nobody on the ward will
know. And the doctrine now confirmed by a second profession, in a second code, is
that the body which sent the letter owed him nothing at all while it was writing it.
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The regulator’s own adviser

In 2016 the GMC appointed Professor Louis Appleby — Professor of Psychiatry at
the University of Manchester, and the man who has led national suicide-
prevention policy in England — to review its fitness-to-practise process. He
published his conclusions on the regulator’s own blog, in a post titled ‘Putting
mental health safety at the heart of the fitness to practise process’.
Everything that follows is his, in his words, published by the body he was advising.

“Four months ago I began working with the GMC, reviewing the
fitness-to-practise process with the aim of reducing the risk of
suicide in doctors facing investigation.”

“During this time many people have written to me about the
effect of investigation on their emotional health, sometimes
long-term, and on their careers, even when no restrictions were
placed on their practice in the end.”

Then the two principles, and the first of them is the sentence this entire section is
built on:

“Two principles have guided my approach to this work. First,
doctors who are ill need to be treated, not punished —
investigation is frequently punitive in effect, even if that is not
the intention. Secondly, suicide is not confined to those who are
known to be mentally ill — it can be those who are thought to be
coping that are most at risk — so reducing risk is a task for the
system as a whole.”

Punitive in effect, even if that is not the intention. That is the whole of this
book’s method, stated by a professor of psychiatry, about a regulator, on the
regulator’s own website. Intention is not the variable. Effect is.

And then the arithmetic, which is his and not mine:

“There should be fewer investigations — the current rate of 2750
per year translates into a 40% chance that doctors will come
before the regulator at some time in their careers. Yet only 13%
of investigations lead to any sanction — such a low figure does
not justify the impact on individuals.”

“Most complaints from patients about a doctor’s performance
could be dealt with by the doctor’s employer. Cases in which
health is the root of the problem should avoid full investigation
whenever possible, moving instead to early treatment.”
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He even names the mechanism by which a frightened nervous system is read as
non-cooperation, which is as precise a description of the ego scaling matrix in
operation as anything in this book:

“Doctors can be distressed by the tone, timing and frequency of
letters — they may become avoidant, reluctant to open letters
from the GMC who therefore assume they are not co-operating.”

Read that sentence slowly, because it contains the entire tragedy in one clause. A
threat-tuned person receives a letter from an authority that can end their life’s
work. They cannot open it. The institution has no category for cannot open it — its
code contains only responded and did not respond — and so it records non-
cooperation, which becomes an aggravating feature, which produces a further
letter. Nobody has done anything wrong. The file grows.

And his final recommendation is an absence, which belongs in Section XIV:

“The patchy provision nationally for doctors who need
treatment for mental illness or addiction should finally be
addressed. Comprehensive data on doctor suicides should be
routinely collected to feed future improvement.”

Should finally be addressed. Should be routinely collected. Written in 2016, by the
adviser the institution appointed, about data the institution does not hold.

The finding that turns cruelty into architecture

Now put all of that alongside the study discussed in Section VIII.

Of 123 trainees and physicians referred for professionalism lapses, Williams and
colleagues found: “Eighty-six (70%) participants reported at least 1 ACE,
while 27 (22%) reported 4 or more.” The sampling caveat from Section VIII
travels with those numbers and is repeated here rather than assumed: this is a
referred, non-random, single-centre sample of doctors already in difficulty, and
the authors’ own qualifier is “In this sample.”

The authors’ recommendation was “Adoption of a trauma-informed
medical education approach.”

Now read that against the process those same practitioners then enter.

A population disproportionately shaped by childhood experiences of conditional
regard, unpredictable threat, and adult authority that punished rather than
protected, is met — at its moment of greatest vulnerability — by an apparatus that
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investigates without a duty of care, communicates in the register of accusation,
and takes between one and three years to decide.

This is not merely harsh. It is a structural re-enactment of the original
injury, performed by an institution that has read the evidence,
commissioned the review, and published the survey.

That sentence is the Ego Scaling Matrix in a single clause. The frightened child
grew up, qualified, was handed a lectern, wrote a standard, chaired a panel — and
the panel now processes the next frightened child through the exact grammar that
produced them both.

Protecting Patients, Dehumanising Doctor-Patients

There is a category error at the centre of the regulatory settlement, and once it is
visible it cannot be unseen.

The regulator’s statutory purpose is the protection of patients. That purpose is
real, it is legitimate, and nothing in this book argues against it. But it is framed as
though doctor and patient were disjoint categories — as though a protective duty
ran outward from one population toward another, across a boundary.

There is no boundary. Every doctor is a patient. Not metaphorically, and not
eventually: every one of them is registered with a general practitioner, and a
substantial proportion of those under investigation are unwell at the time they are
investigated. The regulator’s own appointed suicide-prevention adviser put it in a
sentence the institution has never acted upon: “doctors who are ill need to be
treated, not punished.” And in the population most likely to be referred,
childhood adversity is markedly elevated — seventy per cent reporting at least one
adverse childhood experience and twenty-two per cent reporting four or more, in
the study discussed above, with its sampling caveat attached and still standing.

So the protective mandate is not operating across a boundary at all. It is operating
on both sides of its own equation — protecting one class of patients by processing
another class of patients through an apparatus that the regulator’s own
commissioned review associates with twenty-eight deaths, and that peer-reviewed
research shows produces suicidal ideation in 15.3 per cent of those it refers.

That is not hypocrisy and it is not malice. It is what happens when an institution’s
code contains the category patient and the category practitioner and has no
operation whatsoever for the case in which they are the same person. The doctor-
patient is unrepresentable in the code, so the code processes the half of them it can
see.
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Plate XVI - The Theatre and the Tribunal. One room, two functions, and no wall
between them. An operating light hangs over a hearing. A cardiac monitor runs
on the wall behind the panel. A white coat hangs on a hook by the sink. On the
table, a stack of case files taller than the water glass, with a stethoscope laid on
top of it. On the trolley at her side, an envelope stamped URGENT, and a clock
reading eight o’clock — the hour she is expected on the ward.

This is the category collapse in one room. The apparatus that protects patients and
the apparatus that examines doctors are not adjacent buildings joined by a referral
process. They are the same room, under the same lighting, and the person in the
chair belongs to both populations at once.
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Note the clock. It reads eight, which is when she is due, and the envelope beside it
is marked urgent, and neither of those facts will be entered into the record,
because the record has no field for them. Note the coat on the hook — the
instrument of care, present in the room, out of reach, and not an item of evidence.
And note the monitor, which is the only thing in the picture still reporting a
heartbeat. The panel is not looking at it. There is no reason they should: it is not
what they were convened to assess, and fitness is a word that has never once been
defined to include it.

And there is a wider version of this, which I mark as what it is rather than
smuggling in. At sufficient depth the distinction dissolves entirely: we are all
patients really. That is not a finding. It is a position, I hold it, and Section XVII
is what follows from it.

And here the two disciplines close the loop on one another, which is the moment
the whole matrix becomes visible.

In Suresh & Ors v General Medical Council [2025] EWHC 804 (KB), decided on 3
April 2025 by Marcus Pilgerstorfer KC sitting as a Deputy High Court Judge, the
family of Dr Sridharan Suresh — a highly respected consultant anaesthetist of
unblemished record, who died by suicide on 2 May 2018, hours after being
notified that day that a fitness-to-practise investigation had been opened against
him, on an allegation on which the identification evidence was inconsistent with
his being the perpetrator and on which prosecutors had declined to proceed —
brought claims in negligence and under Article 2 of the European Convention on
Human Rights.

The court granted the regulator summary judgment. The Court of Appeal has since
upheld that outcome: a statutory regulator, like the police and prosecutors, owes
no common-law duty of care to those it investigates, because such a duty
would conflict with its statutory duty to protect the public.

The doctrine is coherent. That is what makes it so instructive. Within its own code,
every step of it is correct.

But note precisely what has now happened, and hold all of it in one frame.

A profession that exists to reduce suffering has built an internal justice system that
measures its own harm; publishes the measurement; commissions expert advice
confirming it; is told by its own adviser that the net is far too wide and that the ill
should be treated rather than punished — and then obtains a ruling from a second
profession, operating in a second code, confirming that it owes nothing to the
people it harms.
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Every step is defensible in isolation. The aggregate is a monarchy of fear with a
duty-of-care exemption.

One honest caveat, because it will be raised and should be conceded first.
Correlation is not causation. Doctors frequently enter these proceedings
already distressed, and the association between investigation and death does not
by itself prove the investigation caused it. But the regulator’s own review states
that “the very nature of the investigation process creates significant
stress and mental anguish”; the notes exist; and the survey data establish that
the process itself inflicts serious additional harm on people who survive it.

The causal question is unsettled at the margin. The structural question is not.

The diagnosis as the institution’s defence

There is one further move medicine makes, and Judith Herman documented it
two decades before this book. When a person shaped by chronic adversity presents
to the system, the system does not fail to classify them. It classifies them as the
problem.

“Instead of conceptualizing the psychopathology of the victim as
aresponse to an abusive situation, mental health professionals
have frequently attributed the abusive situation to the victim’s
presumed underlying psychopathology.”

“The clinical picture of a person who has been reduced to
elemental concerns of survival is still frequently mistaken for a
portrait of the victim’s underlying character. Concepts of
personality organization developed under ordinary
circumstances are applied to victims, without any
understanding of the corrosion of personality that occurs under
conditions of prolonged terror.”

Herman is explicit about what the resulting labels actually function as:

“These three diagnoses are charged with pejorative meaning.
The most notorious is the diagnosis of borderline personality
disorder. This term is frequently used within the mental health
professions as little more than a sophisticated insult.”

“In borderline personality disorder, my investigations have also
documented histories of severe childhood trauma in the great
majority (81 percent) of cases.”
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Eighty-one per cent. A category widely used as an insult, applied to a
population in which four out of five carry documented severe childhood trauma.
And her account of why the misclassification persists is not a story about malice
but about exhaustion:

“All too commonly, chronically traumatized people suffer in
silence; but if they complain at all, their complaints are not well
understood. They may collect a virtual pharmacopeia of
remedies: one for headaches, another for insomnia, another for
anxiety, another for depression. None of these tends to work
very well, since the underlying issues of trauma are not
addressed. As caregivers tire of these chronically unhappy
people who do not seem to improve, the temptation to apply
pejorative diagnostic labels becomes overwhelming.”

That is the Corridor of Six Doors from Section IX, seen from the clinician’s side of
the desk. And Herman’s diagnosis of the whole arrangement is a single clause that
this book could have taken as its title:

“They may become engaged in ongoing, destructive
interactions, in which the medical or mental health system
replicates the behavior of the abusive family.”

She also records what institutional non-perception sounds like when it is spoken
aloud. Describing the American Psychiatric Association’s deliberations on a
proposed diagnosis, she writes:

“The men of the psychiatric establishment persisted in their
bland denial. They admitted freely that they were ignorant of
the extensive literature of the past decade on psychological
trauma, but they did not see why it should concern them. One
member of the Board of Trustees of the American Psychiatric
Association felt the discussion of battered women was
‘irrelevant.”’ Another stated simply, ‘I never see victims.’”

‘I never see victims.’ A trustee of the governing body of a profession, describing
his own perceptual field, accurately. He does not see them. The code has no
operation for them, so they do not appear. That is not a lie and it is not a boast; it
is a report, and it is the most efficient description of operational closure anywhere
in this book.

And Herman notes what happened when the evidence was presented anyway:

“What struck me most at the time was how little rational
argument seemed to matter.”
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The armour is issued in training

Medicine also supplies the best available evidence that the professional persona is
manufactured, not merely recruited — which matters enormously, because it is
the strongest independent support for the emergence model of Section IV.

A systematic review of empathy change in medical trainees found multiple
longitudinal studies showing decline during medical school or residency, with
clinical training, distress and the hidden curriculum prominent among the
proposed explanations. A later qualitative synthesis found that the hidden
curriculum — stressful workload, organisational culture, biomedical emphasis and
role modelling — could socialise students toward cynicism, emotional distance and
desensitisation. One qualitative study found that objective and distanced ideals of
the physician could suppress students’ empathy and their own emotions. Another
found that as clinical care became routine, patients risked moving psychologically
from suffering individuals toward objects of medical work. And one study found
students troubled by the performance of scripted empathy in examinations — an
institutional demand to perform the sign of humanity, assessed.

Eley, Leung and Cloninger’s cohort, quoted in Section VIII, is the cleanest
quantitative version of the same claim: “Yet over four years of medicine,
Ambiguity Tolerance, Resilience and Calling declined while
Perfectionism-CoM, already elevated at baseline, continued to increase
to the final year.”

Gabor Maté, who trained and practised inside it, reports the same thing from his
interviews with colleagues, and I quote him at length because it is testimony from
within:

“Then there is the highly stressed and often emotionally
wounding or numbing impact of medical education, an
experience reported by so many of my medical interviewees. ‘I
was totally traumatized in my first year of medical school,’ a
well-known colleague told me. ‘It was teaching by terror, as in
intimidating us to learn when we’re already highly motivated to
learn.’ ‘It’s an abusive system; it’s a traumatic system,” my
friend the Colorado psychiatrist Will Van Derveer said.
‘Residents [doctors] are killing themselves.’”

And then the sentence that closes the loop, and which is the Ego Scaling Matrix
stated by a physician about physicians:

“Aside from the health dangers to these health care
professionals themselves, trauma unawareness impedes them
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from recognizing the imprints of painful life experiences in
others. Thus, unwittingly, they perpetuate a system that ignores
and even compounds the real problem.”

“Unwittingly, they perpetuate a system.” That is the fifth tumbler, named by
somebody who went through all five.

Maté also records what the working conditions do to the possibility of asking the
question at all — which is Section IX’s tunnelling, in practice:

“A harried existence and the time constraints imposed,
especially by fee-for-service models, inhibit physicians from
delving into their patients’ life histories, even when they are
inclined to do so. Residents gave me heartbreaking accounts of
listening to patients’ personal stories with the effect of almost
immediate symptom relief, only to be denigrated by their
specialist mentors.”

“Never in my wildest dreams,”’ Wible confessed, ‘did I think that
after jumping through all the hoops of medical education I’d
end up funneled into seven-minute office visits, and be treated
as a factory worker, and be expected to treat my patients as
widgets.

29

His conclusion is one sentence long and it is the whole of this book’s ask of
medicine:

“A trauma-informed medical system would have care for the
emotional health of its students and practitioners.”

That is the Ego Scaling Matrix in miniature, running on a four-year timetable, in
an accredited curriculum:

student with individual psychology — encounters the professional field — learns
the implicit emotional grammar — adopts the persona required for belonging and
competence — reproduces the grammar for the next cohort.

You do not need to prove that every participant was traumatised as a
child for this mechanism to operate.

Omar Sultan Haque and Adam Waytz’s review ‘Dehumanization in Medicine:
Causes, Solutions, and Functions’ (2012), in Perspectives on Psychological
Science, begins with a sentence that a profession which had properly received it
would still be reeling from:

“Dehumanization is endemic in medical practice.”
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Four words. A leading psychology journal. Fourteen years ago. Their analysis
follows:

“This article discusses the psychology of dehumanization
resulting from inherent features of medical settings, the
doctor—patient relationship, and the deployment of routine
clinical practices.”

“First, we identify six major causes of dehumanization in
medical settings (deindividuating practices, impaired patient
agency, dissimilarity, mechanization, empathy reduction, and
moral disengagement).”

“Next, we propose six fixes for these problems (individuation,
agency reorientation, promoting similarity, personification and
humanizing procedures, empathic balance and physician
selection, and moral engagement).”

And then the concession that this book must make with them, because it is true:

“Finally, we discuss when dehumanization in medical practice is
potentially functional and when it is not.”

That last point is the one to sit with. This is not a story in which the anaesthesia is
unnecessary. A surgeon who fully felt the person on the table might not be able to
operate. It is a story in which a genuinely necessary anaesthesia was never given
an off-switch, a debrief, a container, or a way home.

Ivan Illich named the endpoint. His 1974 Lancet lecture, reprinted as ‘Medical
Nemesis’, opens:

“Within the last decade medical professional practice has
become a major threat to health. Depression, infection,
disability, dysfunction, and other specific iatrogenic diseases
now cause more suffering than all accidents from traffic or
industry.”

The book that followed set out three levels of the injury, and he distinguished them
exactly:

“Jatrogenesis can be direct, when pain, sickness, and death
result from medical care; or it can be indirect, when health
policies reinforce an industrial Organisation which generates
ill-health: it can be structural when medically sponsored
behaviour and delusion restrict the vital autonomy of people.”
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(The capitalised “Organisation” mid-sentence is an artefact of the reprint’s
scanning, not Illich’s.)

On the second level:

“Medicine undermines health not only through direct
aggression against individuals but also through the impact of its
social organization on the total milieu. When medical damage to
individual health is produced by a sociopolitical mode of
transmission, I will speak of ‘social iatrogenesis,’ a term
designating all impairments to health that are due precisely to
those socio-economic transformations which have been made
attractive, possible, or necessary by the institutional shape
health care has taken.”

“Second-level iatrogenesis finds its expression in various
symptoms of social overmedicalization that amount to what I
shall call the expropriation of health.”

And on the third, which is the level this book is about:

“On a third level, the so-called health professions have an even
deeper, culturally health-denying effect insofar as they destroy
the potential of people to deal with their human weakness,
vulnerability, and uniqueness in a personal and autonomous
way.”

Finally, his name for the whole structure — and note that it is a description of an
autopoietic loop, written in 1976, by a theologian:

“I will designate this self-reinforcing loop of negative
institutional feedback by its classical Greek equivalent and call
it medical nemesis.”

A bibliographic correction I owe the reader. The sentence most often
quoted from Illich — the medical establishment has become a major threat to
health — belongs to the Introduction of Limits to Medicine: Medical Nemesis —
The Expropriation of Health (1976), not to the 1974 Lancet lecture, which opens
differently, as quoted above. I have not read that Introduction in a copy I could
open, and so I have not quoted it here. The two openings are not interchangeable
and I have seen them merged more than once.

The five tumblers, in one profession

Return to Section VII's lock, and watch it close.
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Recruit: an entrance system that selects for sustained high performance under
pressure, and does not ask where the capacity came from.

Rename: emotional distance graded as professionalism; compulsive checking
graded as diligence; the inability to stop graded as commitment.

Close: a code of sick / healthy that can represent depression but cannot represent
the developmental architecture that produced it, and therefore converts the fire
into smoke and treats the smoke.

Defend: a regulatory apparatus that meets the practitioner’s collapse with an
investigation, and a legal doctrine that immunises the apparatus.

Inherit: the survivors become the examiners, the trainers, the panel members
and the case officers, and impose the same conditions with the same sincerity.

Five tumblers. One lock. No conspirator anywhere in the building.
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XII. Academia: The Discipline That
Certifies the Armour

Law adjudicates. Medicine treats. Academia does something more
consequential than either: it decides what counts as knowledge.

Which means that of the three, academia is the discipline whose defence is hardest
to see, because its defence is not a procedure or a sanction. It is an epistemology.
And you cannot see an epistemology from inside it, for the same reason a fish has
no word for water.

I want to make three claims about the university, in ascending order of discomfort.

One: the paradigm is not a conspiracy, and that is the
problem

Thomas Kuhn, in ‘The Structure of Scientific Revolutions’ (1962/1970),
described what a scientific community is actually doing most of the time, and his
sentences are more useful to this book than any summary of them:

“Normal science, the activity in which most scientists inevitably
spend almost all their time, is predicated on the assumption
that the scientific community knows what the world is like.
Much of the success of the enterprise derives from the
community’s willingness to defend that assumption, if
necessary at considerable cost. Normal science, for example,
often suppresses fundamental novelties because they are
necessarily subversive of its basic commitments.”

“Necessarily subversive of its basic commitments.” Kuhn is not describing
bad faith. He is describing what it is for a discipline to have commitments at all.
The ACE finding is not being ignored because it is weak; it is being encapsulated
because it is subversive of commitments that must hold for the discipline to
function.

His account of what the daily work consists of is bleaker than the profession’s self-
image, and he is unembarrassed about it:

“Mopping-up operations are what engage most scientists
throughout their careers. They constitute what I am here calling
normal science. Closely examined, whether historically or in the
contemporary laboratory, that enterprise seems an attempt to
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force nature into the preformed and relatively inflexible box
that the paradigm supplies. No part of the aim of normal science
is to call forth new sorts of phenomena; indeed those that will
not fit the box are often not seen at all. Nor do scientists
normally aim to invent new theories, and they are often
intolerant of those invented by others.”

“Perhaps these are defects. The areas investigated by normal
science are, of course, minuscule; the enterprise now under
discussion has drastically restricted vision. But those
restrictions, born from confidence in a paradigm, turn out to be
essential to the development of science.”

Those that will not fit the box are often not seen at all. That is not a
metaphor about attention. Kuhn means it literally, and he has an experiment to
prove it — which I come to in a moment.

First, the mechanism by which a discipline decides what may be asked. This is the
passage that explains the entire negative space of this book:

“We have already seen, however, that one of the things a
scientific community acquires with a paradigm is a criterion for
choosing problems that, while the paradigm is taken for
granted, can be assumed to have solutions. To a great extent
these are the only problems that the community will admit as
scientific or encourage its members to undertake. Other
problems, including many that had previously been standard,
are rejected as metaphysical, as the concern of another
discipline, or sometimes as just too problematic to be worth the
time. A paradigm can, for that matter, even insulate the
community from those socially important problems that are not
reducible to the puzzle form, because they cannot be stated in
terms of the conceptual and instrumental tools the paradigm
supplies.”

“One of the reasons why normal science seems to progress so
rapidly is that its practitioners concentrate on problems that
only their own lack of ingenuity should keep them from
solving.”

And the disqualifying criterion, which reads as though written about the subject of
this book:

“It is no criterion of goodness in a puzzle that its outcome be
intrinsically interesting or important. On the contrary, the
really pressing problems, e.g., a cure for cancer or the design of
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a lasting peace, are often not puzzles at all, largely because they
may not have any solution.”

Rejected as the concern of another discipline. That is the Jurisdictional
Quarantine of Causation from Section IX, named by Kuhn in 1962, as a normal
and necessary feature of scientific work rather than as a failure of it.

The card experiment

Now the literal claim. Kuhn reports a psychological experiment in which subjects
were shown playing cards, some of them anomalous — a red six of spades, a black
four of hearts:

“For the normal cards these identifications were usually
correct, but the anomalous cards were almost always identified,
without apparent hesitation or puzzlement, as normal. The
black four of hearts might, for example, be identified as the four
of either spades or hearts. Without any awareness of trouble, it
was immediately fitted to one of the conceptual categories
prepared by prior experience.”

Then, with longer exposure, the subjects began to hesitate. And then:

“A few subjects, however, were never able to make the requisite
adjustment of their categories. Even at forty times the average
exposure required to recognize normal cards for what they
were, more than 10 per cent of the anomalous cards were not
correctly identified. And the subjects who then failed often
experienced acute personal distress. One of them exclaimed: ‘I
can’t make the suit out, whatever it is. It didn’t even look like a
card that time. I don’t know what color it is now or whether it’s
a spade or a heart. I’'m not even sure now what a spade looks
like. My God!””

I would put that quotation on the first page of any book about institutional change.
‘’'m not even sure now what a spade looks like.’ That is what dissolution
feels like from inside — not the loss of an argument, but the loss of the categories
through which the world was legible. Section IX argues that ACE science at full
depth is dissolutive rather than merely costly. Kuhn’s subject supplies the
phenomenology, and it explains why the response is not calculation but distress.

Kuhn draws the general law:

“In science, as in the playing card experiment, novelty emerges
only with difficulty, manifested by resistance, against a
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background provided by expectation. Initially, only the
anticipated and usual are experienced even under
circumstances where anomaly is later to be observed.”

“And even when the apparatus exists, novelty ordinarily
emerges only for the man who, knowing with precision what he
should expect, is able to recognize that something has gone
wrong. Anomaly appears only against the background provided
by the paradigm.”

What happens to the one who insists

Kuhn is unsentimental about the fate of the person who will not let an anomaly go,
and these two sentences belong beside every whistleblower account in this book:

“Once a first paradigm through which to view nature has been
found, there is no such thing as research in the absence of any
paradigm. To reject one paradigm without simultaneously
substituting another is to reject science itself. That act reflects
not on the paradigm but on the man. Inevitably he will be seen
by his colleagues as ‘the carpenter who blames his tools.””

“Instead, its object is to solve a puzzle for whose very existence
the validity of the paradigm must be assumed. Failure to achieve
a solution discredits only the scientist and not the theory.”

Failure to achieve a solution discredits only the scientist and not the
theory. Read that against Section VIII’s anxiety laundering. It is the same
movement, in a different vocabulary: institutional failure descending the hierarchy
and arriving at the bottom as a personal defect. Kuhn states it as a structural rule
of scientific practice, without noticing that he has described a laundering

mechanism.

And on what happens to those who dissent past the point of usefulness:

“But there are always some men who cling to one or another of
the older views, and they are simply read out of the profession,
which thereafter ignores their work. The new paradigm implies
a new and more rigid definition of the field. Those unwilling or
unable to accommodate their work to it must proceed in
isolation or attach themselves to some other group.”

“Simply read out of the profession, which thereafter ignores their
work.” Not expelled. Not refuted. Read out.
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Kuhn also explains why a discipline’s own account of its history cannot be trusted
to reveal any of this, which is a warning to anyone who proposes to audit a
profession using its own literature:

“Textbooks, however, being pedagogic vehicles for the
perpetuation of normal science, have to be rewritten in whole or
in part whenever the language, problem-structure, or standards
of normal science change. In short, they have to be rewritten in
the aftermath of each scientific revolution, and, once rewritten,
they inevitably disguise not only the role but the very existence
of the revolutions that produced them.”

“Inevitably those remarks will suggest that the member of a
mature scientific community is, like the typical character of
Orwell’s 1984, the victim of a history rewritten by the powers
that be. Furthermore, that suggestion is not altogether
inappropriate. There are losses as well as gains in scientific
revolutions, and scientists tend to be peculiarly blind to the
former.”

On why change, when it comes, is not produced by evidence, he is explicit — and
this is the sentence that should govern anybody’s expectations about reforming a
profession:

“I would argue, rather, that in these matters neither proof nor
error is at issue. The transfer of allegiance from paradigm to
paradigm is a conversion experience that cannot be forced.
Lifelong resistance, particularly from those whose productive
careers have committed them to an older tradition of normal
science, is not a violation of scientific standards but an index to
the nature of scientific research itself.”

And he quotes Max Planck’s Scientific Autobiography for the conclusion that
follows:

“a new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its
opponents and making them see the light, but rather because its
opponents eventually die, and a new generation grows up that is
familiar with it.”

Kuhn’s own scaling move

There is one further thing in Kuhn that I had not expected to find, and it is the
reason this book cites him as a precedent rather than merely as an authority.
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Kuhn performs the scaling move himself. He reads scientific communities
through political institutions and back again:

“Political revolutions are inaugurated by a growing sense, often
restricted to a segment of the political community, that existing
institutions have ceased adequately to meet the problems posed
by an environment that they have in part created. In much the
same way, scientific revolutions are inaugurated by a growing
sense, again often restricted to a narrow subdivision of the
scientific community, that an existing paradigm has ceased to
function adequately in the exploration of an aspect of nature to
which that paradigm itself had previously led the way.”

Note the clause “[A]n environment that they have in part created”. That is
downward causation, in a book about physics, in 1962. And then the sentence that
is the Dissolution Clause stated in political terms:

“Political revolutions aim to change political institutions in
ways that those institutions themselves prohibit. Their success
therefore necessitates the partial relinquishment of one set of
institutions in favor of another, and in the interim, society is not
fully governed by institutions at all.”

In ways that those institutions themselves prohibit. That is precisely what
this book asks of law, medicine and academia: a change that their own procedures
have no mechanism for authorising. Kuhn adds the consequence that Section XVI
has to answer, and it is the reason Dissolution Is Not Death had to be written:

“Because they differ about the institutional matrix within which
political change is to be achieved and evaluated, because they
acknowledge no supra-institutional framework for the
adjudication of revolutionary difference, the parties to a
revolutionary conflict must finally resort to the techniques of
mass persuasion, often including force.”

“Like the choice between competing political institutions, that
between competing paradigms proves to be a choice between
incompatible modes of community life.”

And Kuhn supplies an important corrective that this book must accept:
paradigmatic closure is not necessarily pathological. Some shared
framework is exactly what makes cumulative specialist inquiry possible. A
discipline with no boundaries is not open-minded; it is useless. His own account of
what a change costs is exact:
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“The decision to reject one paradigm is always simultaneously
the decision to accept another.”

That is the Dissolution Clause in Kuhn’s vocabulary. You cannot ask a profession
to abandon a framework; you can only ask it to move to another one, and it will
not move until there is somewhere to move to. Building that somewhere is what
Sections XVI to XVIII attempt.

Kuhn is also careful, in his Postscript, to withdraw part of his own claim, and I
record it because a book that quotes him at this length owes him the retraction as
well as the argument:

“Nothing important to my argument depends, however, on
crises’ being an absolute prerequisite to revolutions; they need
only be the usual prelude, supplying, that is, a self-correcting
mechanism which ensures that the rigidity of normal science
will not forever go unchallenged.”

The pathology begins at a precise and identifiable point: when methodological
humility is lost, and the partial framework claims ontological totality.

Here is the image I keep returning to. A discipline operates like a spotlight. It is an
instrument — owned, held and aimed by an observer who stands safely behind the
beam. It illuminates one sector brilliantly and casts everything else into deeper
shadow. And the observer, crucially, is invisible: to be behind the beam is to be
exempt from it.

Knowledge, under conditions of fear, is a little spotlight thinking it is
the sun.

I call the resulting condition epistemic idolatry: the worship of a localised,
reductionist methodology as if it were the horizon of Truth. And its practical
expression is professionalised unseeing — a credentialed narrowing of the
aperture in which emotional distance is graded as rigour, and living human
material is handled through thick procedural gloves of jargon.

Andrew Abbott added the political dimension that Kuhn leaves out. Professions do
not merely know things; they claim jurisdiction. His own statement of the
mechanism, in ‘Linked Ecologies: States and Universities as
Environments for Professions’ (2005), is this:

“Professions wish to aggrandize themselves in competition,
taking over this or that area of work, which they constitute into
‘jurisdiction’ by means of professional knowledge systems.”
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“Most important, each jurisdictional event that happens to one
profession leads adjacent professions into new openings or new
defeats.”

And in ‘The System of Professions: An Essay on the Division of Expert
Labor’ (1988) — I quote this at second hand, from Claire Furness’s review in
Education for Information, because I could not open the book itself, and I would
rather say so than imply otherwise — he draws the line between a profession and a
trade:

“Many occupations fight for turf, but only professions expand
their cognitive domain by using abstract knowledge to annex
new areas, to define them as their own proper work. My theory
of professional development thus creates my definition of
professions.”

“Expand their cognitive domain by using abstract knowledge to annex
new areas.” Note what follows from that. If the distinguishing act of a profession
is the annexation of territory by abstract knowledge, then the refusal to annex a
territory is also a professional act — and the ACE finding is a territory that three
professions have declined to claim.

Which gives the three mechanisms of closure their separate names, and they are
worth keeping apart:

Kuhn: our paradigm defines what counts as a legitimate problem and method.
Abbott: our profession claims jurisdiction over this problem. Luhmann:
information reaching us is processed through our system-specific code.

None of the three is psychodynamic. And the psychodynamic question they leave
unasked is precisely mine:

Under what conditions does methodological or jurisdictional closure
become affectively charged, so that disagreement is experienced not
merely as intellectual correction but as identity threat?

That question is my hypothesis, not Kuhn’s, Abbott’s or Luhmann’s, and keeping
the distinction visible is what makes the contribution legible rather than merely
loud.

Two: the knowledge that never gets made

There is a form of not-knowing more rigorous than any of the above, because it
requires nobody to have suppressed anything.
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Scott Frickel, Sahra Gibbon, Jeff Howard, Joanna Kempner, Gwen Ottinger and
David Hess named it in ‘Undone Science: Charting Social Movement and
Civil Society Challenges to Research Agenda Setting’ (2010), in Science,
Technology & Human Values. Their definition is the first sentence of the abstract,
and it is the single most important sentence in this book for the argument that
absence is evidence:

“Undone science’ refers to areas of research that are left
unfunded, incomplete, or generally ignored but that social
movements or civil society organizations often identify as
worthy of more research.”

“Using these cases, we develop the argument that undone
science is part of a broader politics of knowledge, wherein
multiple and competing groups struggle over the construction
and implementation of alternative research agendas.”

“Overall, the study demonstrates the analytic potential of the
concept of undone science to deepen understanding of the
systematic nonproduction of knowledge in the institutional
matrix of state, industry, and social movements that is
characteristic of recent calls for a ‘new political sociology of
science.’”

The systematic nonproduction of knowledge. That phrase is the scholarly
warrant, in the authors’ own words, for treating a missing literature as a finding
rather than a gap — and note that they locate it in an institutional matrix, which is
itself a scaling claim.

It sits inside the broader field Robert Proctor named in the opening chapter of
‘Agnotology: The Making and Unmaking of Ignorance’ (2008), and his
formulations are compact enough to have whole:

“Agnotology is the study of ignorance making, the lost and
forgotten.”

“Ignorance has a history and a complex political and sexual
geography, and does a lot of other odd and arresting work that
bears exploring.”

“Ignorance can be made or unmade, and science can be
complicit in either process.”

Proctor divides not-knowing into three kinds, and his section headings name them
exactly: “UlGNORANCE AS NATIVE STATE”; “IGNORANCE AS LOST
REALM, OR SELECTIVE CHOICE (OR PASSIVE CONSTRUCT)”; and
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“IGNORANCE AS STRATEGIC PLOY, OR ACTIVE CONSTRUCT.” Of the
second he asks the question this book has been asking throughout:

“This second variant recognizes that ignorance, like knowledge,
has a political geography, prompting us to ask: Who knows
not?”

And on the third, his example is the one everybody knows and it is worth stating
precisely what the strategy was:

“One of my favorite examples of agnogenesis is the tobacco
industry’s efforts to manufacture doubt about the hazards of
smoking.”

“The idea was that people would continue to smoke so long as
they could be reassured that ‘no one really knows’ the true cause
of cancer.”

The industry’s own memorandum, which Proctor quotes and which I attribute to
the memorandum rather than to him, contains the four most famous words in the
sociology of ignorance: “Doubt is our product.”

I want to be exact about which of Proctor’s three kinds applies to the case in this
book. It is not the third. Section XIII sets out at length why I found no evidence of
a strategic campaign against ACE science, and I am not going to smuggle one back
in by quoting a tobacco memorandum next to it. What applies here is the second
— ignorance as selective choice, as passive construct, as a research agenda that
was never set. That is a weaker charge. It is also, as Frickel and colleagues show, a
documentable one.

This matters enormously, because the honest version of my thesis has no
defendant.

The causal chain from conditional love, through defended adulthood,
into professional culture and institutional design, crosses six
disciplines and belongs to none of them. Developmental psychology has one
link. Trauma research has another. Organisational sociology has a third. Systems
theory has a fourth. Epidemiology has a fifth. Jurisprudence has a sixth.

Nobody owns the chain. So nobody funds the study. So the study does not exist. So
the absence of the study is cited as evidence of absence.

That is not cowardice. It is jurisdictional. And it is far harder to fix than cowardice,
because there is nobody to persuade.
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Three: the university is not exempt, and it has the least
excuse

Here is the uncomfortable part, and I say it as somebody with a doctorate.

Law can at least claim that adversarialism is imposed by constitutional necessity.
Medicine can claim that some emotional anaesthesia is functionally required at
the operating table, and Haque and Waytz concede the point in print. Academia
has no such defence. Its entire licence — the only reason society tolerates its
expense, its slowness, its tenure and its privileges — is that it is the place where
anything can be asked.

And it is not.

The evidence for academia’s own distress is thinner than for law or medicine, and
I will not inflate it. What exists is consistent: pervasive imposter feelings, chronic
anxiety, high rates of occupational exit among early-career researchers, and a
hidden curriculum that rewards hyper-intellectualisation and penalises the
disclosure of uncertainty. But there is no representative study of adverse
childhood experience prevalence among academics either, and I am not
going to construct one out of adjacent findings.

The blank row is the same blank row. And it is not a new complaint. Judith
Herman recorded one of its instances in 1992, in a single flat sentence about her
own field:

“Systematic investigation of the childhood histories of patients
with somatization disorder has yet to be undertaken.”

Thirty-four years later, the corresponding sentence about lawyers, judges and
academics can still be written, and Section XIV is what follows from that fact.

What academia does have, uniquely, is the ability to certify the armour. Every one
of the renamings in the Laundering Table of Section VIII is validated somewhere
by a curriculum, a competency framework, an accreditation standard, a marking
rubric or a viva. The university does not merely reproduce the phenotype. It
licenses it, awards letters after its name, and issues the certificate that the
professions then use as their selection filter.

And it does one further thing that neither law nor medicine can do. It supplies the
account of the human being that the other disciplines then operate on. When the
model of the person is a disembodied rational agent with context-free agency,
every downstream institution built on that model will punish exactly the people
whose agency was unevenly distributed, and will do so with a clear conscience,
because the model told it they were equal.
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Mary Douglas made the case for treating this as an institutional rather than an
individual matter in ‘How Institutions Think’ (1986). Her chapter titles are
themselves the argument, and I list them because they are the cleanest statement
of it: Institutions Cannot Have Minds of Their Own; Institutions Are Founded on
Analogy; Institutions Confer Identity; Institutions Remember and Forget; A Case
of Institutional Forgetting; Institutions Do the Classifying; Institutions Make Life
and Death Decisions. From her opening pages:

“A theory of institutions that will amend the current
unsociological view of human cognition is needed.”

“An answer is only seen to be the right one if it sustains the
institutional thinking that is already in the minds of
individuals.”

“Who shall be saved and who shall die is settled by institutions.”

Her statement of the two-sided task is the one this book has been attempting, and
it is worth having exactly — I quote it as it is given, with its page citation, in Logue,
Clegg and Gray’s study of institutional thought, because I have not been able to
open the book itself:

“half of our task is to demonstrate [the] cognitive process at the
foundation of the social order. The other half of our task is to
demonstrate that the individual’s most elementary cognitive
process depends on social institutions.” (Douglas 1986: 45)

Both halves. The institution built out of cognition, and the cognition built out of
the institution. That is the recursive loop of Section IV, stated as a research
programme in 1986.

And her account of how an institution acquires its apparent inevitability is the
mechanism this book calls naturalisation:

“institutions are founded on analogy” and “to acquire
legitimacy, every kind of institution needs a formula that founds
its rightness in reason and in nature.” (Douglas 1986: 45)

“when the analogy is applied back and forth from one set of
social relations to another and from these back to nature, its
recurring formal structure becomes easily recognised and
endowed with self-validating truth.” (Douglas 1986: 48)

An analogy is applied to society; society is then read back into nature; nature is
then cited as the warrant for the analogy — and the loop closes with self-
validating truth. That is autopoiesis described by an anthropologist, and it
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explains why this is simply how medicine works and this is simply what
excellence requires feel like observations about reality rather than statements
about an arrangement. Douglas adds the condition on which the trick depends:

“anywhere, so long as it is not seen as a socially contrived
arrangement.” (Douglas 1986: 48)

“it is not nature that makes the match, but society.” (Douglas
1986: 90)

And, in a later essay, she gives the image I would have wanted for the whole of
Section XVI:

“we create institutions that protect our valued ideas. We use
analogies to build them up like a house of cards, one weak and
fragile idea balanced against the another, with a few central
ideas holding them in place like a roof.” (Douglas 2001: 148)

A house of cards, with a few central ideas holding them in place like a
roof. That is why the Dissolution Clause bites as hard as it does. You cannot
remove one of the central ideas — that adult illness begins near its symptoms, that
risk behaviour is irrational, that agency is uniformly distributed — without the
structure above it coming down. An institution defending such an idea is not
defending a proposition. It is holding up a roof.

Three corrections I owe the reader about this passage. First, the Douglas
quotations above are given at one remove: I have quoted them from Logue, Clegg
and Gray’s article, which supplies Douglas’s page numbers, because I could not
open How Institutions Think itself. Second, the house-of-cards passage is not
from that book — it is from Douglas’s 2001 essay ‘Dealing with uncertainty’ in
Ethical Perspectives, and citing it to the book would be an error I have seen made.
Third, and most important: an earlier draft of this book attributed to Douglas a
striking line about institutions having the pathetic megalomania of the computer
whose whole vision of the world is its own program. I have searched for it
and cannot verify it, and it is therefore removed. The sentences above are
the ones I can stand behind. This is a small thing, and I record it because the small
things are where a book like this is broken.

The disciplines that study the ego have an ego. The only immune
discipline is the one that never left.
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The Council of Disciplines

The remedy I propose is not another department, and certainly not another
module.

The current academic terrain is composed of sovereign, isolated islands, each
discipline standing on its own piece of land, defending its conceptual borders with
professional rivalry, and locked in a long, courteous war over what counts as a fact.
But the islands are not separate. They are elevated peaks on a single
submerged continent of defended consciousness. They do not face
different human conditions. They face the same human condition, through
different states of contracted consciousness.

The Council of Disciplines is what happens when the lawyer, the clinician, the
scientist, the economist and the theologian sit at the same table, stripped of
ceremonial costume, and each is required to state — out loud, in front of the others
— the exact limits of their own method, and where their spotlight stops.

Not to humiliate anybody. Precisely the opposite: because the alternative to the
Council is what Andersen’s court actually did, which is to conduct a series of serial
inspections, each contaminated by hierarchy and by the previous inspector’s
report, until every professional in the kingdom had independently confirmed the
existence of a cloth that none of them could see.

The swindlers did not have to weave the cloth. They only had to teach
the institution how to describe it. Once the grammar was installed, the
courtiers did the weaving themselves.
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Plate XVII - The Council of Disciplines. A long table under a high glass roof, at
which sit a judge, a surgeon, a physicist, an economist, a professor of literature
and a priest, each with a lamp in front of them. Every lamp is lit, every beam is
narrow, and each beam illuminates a different portion of the object in the centre
of the table, which is a sleeping child. None of the beams reaches all of it. And
above the glass roof, unowned and unaimed, is ordinary daylight, which reaches
all of it, and which not one of them has looked up at, because they are all reading
by their own lamps and the light is perfectly adequate for the task in front of
them.

The detail that decides the picture is that every single lamp is genuinely useful.
The judge’s beam shows something real. So does the surgeon’s. So does the
economist’s. Nobody at that table is wrong, and nobody at that table is lying, and
any one of them could publish. The problem is not the lamps. The problem is the
roof — and the fact that a roof made of glass is the easiest thing in the world to
mistake for the sky.
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XIII. The Evidence Ladder, and the
Honest Null

There is a shorter explanation available for everything in this book, and a
great deal of my correspondence urges me toward it. It is that this was done
deliberately: that an industry, or a professional body, or a government
moved to suppress the ACE finding, because a healed population is an
unprofitable one.

I have tested that claim directly. I am going to report the result even though it is
not the result I wanted, because the alternative is to build a cathedral on a brick
that will not hold.

Rung One: what is actually proven

Begin with what is proven, because it is considerable, it is not in dispute, and it
establishes the standard against which every softer claim must be measured.

In December 2024 the United States Department of Justice announced a global
resolution under which McKinsey & Company paid $650 million: a five-year
deferred prosecution agreement covering one felony count of knowingly
destroying records and one misdemeanour count of conspiring to aid and abet the
misbranding of prescription drugs, with a criminal penalty exceeding $231
million, forfeiture of over $93 million representing every fee received from Purdue
Pharma between 2004 and 2019, and a civil False Claims Act component
exceeding $323 million — resolving, among other things, allegations that between
2014 and 2017 the firm assigned consultants concurrently to Food and Drug
Administration projects and to competitively sensitive Purdue projects, in breach
of its own conflict-of-interest policy. The Department described it as the first time
a management consultancy had been held criminally responsible for advice
resulting in a client’s crime. The engagement at the centre of it advised Purdue to
“turbocharge” OxyContin sales by targeting high-value prescribers, including
prescribers writing unsafe and medically unnecessary prescriptions. A former
senior partner pleaded guilty to obstruction, having emailed a colleague suggesting
they consider eliminating all their documents and emails and later reminded
himself in writing to delete the Purdue files from his laptop; he was sentenced in
May 2025 to six months in federal prison, two years of supervised release and a
$40,000 fine.
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Purdue itself pleaded guilty in 2007 to misbranding, and again in October 2020 to
three felonies, agreeing a $3.544 billion criminal fine, $2 billion in
criminal forfeiture, and a $2.8 billion civil settlement. The Supreme
Court struck down the first bankruptcy plan in June 2024 for granting non-
consensual releases to the Sackler family, and a revised $7.4 billion plan was
confirmed in November 2025.

I record a correction here. A claim appearing in earlier drafts of my own work —
that a “2026 sentence imposed more than $5 billion in criminal
penalties” on Purdue — is a garbled conflation and must not be used. The
genuine figures are as above: agreed in 2020, largely satisfied through bankruptcy
at cents on the dollar, with the 2025 plan being a civil bankruptcy settlement
rather than a criminal sentence.

GlaxoSmithKline pleaded guilty in 2012 and paid $3 billion, in a case whose
documentary centre is Study 329 — the 2001 paper claiming paroxetine safe and
effective in adolescents, prepared by a medical-communications firm, and
reanalysed in The BM.J in 2015 from some seventy-seven thousand pages of
restored case reports to show no clinically significant difference from placebo and
under-reported suicidality signals.

Executives of Insys Therapeutics were convicted at trial in 2019 of racketeering
conspiracy for bribing prescribers, through a sham speaker programme, to
prescribe a sublingual fentanyl spray licensed only for cancer breakthrough pain.

That is Rung One. It is real, it is documented, and it concerns opioids and
antidepressants. None of it concerns childhood-trauma science.

Rung Two: how the scientific record itself is bent

Alongside this sits a second, quieter body of evidence, and I give it in the
investigators’ own words because the numbers are more startling stated plainly
than summarised.

Erick Turner and colleagues, in ‘Selective Publication of Antidepressant
Trials and Its Influence on Apparent Efficacy’ (2008), in The New England
Journal of Medicine, begin with a premise that ought to be uncontroversial and is
in fact the hinge of this entire section:

“Evidence-based medicine is valuable to the extent that the
evidence base is complete and unbiased. Selective publication of
clinical trials—and the outcomes within those trials—can lead to
unrealistic estimates of drug effectiveness and alter the
apparent risk-benefit ratio.”
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Their method, and then their finding:

“We obtained reviews from the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) for studies of 12 antidepressant agents involving 12,564
patients. We conducted a systematic literature search to identify
matching publications. For trials that were reported in the
literature, we compared the published outcomes with the FDA
outcomes. We also compared the effect size derived from the
published reports with the effect size derived from the entire
FDA data set.”

“Among 74 FDA-registered studies, 31%, accounting for 3449
study participants, were not published. Whether and how the
studies were published were associated with the study outcome.
A total of 37 studies viewed by the FDA as having positive results
were published; 1 study viewed as positive was not published.
Studies viewed by the FDA as having negative or questionable
results were, with 3 exceptions, either not published (22
studies) or published in a way that, in our opinion, conveyed a
positive outcome (11 studies). According to the published
literature, it appeared that 94% of the trials conducted were
positive. By contrast, the FDA analysis showed that 51% were
positive. Separate meta-analyses of the FDA and journal data
sets showed that the increase in effect size ranged from 11 to
69% for individual drugs and was 32% overall.”

Ninety-four per cent, against fifty-one. And now the part that makes this a
description of a system rather than of a villain, which is why it belongs in this book
— the authors’ own refusal to assign blame:

“We cannot determine whether the bias observed resulted from
a failure to submit manuscripts on the part of authors and
sponsors, from decisions by journal editors and reviewers not
to publish, or both. Selective reporting of clinical trial results
may have adverse consequences for researchers, study
participants, health care professionals, and patients.”

We cannot determine. The distortion is documented and the culprit is not. That is
the shape of every mechanism in this book.

Andreas Lundh and colleagues then established the funding effect across the
whole literature in the Cochrane methodology review ‘Industry sponsorship
and research outcome’ (2017). Their objective:
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“To investigate whether industry sponsored drug and device
studies have more favorable outcomes and differ in risk of bias,
compared with studies having other sources of sponsorship.”

And their conclusion — which is, I think, the single most damaging sentence any
body inside evidence-based medicine has ever written about its own instruments:

“Sponsorship of drug and device studies by the manufacturing
company leads to more favorable efficacy results and
conclusions than sponsorship by other sources. Our analyses
suggest the existence of an industry bias that cannot be
explained by standard ‘Risk of bias’ assessments.”

An industry bias that cannot be explained by standard risk-of-bias
assessments. Cochrane — the most conservative and most methodologically
austere body in the field — reporting that the distortion is invisible to the tools
built to detect distortion. Hold that sentence next to Dotson’s account of
epistemological resilience in Section IX, and note that a philosopher and a
systematic-review collaboration have independently described the same
phenomenon: a system whose own instruments reveal only what the system is
prone to reveal.

That is a documented funding effect. It is not a trauma-specific plot.

The negative finding, stated plainly

Searching specifically for documentary evidence that any industry,
professional body, or government coordinated to suppress, defund, or
discredit ACE science, I found none.

Not in court records. Not in Freedom of Information releases. Not in
whistleblower testimony. And not in the vast internal-document archives —
tobacco, opioid, chemical, food, fossil fuel — that exposed every comparable
campaign we actually know about. The UCSF Industry Documents Library holds
nineteen million tobacco documents, an Opioid Industry Documents Archive of
more than three million, including over a hundred thousand McKinsey
documents. It contains no known cache documenting an organised campaign
against childhood-trauma science.

This is an evidentiary null, and it must be phrased as such: no documented
evidence exists, which is not the same as proof that no suppression occurred.

And the record runs the other way in an inconvenient direction. The ACE Study
was itself government-funded — a CDC and Kaiser Permanente collaboration. Its
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seminal paper is the most-cited article in the history of the journal that published
it. The agency has continued to invest in ACE prevention. The criticism the field
has attracted is open scientific contestation — the caution, set out at length in
Section X in Lorenn Walker’s own words, that ACE scores predict risk at
population level but do not predict an individual’s outcome and should not by
themselves drive clinical decisions.

That is not a plot. That is peer review functioning correctly, and it happens to be
right.

Why the null strengthens the case

Here is why this makes the argument stronger rather than weaker, and it is the
pivot of the whole book’s evidential strategy.

Genuine conspiracy leaves a paper trail. The charging document. The
“turbocharge” strategy deck. The reminder to delete the files. The ghostwritten
manuscript. The memorandum that says “Doubt is our product.”

The non-adoption of ACE science leaves no such trail, because it is not
that kind of phenomenon. It is the aggregate of operational closure, wrong-
pocket financing, paradigmatic exclusion, publication economics, jurisdictional
fragmentation and psychological self-protection — and every one of those can be
demonstrated independently, in published sources, several of which were
published by the institutions themselves.

Which yields the formulation the argument actually needs, and which no opponent
can dismantle by demanding the meeting minutes:

There is no need to imagine one hidden hand when thousands of
visible incentives all point in the same direction.

They covered it up invites a fatal rebuttal: show the documents.

The architecture makes full recognition institutionally costly and psychologically

intolerable cannot be rebutted that way, because its mechanisms are already
published.
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Plate XVIII - The Two Archives. On the left, what a real conspiracy leaves behind:
nineteen million documents, exhibit stickers, redactions, depositions, a strategy

deck, a printed email. On the right, identical shelving, swept and lit and
completely bare — and bare in the particular way that means it was never filled
rather than that it was emptied. No dust shadows. No gaps. Between them, a
barrister and a physician, looking left and then right.

I went looking for the right-hand archive, and I would have used it, and it is not
there. That is an evidentiary null and it must always be phrased as one: no
documented evidence exists, which is not the same as proof that nothing
happened. But look at what the null actually buys. The left-hand archive can be
attacked in exactly one way — show me the documents — and it survives, because
the documents are there. My own argument cannot be attacked that way at all,
because it never asked for documents. It asks only for three published things: that
a system rewards what fear produces, declines to ask where the fear came from,
and punishes whoever asks. The ledger on the floor between the two halves is the
prevention budget, and the brass rule is laid across the line that reads under three
per cent.

The wrong pocket

Closure explains why the finding cannot be heard. It does not yet explain why the
one intervention it obviously implies — prevention — is so reliably unfunded. For
that, follow the money, and the money tells a story with no villain in it, which is
what makes it more damning than a story with one.
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A tablet has a manufacturer, a product code, a purchaser, a prescriber, a dose, a
licensed indication, and a near-term measurable outcome. It is appropriable:
the entity that pays for it can capture the return on it.

Preventing emotional neglect, supporting a distressed parent, or securing one
stable relationship for one child produces benefits that arrive across healthcare,
education, welfare, employment, criminal justice and the next generation, over a
horizon of decades, in budgets that are not the budget that paid.

Public finance has a name for this, and J. Mac McCullough sets out the definition
exactly in ‘Declines in Spending Despite Positive Returns on
Investment: Understanding Public Health’s Wrong Pocket Problem’
(2019), in Frontiers in Public Health:

“A wrong pocket problem can arise when one entity makes an
investment in or bears costs for an initiative that, if successful,
will generate benefits for a different entity. In other words,
money comes out of one ‘pocket’ (i.e., agency or budget area)
and goes into a separate ‘pocket.’”

“Thus while the prevention work was financed by a
governmental public health agency, the financial savings accrue
to another entity entirely.”

And then the consequence, which is a statement about markets rather than about
morals:

“When stakeholders are not fully aware of the costs or do not
fully reap the benefits of that spending, we would not expect
traditional supply and demand market forces to yield optimal
spending allocations.”

“The beneficiaries of public health’s spending have little
incentive to unilaterally invest in public health because they still
stand to benefit regardless of whether or not they decide to
invest their own resources.”

“They still stand to benefit regardless.” That is free-riding, described
neutrally, by a health economist. Nobody in that sentence is behaving badly.
Everybody in it is behaving rationally. And the outcome is that the thing which
would work does not get funded.

The health-economics formulation is starker still. Len Nichols and Lauren Taylor,
in ‘Social Determinants As Public Goods: A New Approach To
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Financing Key Investments In Healthy Communities’ (2018), in Health
Affairs, state both the evidence and the failure in two sentences:

“Good research evidence exists to suggest that social
determinants of health, including access to housing, nutrition,
and transportation, can influence health outcomes and health
care use for vulnerable populations.”

“Yet adequate, sustainable financing for interventions that
improve social determinants of health has eluded most if not all
US communities.”

And they name the reason:

“This article argues that underinvestment in social
determinants of health stems from the fact that such
investments are in effect public goods, and thus benefits cannot
be efficiently limited to those who pay for them —which makes it
more difficult to capture return on investment.”

You cannot patent a parenting intervention. You cannot exclude non-
payers from the benefits of a less frightened childhood. There is no
molecule to own.

The consequence is measurable and consistent. Across OECD countries, less than
three per cent of health expenditure goes to public health and
prevention, most nations sitting in a stable band between two and four.

That is the entire prevention budget of the developed world: a rounding error
attached to a treatment system, defended not by ideology but by the ordinary
arithmetic of who pays and who benefits.

Against this stands the cost of not preventing. Mark Bellis, Karen Hughes and
colleagues, in ‘Life course health consequences and associated annual
costs of adverse childhood experiences across Europe and North
America’ (2019), in The Lancet Public Health, put a number on the injury:

“Total annual costs attributable to ACEs were estimated to be
US$581 billion in Europe and $748 billion in north America.
More than 75% of these costs arose in individuals with two or
more ACEs.”

“Illicit drug use had the highest PAFs associated with ACEs of all
the risk factors assessed in both regions (34-1% in Europe; 41-1%
in north America). In both regions, PAFs of causes of ill health
were highest for mental illness outcomes: ACEs were attributed
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to about 30% of cases of anxiety and 40% of cases of depression
in north America and more than a quarter of both conditions in
Europe.”

And their interpretation, which is a policy recommendation nobody has acted on:

“Millions of adults across Europe and north America live with a
legacy of ACEs. Our findings suggest that a 10% reduction in
ACE prevalence could equate to annual savings of 3 million
DALYSs or $105 billion. Programmes to prevent ACEs and
moderate their effects are available. Rebalancing expenditure
towards ensuring safe and nurturing childhoods would be
economically beneficial and relieve pressures on health-care
systems.”

That figure is an estimate, not a measurement, and honesty requires saying so in
the same breath: it is built from population-attributable fractions applied to
pooled relative risks, and therefore assumes the causal attribution it is being used
to price. There is a second caution, and it is one the authors themselves supply and
which belongs in Section XIV as much as here:

“Of 4387 unique articles found following our initial search, after
review of the titles (and abstracts, when the title was relevant),
we assessed 880 (20%) full-text articles. We considered 221
(25%) full-text articles for inclusion, of which 23 (10%) articles
met all selection criteria for our meta-analysis.”

Twenty-three studies out of four thousand three hundred and eighty-
seven. The entire economic case for preventing childhood adversity across two
continents rests on twenty-three papers, because twenty-three is all there were.
That is not a criticism of Bellis and colleagues, who did the work. It is the undone-
science finding of Section XII, appearing as a line in a methods section.

But even discounted heavily, the asymmetry is the point. The cost of the injury
is distributed across every budget and several decades. The cost of
prevention is immediate, visible, and attributable to a named minister
in a named year. No conspiracy is needed to explain which one gets funded.

Contested claims, with their critiques attached

A book that argues professions cherry-pick has an obligation not to. So here are
the three most-cited planks of the prevention case, each with its strongest
published objection attached, quoted rather than summarised.
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Heckman’s rates of return. The Perry Preschool analysis reports a seven-to-
ten per cent annual social rate of return, revised down from earlier claims of
sixteen to seventeen per cent; birth-to-five programmes are reported at thirteen
per cent per annum with a benefit-cost ratio of 6.3. The central published critique
is David Rea and Tony Burton’s ‘New Evidence on the Heckman Curve’
(2020), in the Journal of Economic Surveys, and I give their abstract in full
because a paraphrase of a refutation is worth nothing:

“The Heckman Curve characterizes the rate of return to public
investments in human capital as rapidly diminishing with age.
For the disadvantaged, it describes investments early in the life
course as having significantly higher rates of return compared
to later in life. This paper assesses the Heckman Curve using
estimates of program benefit cost ratios from the Washington
State Institute for Public Policy. We find no support for the
claim that social policy programs targeted early in the life
course have the largest benefit cost ratios, or that on average
the benefits of adult programs are less than the cost of the
intervention.”

In the working-paper version they state the finding even more baldly: “The data
does not appear to suggest any relationship between the age of the
treatment group and program cost effectiveness.”

And now their own caveat, which is quoted here with equal
prominence because leaving it out would be exactly the manoeuvre this
book exists to describe:

“This finding does not imply that there should be less
investment in early childhood programs. There are many early
interventions that have large positive rates of return, and there
are powerful equity reasons for investment in children.”

Rea and Burton attack a specific quantitative claim — that returns fall
monotonically with the age of the recipient — using one dataset. They do not
attack the case for early-childhood investment; they explicitly affirm both its
returns and its equity basis. Anyone who cites this paper as a refutation of early
intervention has misread it, and I would rather say so myself than be corrected on
it.

Nurse-Family Partnership. The original American randomised trials showed
sizeable effects, including forty-eight per cent fewer verified child abuse and
neglect incidents by age fifteen in the Elmira cohort. But the large English
pragmatic trial, Michael Robling and colleagues’ ‘Effectiveness of a nurse-led
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intensive home-visitation programme for first-time teenage mothers
(Building Blocks): a pragmatic randomised controlled trial’ — published
in The Lancet in 2016, not 2015 as I had it in an earlier draft — found nothing;:

“Between June 16, 2009, and July 28, 2010, we screened 3251
women. After enrolment, 823 women were randomly assigned
to receive FNP and 822 to usual care.”

“304 (56%) of 547 women assigned to FNP and 306 (56%) of 545
assigned to usual care smoked at late pregnancy (adjusted odds
ratio [AOR] 0-90, 97-5% CI 0-64—1-28).”

And their interpretation, which I quote entire and without softening:

“Adding FNP to the usually provided health and social care
provided no additional short-term benefit to our primary
outcomes. Programme continuation is not justified on the basis
of available evidence, but could be reconsidered should
supportive longer-term evidence emerge.”

The divergence from the American trials is attributed to more comprehensive
usual care and a lower-risk sample — a caution against assuming relational
interventions transplant cleanly across systems.

I want to be clear about what that null does and does not do to the argument of
this book, because it would be easy to hide it. It does not damage the
argument, and I would not want it to. My claim is not that any particular
programme works. My claim is that the question is not being asked of the
professions themselves. Building Blocks is what it looks like when the question is
asked seriously, at scale, with proper randomisation and an honest report of a
negative result. That is exactly the standard I am asking law, medicine and
academia to apply to their own workforces. The contrast in Section XIV is not
between good studies and bad ones. It is between studies that were done and
studies that were never begun.

Commercial determinants of health. The framework is well developed and
well evidenced, and it is also criticised as over-broad, treating all commerce on a
continuum with tobacco. The named critic is Christopher Snowdon of the Institute
of Economic Affairs, who argues that modern public health is fundamentally a
political movement. I disclose, as he should, that his think tank has itself
historically received industry funding — and I include him anyway, because a
reader who encounters the objection first from an opponent will discount
everything else I have said.
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The ladder, honestly climbed

Table 6 - The Evidence Ladder. Where each claim in this book actually sits.

Does the ACE non-adoption
Claim type Evidential standard story sit here?

Court-proven Charging documents, guilty | No. Richly documented for
conspiracy or admitted | pleas, verdicts, internal opioids and antidepressants;
misconduct documents nothing for ACE science

2 Regulatory and Court records, FOI, Partially, for commercial medicine
scientific capture; disclosed conflicts generally; not ACE-specific
conflict of interest

3 Publication and funding | Peer-reviewed meta- Yes, as background: treatment is
effects research patentable, prevention is not

4 Structural financing Public-finance and health- Yes. Wrong-pocket, non-
failure economics literature appropriability, sub-3%

prevention spend

5 Paradigmatic exclusion | Sociology of professions; Yes. The primary mechanism
and operational closure | systems theory; agnotology

6 Psychological self- Developmental and Yes. The mechanism beneath the
protection organisational psychology mechanism

The floor of provable claim is Rungs Four to Six. That is where I stand, and I stand
there deliberately, because it is the ground that cannot be taken from me.

Benchmarks that would change the picture: if any Freedom of Information
release, whistleblower testimony or archived internal document were found
showing an organised effort to defund or discredit ACE research specifically, that
claim would rise to Rung One and I would say so. Conversely, if the middle-rung
evidence were contested — if the funding effect were shown not to extend to
prevention research — I would retreat toward Rungs Five and Six, which remain
robust.
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XIV. The Blank Row Is the Argument

We arrive at the most important methodological claim in this book, and it is
the one that turns a complaint into a research design.

Absence, specified and verified, is evidence.

Not in the loose rhetorical sense in which anybody can gesture at what has not
been said. In a strict sense, with conditions attached. An absence becomes
evidential when four things are true of it:

One: the adjacent measurement exists. Law has measured drinking,
depression, anxiety, stress, suicidality, perfectionism and secondary trauma. The
instruments are validated, the ethics approvals are routine, the sampling frames
exist, and the funding has been found repeatedly. It is not that this cannot be
measured. It is that one particular thing has not been.

Two: the missing measurement is cheaper than the ones already taken.
Adding a validated adversity instrument to an existing wellbeing survey is a
marginal cost. It is one page. It has been done in medicine, in nursing, and in
social work.

Three: the professionals concerned are competent to take it. These are
not laypeople who lack the technical capacity. They are, in several cases, the same
institutions that require the measurement of childhood adversity in the
populations they serve.

Four: the finding, if taken, would be uncomfortable for the taker.

Where all four hold, the absence is not neutral. It is the most eloquent thing in the
literature.

And the warrant for treating it that way is not mine. It is Frickel and colleagues’:
“the systematic nonproduction of knowledge.” It is Kessler’s, writing from
inside forensic science about his own field’s missing measurements — “This
absence persists despite extensive evidence from chronic stress and
trauma neuroscience demonstrating the relevance of these systems to
sustained occupational strain.” It is Constantian and Zaborek’s, in their own
abstract, in 2025: “Plastic surgeons have never been assayed.” And it is
Oehme and Stern’s, in the sentence that is the single most important citation in
Section X: “We could not find any law school effort to deal specifically
with students’ or lawyers’ own ACEs.”
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Four professions. Four investigators. Four independent reports of the same blank
drawer.

Plate XIX - The Blank Drawer. A wall of records, every drawer crammed past

bursting with decades of honest and expensive measurement — drinking,
depression, anxiety, stress, suicidality, perfectionism, secondary trauma, all of it
real and all of it carefully done. And one drawer, at chest height, dead centre,
pulled fully out and held open: clean bare wood, no card-guides, no wear on the
runners. Not emptied. Never fitted out. Somebody is holding a lamp up so that
they can both see into it more clearly.

The lamp is the part I want you to keep. Nobody in that picture is being ambushed.
They have walked to the middle of their own records room, pulled the drawer out
themselves, and are deliberately holding a light up to the inside of it. That is the
whole of the ask in this book, and it costs the price of a lamp. And the boy in the
shadows at the end of the rank is not a reproach either. He is simply the thing the
drawer was for.

The Blank Row Audit

Here is the instrument, and it costs nothing to run.

Table 7 - The Blank Row Audit. Run this on any institution. Every question has a
checkable answer-.
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m What a checkable answer looks like

1. Does this institution measure
the childhood adversity of the
people it serves?

2. Does it measure the childhood
adversity of its own members?

3. Does its trauma policy apply to
practitioners as well as to clients?

4. Does it invite disclosure without
funding a referral pathway?

5. Does it measure training
completion, or human outcome?

6. Has expenditure moved
upstream, or only vocabulary?

7. Who receives a complaint about
the harm this institution causes?

8. What happens to the person
who names the problem?

Published screening policy; prevalence data in annual
reports

A peer-reviewed study, or a stated reason for not
conducting one

Read the policy. Count the paragraphs on each

Screening protocol vs. named, resourced onward services
Attendance figures vs. coercion, exclusion, recovery and
retention data

Budget lines, year on year, in the prevention column

Is the recipient the same body as the cause?

Referrals, references, settlement agreements, non-
disclosure clauses, and the arithmetic between the date a
concern was raised and the date a process began

The last question is the sharpest, and it is worth stating on its own, because it

survives even if you reject everything else in this book.

Do not ask what an institution values. Do not read its charter, its

mission statement, its trauma-informed policy or its wellbeing

strategy. Ask one thing: what does it do to the person who criticises it,

doubts it, exposes it, or names it? Whatever it does to that person is

what it is.

I did not invent that test, and I want to say so before somebody else does. Carly

Parnitzke Smith and Jennifer Freyd have been building exactly this diagnostic

empirically for years, and their definition, from ‘Institutional Betrayal’ (2014)

in American Psychologist, is one sentence:

“Institutional betrayal occurs when an institution causes harm
to an individual who trusts or depends upon that institution.”

They are careful to include the passive form, which is the form that matters most

for this book, because almost nothing in these pages is an act:

“Institutional betrayal may be left to occur via omission of
protective, preventative, or responsive institutional actions—
typically actions promised by or available solely through the

institution.”

And they extend it to the person who never trusted the institution in the first

place, which covers every reluctant complainant in this book:
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“This lens helps to account for the potential for betrayal even
when an individual may not purport to ‘trust’ an institution
(e.g., a member of a marginalized group who does not trust the
legal system to take their reports of domestic violence seriously)
as the necessity of the institution (e.g., filing for a divorce) may
create an unavoidable dependency.”

Their theoretical foundation is the one this whole book rests on:

“Betrayal Trauma Theory (Freyd, 1996) posits that abuse
perpetrated within close relationships is more harmful than
abuse perpetrated by strangers due to the violation of trust
within a necessary relationship.”

Within a necessary relationship. That is the nursery, and it is also the regulator,
and the reason it is both is the thesis of this book.

And note one phrase in their own abstract, because it is a first-person instance of
exactly the professional self-blindness described in Section XII: institutional
betrayal, they write, “has been left unseen by both the individuals being
betrayed as well as the field of psychology.” They are accusing their own
discipline, in their own abstract, of not having seen it.

The remedy has since been measured. Alec Smidt, Alexis Adams-Clark and Freyd,
in ‘Institutional courage buffers against institutional betrayal, protects
employee health, and fosters organizational commitment following
workplace sexual harassment’ (2023), in PLOS ONE, defined the opposite of
betrayal as “accountability, transparency, actively seeking justice, and
making reparations where needed” and tested whether it does anything. It
does:

“Of participants who experienced workplace sexual
harassment, nearly 55% also experienced institutional betrayal,
and 76% experienced institutional courage.”

“Results of correlational analyses indicated that institutional
betrayal was associated with decreased job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, and increased somatic symptoms.
Institutional courage was associated with the reverse.”

“At high levels of institutional betrayal, a high level of
institutional courage buffers against associations with job
satisfaction.”

The sample is a cross-sectional convenience sample recruited online, 317 of 805
respondents entering the analysis, and the authors themselves call it “a starting
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point for research on institutional courage.” I report it as that and not as
more.

Judith Herman had described that manoeuvre in 1992, before it had a name, and
her paragraph is the most complete account of it I know:

“In order to escape accountability for his crimes, the
perpetrator does everything in his power to promote forgetting.
Secrecy and silence are the perpetrator’s first line of defense. If
secrecy fails, the perpetrator attacks the credibility of his victim.
If he cannot silence her absolutely, he tries to make sure that no
one listens. To this end, he marshals an impressive array of
arguments, from the most blatant denial to the most
sophisticated and elegant rationalization. After every atrocity
one can expect to hear the same predictable apologies: it never
happened; the victim lies; the victim exaggerates; the victim
brought it upon herself; and in any case it is time to forget the
past and move on. The more powerful the perpetrator, the
greater is his prerogative to name and define reality, and the
more completely his arguments prevail.”

The more powerful the perpetrator, the greater is his prerogative to
name and define reality. That is Fricker’s hermeneutical power, Dotson’s
epistemic oppression and Catala’s hermeneutical domination, stated in one clause
by a clinician who had arrived at it from an entirely different direction.

Herman also states the position of the person watching, and she refuses them the
exit that most institutional processes offer:

“It is very tempting to take the side of the perpetrator. All the
perpetrator asks is that the bystander do nothing. He appeals to
the universal desire to see, hear, and speak no evil. The victim,
on the contrary, asks the bystander to share the burden of pain.
The victim demands action, engagement, and remembering.”

“It is morally impossible to remain neutral in this conflict. The
bystander is forced to take sides.”

Read that against every panel, committee and inquiry in this book. “All the
perpetrator asks is that the bystander do nothing.” An institution
defending itself does not need anybody to lie for it. It needs only that the people
who can see continue to do their jobs correctly — which is exactly what the
Corridor of Six Doors depicts, and exactly why nobody in it is a villain.

And Herman names the cost of speaking:
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“Those who attempt to describe the atrocities that they have
witnessed also risk their own credibility. To speak publicly
about one’s knowledge of atrocities is to invite the stigma that
attaches to victims.”

“The perpetrator’s arguments prove irresistible when the
bystander faces them in isolation. Without a supportive social
environment, the bystander usually succumbs to the temptation
to look the other way.”

Faces them in isolation. That is the operative condition, and it is the one every
grievance procedure, non-disclosure agreement and individually-conducted
investigation is designed — not always deliberately — to produce.

Freyd also named the manoeuvre institutions reach for when the not-knowing
fails. DARVO: Deny, Attack, and Reverse Victim and Offender. Deny the
behaviour. Attack the credibility of whoever names it. Then reverse the roles, so
the accused becomes the wronged party and the person who spoke becomes the
aggressor. Institutional DARVO is the same manoeuvre performed by an
organisation.

Hold that structure, because you have seen it a hundred times, and because it is
coded and countable, which makes it evidence rather than opinion.

There is, in other words, a functionally equivalent and considerably better-
evidenced tool already in the world than the one I am proposing, and a reader who
reaches for hers instead of mine will lose nothing.

Why the not-knowing is protective, not stupid

And now the compassion, because without it this section reads as an accusation
and it is not one.

Freyd’s betrayal trauma theory names the terrible bind at the root of all of this.
When the person or institution harming you is also the person or institution you
need, awareness itself becomes dangerous. So awareness is sacrificed. She calls the
resulting state betrayal blindness — the unawareness, not-knowing and
forgetting people exhibit toward betrayals, precisely in order to preserve the
relationships and institutions on which they depend.

That is not stupidity. That is attachment doing exactly what attachment
evolved to do.

Now scale it. The adult carries the bargain forward in altered form: my childhood
was fine, I was simply too sensitive; my profession is objective, my feelings are
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irrelevant; the institution is basically just, and failure is individual; the system
cannot be sick, because my identity depends on belonging to it.

System-justification research documents the corresponding social mechanism: a
motive to defend existing arrangements that intensifies under threat and
uncertainty, reduces negative affect in the short term, and weakens support for
structural change. The person receives psychological relief from believing the
system legitimate. The system receives continuity from the person’s belief. No
commander is required at either end.

Stanley Cohen supplied the taxonomy that everything hangs on, in ‘States of
Denial: Knowing About Atrocities and Suffering’ (2001). Literal denial:
it did not happen. Interpretive denial: it happened, but it was not that — not
abuse, not bullying, not harm; it was robust management, professional standards,
healthy debate. Implicatory denial: yes it happened, yes it was that, but nothing
follows from it that requires me to act.

A note on how I am citing him. I could not obtain Cohen’s book, and I will not
print a definition of his three categories in quotation marks that I have not read on
the page; the three terms are certainly his and the definitions above are my own
restatement, marked as such. What I can quote, from Mark Hamm’s review of the
book in Critical Criminology, are two sentences of Cohen’s that matter more than
the taxonomy anyway:

“Denial may be neither a matter of telling the truth nor
intentionally telling a lie”

“There seem to be states of mind, or even whole cultures, in
which we know and don’t know at the same time”

We know and don’t know at the same time. That is the state of every
institution in this book with respect to the ACE evidence, and Cohen wrote it in
2001, three years after Felitti and Anda published.

Anyone who has watched an institution respond to an allegation has watched all
three forms of denial deployed in sequence within a single afternoon.

And René Girard supplies the final and most disturbing layer, in ‘The Scapegoat’
(1982/1986). Communities resolve internal crisis by converging — spontaneously,
unanimously, contagiously — on a single victim. The expulsion works. Peace
genuinely returns. And the community, contemplating its restored calm, does not
conclude that it has done something arbitrary and terrible. It concludes that the
victim really was the problem.

Girard’s own sentences on the mechanism are these:
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“Ultimately, the persecutors always convince themselves that a
small number of people, or even a single individual, despite his
relative weakness, is extremely harmful to the whole of society.”

“The crowd’s choice of victims may be totally random; but it is
not necessarily so.”

“Guillaume de Machaut sincerely believed that the rivers were
poisoned by the Jews”

And the sentence that joins Girard’s theory to everything in this book:
“Naive persecutors are unaware of what they are doing.”

That is méconnaissance, and the crucial point is that it is not a side-effect of the
mechanism. It is the mechanism’s operating requirement. The single-
victim process functions only through the ignorance of the people running it.
Understood, it stops working.

Which means the invisibility you keep encountering when you try to name any of
this is not a failure of institutional perception.

It is a functional necessity of institutional cohesion. They cannot see it,
because seeing it would stop it, and stopping it would return the crisis
it was resolving.

What witnessing does to the witness

One more finding from Herman, because this book has argued throughout that the
professional is not outside the mechanism but inside it, and she supplies the
clinical evidence:

“Trauma is contagious. In the role of witness to disaster or
atrocity, the therapist at times is emotionally overwhelmed. She
experiences, to a lesser degree, the same terror, rage, and
despair as the patient. This phenomenon is known as ‘traumatic
countertransference’ or ‘vicarious traumatization.’ The
therapist may begin to experience symptoms of posttraumatic
stress disorder.”

“Repeated exposure to stories of human rapacity and cruelty
inevitably challenges the therapist’s basic faith. It also heightens
her sense of personal vulnerability. She may become more
fearful of other people in general and more distrustful even in
close relationships. She may find herself becoming increasingly
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cynical about the motives of others and pessimistic about the
human condition.”

And then the passage that ought to be read by every regulator, every tribunal
member and every case officer, because it describes what their own defences will
look like from the inside — as competence:

“Identification with the perpetrator may take many forms. The
therapist may find herself becoming highly skeptical of the
patient’s story, or she may begin to minimize or rationalize the
abuse. The therapist may feel revulsion and disgust at the
patient’s behavior, or she may become extremely judgmental
and censorious when the patient fails to live up to some
idealized notion of how a ‘good’ victim ought to behave. She may
begin to feel contempt for the patient’s helplessness or paranoid
fear of the patient’s vindictive rage.”

“Extremely judgmental and censorious when the patient fails to live up
to some idealized notion of how a ‘good’ victim ought to behave.” Every
complainant who was disbelieved because they were angry, every doctor whose
non-response to a letter was recorded as non-cooperation, every whistleblower
described as difficult — all of them are in that sentence, and Herman is describing
it as a predictable defence in the professional, not as a failing in the person being
judged.

She is also clear that this cannot be borne alone, which is the argument for Section
XVII’s whole architecture:

“Engagement in this work thus poses some risk to the
therapist’s own psychological health. Therapists who work with
traumatized people require an ongoing support system to deal
with these intense reactions. Just as no survivor can recover
alone, no therapist can work with trauma alone.”

“The technical neutrality of the therapist is not the same as
moral neutrality. Working with victimized people requires a
committed moral stance.”

Technical neutrality is not moral neutrality. Take that one sentence into
Section X and the doctrine of judicial impartiality looks different: not wrong, but
incomplete, and incomplete in a way that has never been examined because the
two kinds of neutrality have never been distinguished.
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The professional wound

There is one last reason the fear is not paranoia, and it is the most human thing in
this book.

For a high achiever, the sentence my excellence may partly contain a survival
strategy does not land as insight. It lands as theft of authorship.

It reopens grief. It complicates the idealised parent. It destabilises the
achievement narrative. And it raises the possibility that a prestigious identity was
assembled around fear.

The defence against that is not ignorance. It is the protection of dignity,
attachment and coherence — three things a person is entitled to protect.

So the argument must be made with an exactness that is also a kindness:

The capacity is real. The adaptation may also be real. Healing does not
confiscate excellence. It frees excellence from compulsory service to
fear.

The same care is owed to objectivity, which this book is sometimes read as
attacking. It is not. Objectivity contains indispensable disciplines — checking bias,
separating observation from wish, comparing alternatives, submitting claims to
criticism — and a movement that discards them will produce exactly the credulous
mysticism its opponents predict.

The target is narrower and deserves its own name: defensive objectivity, which
is not freedom from subjectivity but subjectivity that has successfully hidden its
biography from itself.
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XV. Civilisation: The Frightened Child
With a Flag

Now the top of the matrix, and I want to begin with a refusal.

Why I will not name a president

The founding image of this project — the one that started it — is the proposition
that one can look at the President of the United States and see a frightened child
wearing heavy cognitive armour.

I am not going to name a president. The refusal is methodological, not timid, and I
want to set out the reasoning, because it is itself part of the argument.

First: the claim is scale-invariant, and naming would break it. The entire
thesis of this book is that one grammar runs from the nursery to the civilisation,
and that no level of it is populated by villains. The moment I attach the diagnosis
to one named individual, I have converted a structural claim into a personal one —
which is precisely the move the matrix describes as projection. I would be doing
the thing.

Second: it would be false comfort. If the problem is a particular occupant of a
particular office, the problem is soluble by election, and the reader is off the hook.
It is not, and they are not. The office produces the same defensive requirements
regardless of who is in it: a person who must never appear uncertain, who is
surrounded by people whose careers depend on agreeing, who is graded hourly by
an outrage machine, and who has been selected by a process that rewards exactly
the phenotype the matrix describes. You do not need a damaged individual
to get a defended presidency. You need a defended selection process,
which we have, and which we designed.

Third: I do not have the evidence, and I will not pretend to. I have never
assessed a living head of government. Neither has anybody else who makes this
claim. Population risk, never individual prediction — the fork is absolute, and it
does not become negotiable because the individual is powerful and I disapprove of
them.

So the claim I make is the structural one, and it is quite strong enough:

Every office that requires its holder never to display uncertainty will,
over time, be filled by people for whom the display of uncertainty is
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intolerable — and will make it intolerable for the ones for whom it was
not.

That is a claim about design. It applies to a presidency, a chief executive, a head of
chambers, a medical director, a vice-chancellor and a head teacher. It applies
across every political tradition, and I want it read by people who disagree with
each other, which it cannot be if I name anybody.

What has actually been demonstrated at group scale

Here is where the argument gets its strongest independent corroboration, and it is
genuinely striking. I am going to quote it at length rather than summarise it,
because the summary is where the strength leaks away.

Collective narcissism is not simply pride in one’s group. Agnieszka Golec de
Zavala and colleagues define it, inside their own abstract, as “collective
narcissism—a belief in in—group exaggerated greatness contingent on
external validation”. Their five studies, reported in ‘Collective Narcissism
Predicts Hypersensitivity to In-group Insult and Direct and Indirect
Retaliatory Intergroup Hostility’ (2016), in the European Journal of
Personality, tested what that belief does:

“Results of five studies (N = 1596) linked collective narcissism—
a belief in in—group exaggerated greatness contingent on
external validation—to direct and indirect, retaliatory hostility
in response to situations that collective narcissists perceived as
insulting to the in—group but which fell well beyond the
definition of an insult.”

“Comparisons with self—positivity and in—group positivity
indices and predictors of intergroup hostility indicated that
collective narcissism is the only systematic predictor of
hypersensitivity to in—group insult followed by direct and
indirect, retaliatory intergroup hostility.”

“Which fell well beyond the definition of an insult.” That is
hypervigilance, measured, at the scale of a nation, and it is exactly the third plate
of the armour from Section III — the perceptual system tuned for threat by an
environment that no longer exists, still reporting.

Their later synthesis, ‘Collective Narcissism: Political Consequences of
Investing Self-Worth in the Ingroup’s Image’ (2019), in Political
Psychology, states the scaling mechanism in the vocabulary of political
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psychology, and I do not think there is a paragraph anywhere in the literature that
does more of this book’s work for it:

“This article proposes a new theoretical framework for the
reviewed state-of-the-art research on collective narcissism—the
belief that the ingroup’s exceptionality is not sufficiently
appreciated by others.”

“Collective narcissism is motivated by the investment of an
undermined sense of self-esteem into the belief in the ingroup’s
entitlement to privilege.”

“The belief in ingroup’s exceptionality compensates the
undermined sense of self-worth, leaving collective narcissists
hypervigilant to signs of threat to the ingroup’s position.”

“Deficits in emotional regulation, hostile attribution bias, and
vindictiveness lie behind the robust link between collective
narcissism and intergroup hostility.”

“This conclusion is further supported by results indicating that
collective narcissism is associated with low self-esteem and
vulnerable narcissism, characterized by the resentment for lack
of external recognition of personal entitlements.”

And then the sentence that is, formally, an ego-scaling claim:

“Collective narcissism mediates the link between low self-
esteem and outgroup derogation.”

Mediates. That is a statistical term doing precise work. The authors are claiming
that an individual wound — undermined self-esteem — reaches intergroup
hostility through the collective belief. The individual level and the group level are
not two parallel phenomena that happen to rhyme. They are joined, and the join
has been measured.

They also state the remedy, which belongs in Section XVII and which I flag now:

“Interventions that support the regulation of negative emotions,
such as experiencing self-transcendent emotions, decrease the
link between collective narcissism and intergroup hostility.”

Now put the two columns side by side.

Table 8 - The clearest independent demonstration of scaled defensive architecture.

THE EGO SCALING MATRIX 196



Individual defensive narcissism Collective narcissism

Grandiose self-image requiring Grandiose in-group image requiring

recognition recognition

Underlying insecurity Undermined and insecure self-worth
implicated

Hypersensitivity to criticism Hypersensitivity to group insult

Externalisation of blame Hostile attribution to out-groups

Retaliation after narcissistic injury Retaliatory intergroup hostility

Validation never quite satisfies Recognition never permanently removes the
grievance

The literature does not establish that collective narcissism is caused by childhood
trauma, and I do not claim it does. What it establishes is that narcissistic
defensive architecture genuinely exists at collective level, with the same
functional signature, measured by people who have never heard of this book.

For the Ego Scaling Matrix, that is major independent corroboration of the form of
the claim, even where the aetiology remains open.

The monarchy of fear

Martha Nussbaum’s The Monarchy of Fear: A Philosopher Looks at Our Political
Crisis (2018) supplies the developmental bridge, and it is the sharpest
philosophical statement of the civilisational scale I know. I quote from the
authorised excerpt published as ‘Naked and Afraid’ in Harper’s Magazine,
because that is the text I have been able to read.

Her argument begins where this book begins: with the extraordinary and species-
specific discrepancy between the human infant’s rapid cognitive development and
its extremely slow physical development. The infant perceives threat with
precision while remaining entirely incapable of flight or self-defence.

“Fear is not only the earliest emotion in human life; it is also the
most broadly shared within the animal kingdom.”

“Fear is not just primitive; it is also asocial.”

“Fear is intensely narcissistic. An infant’s fear is entirely
focused on its own body.”

“Fear often drives that concern away, returning us to infantile
solipsism.”

And then the sentence that gives her book its title, and this section its:
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“Fear is the emotion of an absolute monarch who cares about
nothing and nobody else.”

“Fear always simmers beneath the surface of moral concern,
and it threatens to destabilize democracy.”

“Directed to the very future of the democratic project itself, a
fearful approach is likely to be dangerous, leading people to
seek autocratic control.”

Read her sequence in order — fear is earliest, fear is asocial, fear is narcissistic,
fear returns us to infantile solipsism, fear is monarchical. That is the petrified
inner child scaled to the level of the polity, written by a philosopher who has never
heard of this framework, and the word infantile is hers.

A frightened polity does not want deliberation. It wants a strong parent.
Nussbaum’s account of what follows tracks the Armour section of the matrix with
uncomfortable precision.

Retributive anger, which performs strength while disguising powerlessness,
and which she — following Aeschylus — calls a poison to democratic politics: like a
bad marriage, in which fear, suspicion and blame displace careful thought about
what the real problems are, and then become their own problem.

Projective disgust, in which anxiety about our own decay, animality and
mortality is projected onto marginalised groups to create a protective distance
from the fact of our own bodies. Its history is architectural: segregated fountains,
pools and beds; and its political deployment is documentable and lethal.

Impotent envy, in which a destabilised population invents a punitive alternative
universe in order to spoil what others have, because spoiling is available where
achieving is not.

Three mutations of one contraction. Read them against the matrix rows for
aggression, hate, projection and resentment, and they are the same rows at the
top of the ladder.

Fromm: the escape itself

There is one further account of the civilisational scale that this book has to reckon
with, because it got there first and because it was written in 1941, while the thing it
describes was happening.

Erich Fromm’s Escape from Freedom argues that the modern individual, released
from the fixed positions of a traditional order, acquires a freedom that is
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unbearable, and then looks for somewhere to put it down. A note on how I am
citing him: the copy of Fromm available to me is a scan with no text layer, so
every quotation below is given at one remove, from Roger Frie’s ‘Escape from
Freedom Revisited’ (2025), which quotes Fromm with page numbers. I have
not opened Fromm’s own pages and I say so rather than implying otherwise.

Fromm’s method is the one this book uses, and he states it as a principle:

“one cannot properly understand psychological problems
without their social and cultural background, neither can one
understand social phenomena without the knowledge of the
underlying psychological mechanisms” (Fromm 1941: 116)

His diagnosis of the predicament:

“They cannot go on bearing the burden of ‘freedom from’; they
must try to escape from freedom altogether unless they can
progress from negative to positive freedom” (Fromm 1941: 116)

And then the two exits, which are the two halves of everything Section XV has
described:

“in discussing the psychological results we have shown that this
powerlessness leads either to the kind of escape that we find in
the authoritarian character, or else to a compulsive conforming
in the process of which the isolated individual becomes an
automaton, loses his self, and yet at the same time consciously
conceives of himself as free and subject only to himself” (Fromm

1941: 318)

Consciously conceives of himself as free and subject only to himself.
That is the wooden warder of Plate XII, and it is the single most important clause
in this section. The compliance is not experienced as compliance. It is experienced
as autonomy — which is exactly what Empson’s insecure overachievers report in
Section VIII, eight decades later, in an accountancy firm.

Fromm'’s account of the authoritarian character is a description of an armour with
two faces:

“The essence of the authoritarian character has been described
as the simultaneous presence of sadistic and masochistic drives.
Sadism was understood as aiming at unrestricted power over
another person, more or less mixed with destructiveness;
masochism as aiming at dissolving oneself in an
overwhelmingly strong power and participating in its strength
and glory” (Fromm 1941: 294)
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Submission upward and domination downward, in the same person, at the same
time. Read that beside the anxiety-laundering stairwell of Section VIII and it is the
same figure on every landing: deferring to the balcony above, and passing the
water down.

And his account of the ordinary, non-totalitarian version — the one that does not
need a dictator — is the sentence this book would put over the modern
professional workplace:

“has been turned into a cog, sometimes small, sometimes
larger, of a machinery which forces its tempo upon him, which
he cannot control and, in comparison with which he is utterly
insignificant” (Fromm 1941: 170)

“Psychologically the automaton, while being alive biologically, is
dead emotionally and mentally” (Fromm 1941: 335)

Fromm is also blunt that the danger is not confined to overt tyranny. He names, in
a democracy, the quieter mechanism:

“methods of dulling the capacity for critical thinking that are
more dangerous to our democracy than many of the open
attacks against it, and more immoral — in terms of human

integrity” (Fromm 1941: 173—174)

More dangerous than many of the open attacks. That is Section XII’s
argument about epistemic idolatry and professionalised unseeing, made in 1941
about mass culture, and it applies with no adjustment to a curriculum, a
competency framework or an audit regime.

I want to mark the limits of the borrowing. Fromm’s evidence base is historical
and psychoanalytic rather than experimental, his account of the German lower
middle class has been substantially revised by later historians, and his causal story
runs from social structure to character in a way this book deliberately complicates
in Section IV. What he supplies is not proof. It is the prior formulation — the
demonstration that somebody had already argued that a defensive psychological
structure can be produced by social conditions and then reproduce them, at the
scale of a nation, and had argued it while the evidence was still being made.

The boomerang

The final structural point about the civilisational scale is that it does not stay at the
top.
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The transmission is not a flat pipeline running upward from nursery to state. It is
a recursive loop: upward first from the nursery to the state, and then downward
from the state to the nursery.

The child grows up and helps build the world using the same fearful grammar that
first built the ego. Then the world, once built, begins shaping the next child in
return: through the school’s ranking system, the employment market’s
conditionality, the housing precarity of the parent, the exhaustion of the caregiver,
the sixty-hour week that removes them from the room, and the attention economy
that has industrialised the manufacture of insufficiency in children who are not yet
ten.

This is why the loop is a civilisational problem rather than a
therapeutic one. You cannot treat your way out of a system that is producing the
condition faster than the treatment can address it. Individual healing is necessary
and it is not sufficient, and any account that stops at the individual has performed
exactly the privatisation of stress that Section VIII described — the one Mark
Fisher named as “the vast privatization of stress that has taken place over
the last thirty years.”

Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecology of human development supplies the formal
structure for this — microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem — and it
is the correct corrective to any reading of this book as enlarged childhood
psychology. The levels are not the same thing at different sizes. They are
structurally coupled systems with their own dynamics, and the coupling runs both

ways.

What a civilisation can be

Let me state the top-level claim in its defensible form, because the poetic
compression is not the scholarly proposition and the difference matters.

The poetic compression is: civilisation is a traumatised childhood with better
architecture.

The scholarly proposition underneath it is:

Human defensive adaptations are recursively scalable.
Developmentally acquired strategies for preserving safety, belonging,
worth and identity can be selected and synchronised in groups; groups
can sediment them into norms, roles, categories, incentives and
procedures; those structures can become self-reproducing and can
exert downward causal pressure on subsequent participants; and
homologous defensive processes — grandiosity, threat
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hypersensitivity, silence, projection, rigidity and compulsive self-
preservation — can consequently emerge at progressively larger social
scales.

That proposition is not yet a proved unified theory.

But almost every bridge required to construct it already exists, built
independently, by people who were not building this.

Maté supplies the definition of normal that the civilisational scale needs, and it is
a definition of an institution rather than of a statistic:

“Thus, what is considered normal and natural are established
not by what is good for people, but by what is expected of them,
which traits and attitudes serve the maintenance of the culture.
These are then enshrined as ‘human nature,” while deviations
from them are seen as abnormal.”

Read that as an engineering specification and it is the Ego Scaling Matrix at the
top of the ladder. A culture selects the traits that maintain it; those traits are
renamed human nature; and everyone who does not exhibit them is thereby
classified as the problem. That is the Laundering Table of Section VIII, performed
by a civilisation on itself.

He also names the enclosing frame, and does it without conspiracy:

“I am using ‘toxic culture’ to characterize something even
broader and more deeply rooted: the entire context of social
structures, belief systems, assumptions, and values that
surround us and necessarily pervade every aspect of our lives.”

“It is my contention that by its very nature our social and
economic culture generates chronic stressors that undermine
well-being in the most serious of ways, as they have done with
increasing force over the past several decades.”

“Another way of saying it: chronic illness—mental or physical—
is to a large extent a function or feature of the way things are
and not a glitch; a consequence of how we live, not a mysterious
aberration.”

A function or feature of the way things are and not a glitch. That is the
sentence I would put at the head of this section. Everything this book has
described — the sorting at the door, the renaming, the closure, the defence, the
inheritance — is feature, not bug, and nobody designed it.
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A civilisation can be scientifically advanced and psychologically
deranged. It can split the atom without integrating the self. It can build
universities, courts, hospitals, laboratories, cathedrals and parliaments while
remaining inwardly governed by fear, vanity, humiliation, envy, projection and
unexamined hurt.

Law becomes fear in robes. Medicine becomes fear in a white coat. Religion
becomes fear in vestments. Psychology becomes fear in diagnostic language.
Politics becomes fear with a flag.

None of them was designed that way. Every one of them was built, in good faith,
by frightened children who grew old enough to call their fortresses civilisation.

Plate XX - The Frightened Child With a Flag. A vast state room, gilt and marble,
arranged for a photograph. At the centre, on a chair built for a much larger

person, sits a figure in full ceremonial dress — and the dress is enormous, and the
shoulders inside it are small, and the hands are gripping the arms of the chair
rather harder than a relaxed person’s would. The face is deliberately unresolved:
it could be anyone, of any party, of any nation, in any decade. Around the walls
hang portraits of the previous occupants, and every one of them is sitting in
exactly the same chair, in exactly the same posture, with exactly the same grip.

The unresolved face is the whole of the picture, and any version of this image that
resolves it has destroyed it. The moment you can tell who it is, the picture becomes
a cartoon about one person and stops being a diagnosis of a chair. Look instead at
the portraits on the wall, because that is where the argument is: the grip is
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identical across a century, across parties, across ideologies, and across men and
women who agreed with each other about nothing. The chair produces the grip.
That is what an institution is. And the chair was not built by a villain either — it
was built by frightened people, for a frightened people, to hold something none of
them could carry alone.
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XVI. Dissolution Is Not Death

Everything so far has been diagnosis. This is where the book turns, and it
turns on a single word that I have been using wrongly, and that most people
who make this argument use wrongly, and that has to be corrected before
anything constructive can be said.

The standard version of the argument says: recognition of this evidence at full
depth is not merely costly to institutions but dissolutive; an institution asked to
concede that its founding categories are downstream artefacts is being asked to
dissolve; and organisms do not consent to their own dissolution, so they defend.

Every clause of that is correct. I wrote most of it myself, in Section IX.

But notice what it does to the reader who happens to run one of these institutions.
It tells them that the price of honesty is death, and then expresses
surprise when they choose dishonesty.

Given those two options, so would anyone. So would you. So would I.

The error is in the word dissolution. And the correction comes, improbably, from
forest ecology.

The adaptive cycle

The adaptive-cycle model was developed by C. S. Holling and set out with Lance
Gunderson in Panarchy: Understanding Transformations in Human and
Natural Systems (2002). I could not obtain that book, and rather than quote it at
second hand I quote instead from ‘Panarchy: Theory and Application’
(2014), in Ecosystems, which both editors co-authored and which is their own
restatement of their own theory:

“The concept of panarchy provides a framework that
characterizes complex systems of people and nature as
dynamically organized and structured within and across scales
of space and time.”

“A panarchy is a nested set of adaptive cycles operating at
discrete ranges of scale.”

“In an adaptive cycle, a system proceeds through phases of
growth (r), conservation (K), release (Q2), and reorganization

((l).”
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(The Greek letters were destroyed in the extraction I worked from and I have
restored them; the release phase is omega, the reorganisation phase alpha.)

In conservation, a system accumulates connectedness and efficiency. It becomes
more organised, more interlocked, more optimised — and, in the literature’s
precise phrase, increasingly stable but over a decreasing range of conditions.

Flexibility is the price of efficiency.

When potential, connectedness and resilience are all high, and there is no room
left for experiment, the system enters a rigidity trap: a maladaptive attractor in
which the very features that made it strong now prevent it from adapting. Its
resilience has been replaced by artificial maintenance — levees instead of
floodplains, chemical control instead of ecological balance, audit instead of trust.

A profession in a rigidity trap is not failing. It is succeeding, at
enormous cost, within a range of conditions that is quietly narrowing
every year — and it experiences each new procedure as a
strengthening.

That sentence describes the modern regulated professions with a precision no
insider account has managed, and it comes from the study of forests.

And now the crucial move. Here is what release actually is, in the authors’ words:

“The Q stage of collapse is rapid and unleashes the energy
accumulated and stored during the K phase.”

“The Q phase is followed by reorganization during the a phase,
a relatively rapid period of assembly of system components.”

Dissolution is not death. It is the third phase.

Release is not the failure of a system. It is the phase through which a system
reorganises and continues. What Kkills a system is not release. What kills it is
staying in conservation — optimising, tightening, controlling, becoming ever
more stable across an ever-narrower range of conditions, until a disturbance
arrives that the narrowed range cannot contain, and then collapsing all at once.

So what has to dissolve is not medicine, law, rigour, expertise or standards.

What has to dissolve is the fear-organised form in which those
functions have petrified.

The profession keeps its expertise. The telescope remains. The robe remains.

The worship ends.
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Revolt and remember

Panarchy supplies two further cross-scale connections, and they explain the whole
recursive structure of this book. Allen, Angeler, Garmestani, Gunderson and
Holling define them:

“During the Q phase at a given scale, ‘destructive’ processes can
affect larger scales (sometimes termed ‘revolt’).”

“During reorganization at a given scale, conservative structures
at larger scales provide a form of memory that encourages
reorganization around the same structures.”

Revolt: a small, fast cycle entering collapse can cascade upward and trigger crisis
in the larger, slower level above — the individual breakdown that becomes a
departmental crisis that becomes a regulatory inquiry that becomes a national
scandal.

Remember: a larger, slower cycle supplies the memory, structure and material
from which a collapsed smaller cycle reorganises.

Remember answers the question that haunts every survivor’s story: why does the
person who was broken by the system rebuild the system?

Look again at their sentence: conservative structures at larger scales “provide a
form of memory that encourages reorganization around the same
structures.” Around the same structures. The ecologists are not being
metaphorical and they are not writing about people. They are describing a formal
property of nested adaptive systems, and it is the formal property that governs
Section VII’s fifth tumbler.

Because the only material available for reorganisation is what the larger, slower
system has stored. A person emerging from collapse reaches for structure, and the
structure to hand is the one that produced the collapse.

Not because they are foolish.
Because it is the only structure there is.

Which is why this book has to end with a different structure, and why an exit that
consists only of criticism is not an exit at all.

Reform as isomorphism
One more finding, and it is the reason so many reforms produce another version of

the thing they were reforming.
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Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powell asked, in ‘The Iron Cage Revisited:
Institutional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Organizational
Fields’ (1983), in the American Sociological Review, why organisations in the
same field come to resemble one another so closely. Their abstract opens:

“What makes organizations so similar? We contend that the
engine of rationalization and bureaucratization has moved from
the competitive marketplace to the state and the professions.”

To the state and the professions. That sentence, written in 1983, is the
structural warrant for this entire book’s decision to examine law, medicine and
academia rather than governments or markets. DiMaggio and Powell are saying
that it is the professions that now do the shaping.

They define the arena:

“[T]hose organizations that, in the aggregate, constitute a
recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and
product consumers, regulatory agencies, and other
organizations that produce similar services or products.”

And they identify three pressures that drive convergence. Coercive:

“Coercive isomorphism results from both formal and informal
pressures exerted on organizations by other organizations upon
which they are dependent and by cultural expectations in the
society within which organizations function.”

Mimetic:

“When organizational technologies are poorly understood
(March and Olsen, 1976), when goals are ambiguous, or when
the environment creates symbolic uncertainty, organizations
may model themselves on other organizations.”

And normative — the one that matters most here, and note where they locate its

source:

“A third source of isomorphic organizational change is
normative and stems primarily from professionalization.”

Stems primarily from professionalization. The homogenising force is the
profession itself: its training, its accreditation, its shared vocabulary of what a
competent person looks like. That is Section VII’s fifth tumbler, described by two
organisational sociologists, thirty-nine years before I named it.
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Notice what all of that means for anyone reforming a profession from inside. The
reform effort is itself an isomorphic pressure. Under uncertainty — which
is to say, under precisely the conditions DiMaggio and Powell identify as mimetic
— reformers imitate reforms that have acquired legitimacy elsewhere. The trauma-
informed policy, the wellbeing strategy, the resilience module, the values
framework: each is adopted because it is legitimate, not because it worked.

The vaccine

Which brings us to the most sophisticated defence of all, and the one that deserves
the most careful handling, because it is genuinely double-edged and I have been
unfair to it in earlier drafts.

Trauma-informed care, properly defined, is not childhood-trauma
therapy. It is a universal organisational and relational approach — safety, trust,
collaboration, choice, cultural responsiveness, awareness of traumatic stress
across patients, families and staff. Its breadth is deliberate and defensible: war,
racism, disaster, medical treatment, domestic abuse, migration, bereavement and
occupational exposure all traumatise, and a framework confined to childhood
adversity would fail most of the people who need it.

Its breadth is not, in itself, a mask. And a serious methodological critique of the
dominant guidelines has now been published, identifying three mechanisms by
which the trauma model can establish dominance without earning it: presenting a
broad model as an assumption-free description of reality, blending mild adverse
experience with severe traumatisation under a single term; portraying itself as
superior through false dichotomy, framing alternatives as cold or harmful; and
elevating the interpretive authority of the trauma-informed practitioner, licensing
the reading of all client behaviour through a trauma lens regardless of the client’s
own account of themselves.

Lorenn Walker’s ABA essay, quoted at length in Section X, makes the applied
version of the same case, and her sharpest sentence belongs here too:
“Suggesting to someone they have suffered trauma can create a ‘self-
fulfilling prophecy.’”

The deepest problem this critique identifies is a tautology, and it is a genuine
wound to the model. If trauma is defined as any event or circumstance producing
adverse consequences, then the statement that trauma causes adverse
consequences is circular. And the circularity has a political effect: it relocates the
cause of suffering from the external circumstance — poverty, housing precarity,
discrimination — into the psychological state of traumatisation. Suffering is
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thereby depoliticised, and the intervention shifts from material redistribution to
emotional coping strategy.

I accept that critique in full, and this framework must be built to
survive it. The argument of this book is not that everything is trauma. It is that
developmental trauma is upstream of a great deal that is currently treated as
originary — which is a claim about sequence, not about totality, and which
requires the narrow definition rather than the broad one to mean anything at all.

Where I do not retreat is on the institutional use of the vocabulary.

Trauma-informed care becomes a mask at the precise moment an organisation
provides awareness without treatment; invites disclosure without referral
capacity; discusses clients’ trauma but never practitioners’ histories; emphasises
resilience while retaining coercive conditions; treats safety as interpersonal
courtesy while ignoring power; measures training completion rather than human
outcome; or adopts the language as a brand without changing budgets, governance
or accountability.

The implementation literature is unambiguous that this is common rather than
exceptional. Reviews of organisational change in primary and community mental
health have found only a handful of non-randomised studies and evidence for
effect that is limited and conflicting. A review of school-based approaches found
no eligible controlled studies at the time of searching. A 2025 systematic review of
ACE screening in adult primary care found that a majority of included studies did
not report what clinical services followed the screening at all — the
bureaucratic nightmare in miniature, in which the institution asks the deepest
question a person can be asked and has nowhere for the answer to go.

Michael Kessler, from the forensic side, reports the same null and it is worth
having verbatim: “Benuto et al. found that the mere availability of
wellness and support programmes was not associated with reductions
in secondary traumatic stress among forensic practitioners, suggesting
that programme existence without structural embedding is
insufficient.”

The sharpest formulation is therefore not that trauma-informed care conceals
childhood trauma. It is this:

Trauma-informed care can become the institutional vaccine against
deeper change: a controlled dose of acknowledgement sufficient to
produce reputational immunity.
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The institution says, in effect, we are doing something, so nothing else needs to
change — and the alibi is bulletproof precisely because the something is real.

Plate XXI - The Rigidity Trap. A large modern institutional building at dusk,
wrapped in gantries, walkways, barriers, cameras and signage, every one of
which was installed in good faith after something went wrong. The windows are
lit and people are working diligently at desks. A concrete levee runs along the
front, holding water off the apron. Beyond the levee, the forest stands in
floodwater and is full of birds — not protected, and therefore alive. And there is a
crack in the concrete running from the door to the wall.

Every single one of those gantries was installed by someone acting in good faith
after a real failure. That is what makes the rigidity trap so hard to argue anyone
out of: each additional binding was a proportionate response to something that
genuinely went wrong, and the people at the lit windows are working well, and
from inside, the accumulation reads as maturity. Meanwhile the levee holds the
water off the apron, and beyond it the forest is standing in floodwater and full of
birds. The forest is not being protected. That is why it is alive. And the crack in the
concrete is not a threat in this picture. It is the only piece of good news in it.
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XVII. The Route Out: Consciousness,
Clarity, the Pivot, and the Will to Love

The diagnosis was long because the building is intricate. The exit is short
because it is a door.

I am going to set out the route in the order it actually occurs, using the sequence
that runs through all my work, and I am going to be strict about the distinction
between its steps, because collapsing them is the single most common way that
people who see all of this clearly nevertheless change nothing.

The four movements, and why they are not one

Consciousness sees the prison. Clarity sees the door. The Pivot touches
the handle. Agency opens it. The Crossing begins with the first step
outside.

Those are five distinct events, and the gaps between them are where almost
everybody stops.

Consciousness is de-identification: the discovery that there is someone here
who is not the pattern. Who is doing the knowing? Whose voice is the inner
prosecutor speaking in? This is enormous and it is not yet freedom. A person can
spend decades in accurate self-observation and change nothing at all, because
awareness of the cage is not the same as the willingness to leave it.

Clarity is when fear stops editing perception. The paradigm is recognised as a
paradigm, rather than as reality. The lens is seen to be a lens. This is the moment
the professional realises that the thing they took for the horizon of Truth was a
spotlight with a handle on it, and that somebody was holding the handle, and that
the somebody was them.

The Pivot is the one everybody skips, and it is the whole book.

The Pivot

Here is the definition, and it is precise:

The Pivot is not reached when fear disappears. The Pivot is reached
when fear ceases to have monopoly rights over action.
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Fear does not vanish. It does not need to. Fear may still vote. The wound may still
speak. The body may still shake.

But none of them gets all the seats. You have returned to the chamber.

This is why agency remains real, and it is also why it remains difficult. Retaliation
stays possible. The stone is still lying on the earth, and the hand remains entirely

capable of lifting it. If love were compulsory there would be no agency in
choosing it, and therefore no Will to Love at all.

Agency does not mean control over what happens. It does not mean omnipotence.
It does not mean that trauma, circumstance, illness, economics, law or the
behaviour of others suddenly disappears.

Agency is authorship of the next available act.

Plate XXII - The Hinge. A workshop at the end of the day. He is still wearing the
lower half; the upper half is on the bench, and he is fitting a brass hinge to it

himself, from the inside, with a screwdriver, unhurried. Nobody is prising
anything off him and nobody has come to rescue him. The wig and the stethoscope
are on the floor, set down carefully rather than thrown. The tea is still hot. In the
doorway, someone is watching and not speaking, and has not left. Against the leg
of the bench, a boy of about six sits watching the hinge go on.

In the earlier book there is a suit of armour with no hinges, holding out against
bread and fruit and rain, unreachable because a decision made long ago had been
forgotten as a decision. This is that same plate, one lifetime later, and the entire
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difference is a small brass fitting and a screwdriver. Notice what has not
happened. The armour has not been destroyed; he is still wearing half of it, and he
will need it again, and the expertise it protected is not being renounced. Nobody
has taken it off him — that is the whole meaning of the Pivot, which is not reached
when fear disappears but when fear ceases to hold monopoly rights over action.
The woman in the doorway is doing the only thing that has ever worked: she is
remaining, unpunishing, and she will be there in the morning. And the boy against
the bench leg is watching a hinge being fitted, which is the first useful thing
anybody has ever done in front of him, and he has not been asked to do anything
at all.

And there is one prerequisite that cannot be skipped, which is the reason so many
people reach Clarity and stall there.

You cannot Pivot from what you have disowned.

The Shadow has to come first. The parts of yourself you have exiled — the rage, the
envy, the wish to humiliate the person who humiliated you, the pleasure you
would take in their downfall — must be owned before the choice becomes real,
because otherwise the Pivot is a performance of virtue by a self that is still
projecting. That is how anti-paradigms become paradigms, and how the person
who sees the Emperor’s nakedness acquires, within about eighteen months, a
magnificent new robe with I am the one who sees embroidered on the back.

Alice Miller named the reason this step cannot be skipped, and her sentence from
Section VIII belongs here as well: “grandiosity is the defense against
depression, and depression is the defense against the deep pain over
the loss of the self.” A person who pivots without owning the shadow has
simply moved one layer up that stack. And her condition for doing the work at all
is the one nobody can meet alone: “a child can only experience his feelings
when there is somebody there who accepts him fully, understands and
supports him.”

And Winnicott had already named the Pivot, in the last paragraph of his section on
the healthy False Self, though he did not call it that. Having established that a
social manner is an achievement rather than a failure, he adds the condition on
which it stops being one:

“There is a compliant aspect to the True Self in healthy living, an
ability of the infant to comply and not to be exposed. The ability
to compromise is an achievement.”

“In health this social manner represents a compromise. At the
same time, in health, the compromise ceases to become
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allowable when the issues become crucial. When this happens
the True Self is able to override the compliant self.”

“The compromise ceases to become allowable when the issues become
crucial.” That is the Pivot, in Winnicott’s own words, in 1960. Not the abolition
of the professional manner — its suspension, at the one moment that matters, by
something underneath it that is still alive. He adds, drily, that the capacity to do
this “constitutes a recurring problem of adolescence.” It is also, I would
say, a recurring problem of every seminar, ward round, tribunal and board
meeting described in this book: the moment at which somebody either does or
does not override the compliant self, and everyone in the room knows which
happened.

And in the note he placed immediately before that paper, Winnicott gives the
sentence that explains why the override is so frightening:

“The breakdown that is feared has already been. What is known
as the patient’s illness is a system of defences organized relative
to this past breakdown.”

The thing you are defending against has already happened. The armour is
protecting you from a siege that ended thirty years ago. That is the whole of the
Pivot’s difficulty and the whole of its possibility, and it is one sentence.

The Paradoxical Query

The instrument at the Pivot is a question, and it has a specific and slightly
awkward form, and the awkwardness is the point.

The usable question is: What would love do now?

But asked directly, from inside the defended self, it produces sentimentality or
paralysis, because the self that is asking is the self that is frightened, and it will
answer accordingly.

So the actual instrument is the Paradoxical Ontological Query:

Who would I need to BE, to be able to answer the question: what would
love do now?

That relocates the asker before the answer. It does not require you to already be
loving. It requires you to notice, for one second, that the person you are being right
now is not the person who can see the answer — and that noticing is itself the
movement.
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And here is what the question does that is genuinely useful in a crisis, and this is
not mysticism, it is decision theory.

Fear creates a spaghetti junction. There are ten thousand things you could do in
the next moment. You could attack, withdraw, perform, placate, punish, prove,
hide, control, lie. You could rehearse and ruminate. You could take the drug, the
promotion, the accolade, the litigation, the revenge. Fear requires constant
navigation among imagined threats inherited from a legacy system, and every fork
produces another defended fork, and every strategy demands another strategy.

Then one question does something almost offensively simple. Suddenly the ten
thousand exits become one direction.

Fear forks. Love coheres.

The narrow way is narrow precisely because you are free. Not because the
alternatives were removed. Because the same compass was brought to every fork.

Non-retaliation, and how a thing becomes real

There is one further instrument, and it is the one I would keep if I could keep only
one, because it works whether or not you accept anything else in this book.

In 1969 Donald Winnicott read a paper to the New York Psychoanalytic Society
that half the audience found incomprehensible: ‘The Use of an Object and
Relating Through Identifications’ (1969). It describes a sequence, and he
numbers it himself:

“This sequence can be observed: (1) Subject relates to object. (2)
Object is in process of being found instead of placed by the
subject in the world. (3) Subject destroys object. (4) Object
survives destruction. (5) Subject can use object.”

The infant relates to an object. The infant destroys the object — in unconscious
fantasy, continuously, with maximum destructiveness and no protection offered.
The object survives. And only then, because it survived, can the object be used.
Winnicott’s statement of why is the sentence this whole section is built on:

“It is equally significant to state this the other way round and to
say that it is the destruction of the object that places the object
outside the area of the subject’s omnipotent control.”

And his account of what that survival produces:

“This is a position that can be arrived at by the individual in
early stages of emotional growth only through the actual
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survival of cathected objects that are at the time in process of
becoming destroyed because real, becoming real because
destroyed (being destructible and expendable).”

Becoming real because destroyed. Then he stages it as dialogue, and the passage
is one of the strangest and most beautiful in the psychoanalytic literature:

“The subject says to the object: ‘I destroyed you’, and the object
is there to receive the communication. From now on the subject
says: ‘Hullo object!’ ‘I destroyed you’. ‘I love you’. ‘You have
value for me because of your survival of my destruction of you’.
‘While I am loving you I am all the time destroying you in

(unconscious) fantasy’.”

His own summary of the register he is working in is four words: “This is simply
a matter of examining the reality principle under high power.”

Winnicott adds a gloss to all this, in parentheses, almost in passing, which is the
most quoted line in the paper: that survive, in this context, means not retaliate. I
flag it as reported rather than quoted. The version of the paper I have been
able to read is the 2016 Collected Works printing, and I could not locate that
parenthesis in it verbatim; I have therefore not set it in quotation marks. The idea
is unmistakably his and it follows directly from the sentences above, but the exact
wording is not something I can put my hand on, and this book’s rule is that what I
cannot verify I do not quote.

Read what non-retaliation does. Survival is not endurance. It is not winning the
argument, absorbing the blow, or outlasting the attack. It is the specific refusal
to strike back.

An object that retaliates has not survived, however intact it looks afterwards. It has
proved itself still inside the subject’s omnipotent field — a projection, an
extension, a thing that exists only in relation to the attack. It never becomes real. It
can never be used.

Now scale it. Winnicott did not write institutional theory; the scaling is mine, and I
flag it as mine so that no future reader mistakes it for received scholarship. But the
structure is scale-invariant, and once you see it at four levels you cannot stop
seeing it.

The child and the parent. The destruction is the child’s rage, refusal, hatred,
testing. Survival is a parent who remains: unfrightened, unpunishing, still there in
the morning. Retaliation is withdrawal of love or counter-rage — and the child
concludes that the parent is not survivable, and builds a false self to protect the
parent from the child.
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The trainee and the profession. The destruction is the question in the
seminar, the doubt, the refusal to pretend the emperor is dressed. Survival is a
profession that answers the question and keeps the questioner. Retaliation is the
marking, the reputation, the quiet word — and the trainee learns that the
profession is not real, only performable.

The whistleblower and the institution. The destruction is the disclosure, the
evidence, the naming of what everyone already knows. Survival is investigation,
acknowledgement, apology, structural change — and the discloser still employed.
Retaliation is Deny, Attack, Reverse Victim and Offender: the institution proving it
was never an object, only a defended self.

The prophet and the civilisation. The destruction is the one who says what
the culture has organised itself not to say. Survival is a culture that metabolises the
saying and is changed by it. Retaliation is expulsion — followed, in Girard’s
bitterest observation, by veneration of the expelled, which sanctifies the
mechanism and permits it to run again. And Girard’s own warning about why
nobody in the crowd will recognise themselves in that description stands over the
whole of it: “Naive persecutors are unaware of what they are doing.”

Same grammar. Four scales. One instrument.

Freyd supplies the constructive half of this, arrived at independently, by an
experimental psychologist, from a completely different direction. Her antidote to
institutional betrayal is institutional courage, defined by Smidt, Adams-Clark
and Freyd as “accountability, transparency, actively seeking justice, and
making reparations where needed” — and, crucially, tested rather than
merely asserted: “At high levels of institutional betrayal, a high level of
institutional courage buffers against associations with job
satisfaction.”

That is Winnicott’s non-retaliation, rendered operational and measured.

Three traditions — psychoanalytic, empirical-psychological and
anthropological — converging on one proposition: a thing becomes
real at the moment it declines to retaliate against what attacks it.

That convergence is not decoration. It is the strongest evidential structure this
argument has.
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The risk

There is one more thing to say about the Pivot before the ontological argument,
and Buber says it better than I can. Describing the moment a person gives
themselves wholly to what stands in front of them, he writes:

“The act includes a sacrifice and a risk. This is the sacrifice: the
endless possibility that is offered up on the altar of the form.
For everything which just this moment in play ran through the
perspective must be obliterated; nothing of that may penetrate
the work. The exclusiveness of what is facing it demands that it
be so. This is the risk: the primary word can only be spoken with
the whole being. He who gives himself to it may withhold
nothing of himself.”

He who gives himself to it may withhold nothing of himself. That is why
the Pivot is difficult and why no amount of insight substitutes for it. The armour’s
entire function is to withhold something. To speak the primary word is to stop
doing the one thing the armour exists to do — not permanently, not everywhere,
but at that moment, with that person, in that room. Buber calls it a risk because it
is one. If the object retaliates, you were right to be armoured. Winnicott’s answer
is that the object’s survival is what makes it real. Buber’s is that the word can be
spoken no other way.

And Fromm, whose diagnosis of the escape supplied Section XV, is equally clear
that the exit is not a technique either:

“Love is an action, the practice of a human power, which can be
practiced only in freedom and never as a result of compulsion.
Love is an activity, not a passive affect . . . In the most general
way, the active character of love can be described by stating that
is primarily giving, not receiving” (Fromm 1956: 22)

“Giving implies to make the other person a giver also and they
both share in the joy of what they have brought to life” (Fromm

1956: 25)

“Can be practiced only in freedom and never as a result of
compulsion.” Which is the same constraint this section began with: if love were
compulsory there would be no agency in choosing it, and therefore no Will to Love
at all.
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The engine change

And now the ontological correction that the whole book has been building toward,
stated as plainly as I can state it.

Modern Western thought has been running an inverted sequence. Call it the
Cartesian order:

HAVE — DO — BE.

Accumulate the credentials, the assets and the standing. Perform flawlessly,
endlessly, without complaint. And thereby earn a right to exist that never quite
arrives, because the ledger was designed never to close.

Every mechanism in this book is downstream of that inversion. Conditional love
installs it. The pipeline monetises it. The institution codifies it. The civilisation
industrialises it.

Sum, ergo diligo restores the sacred order:
BE — DO — HAVE.

Existence first, unconditioned and prior to performance. Action second, arising
from that ground rather than bidding for it. Consequence third, as natural
alignment rather than as ransom.

BEing is the source. Doing is the flow. Having is what gathers naturally
along the banks when the river is no longer forced to prove it deserves
to move.

And love is re-established not as sentiment but as an active, deliberate verb —
diligere, chosen rather than felt — and as an epistemic technology: the only
mode of perception wide enough to encounter reality without fear-based
distortion.

We are replacing the noisy, friction-locked scarcity combustion engine of
egoic striving — which runs on wanting, produces a spike and a crash, and
requires a continuous supply of external fuel — with the self-sustaining fusion
reactor of the Will to Love, which generates its own energy from within and
therefore cannot be withdrawn by anybody.

I will not dress that up as a finding. It is not one. It sits in the metaphysical ledger,
and Section A Note on Method says so.

But it has a consequence that is entirely empirical and entirely testable, and it is
the most commercially disruptive sentence in this book:
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A workforce that no longer requires the institution to certify its right

to exist cannot be motivated by the threat of withdrawal — and the

threat of withdrawal is the entire energy source.

Real love terminates transactional dependency. It is, in the strict commercial

sense, the only genuinely disruptive technology, because it removes the demand

rather than competing for it.

Love makes the throne unnecessary, because it removes the terror for

which domination was the attempted cure.

Making the Will to Love auditable

A will that cannot be observed is a private consolation, and this book has promised

more than consolation. So the Will to Love must be translatable into institutional

tests that a hostile auditor could apply.

Table 9 - The Eight Questions. Every one has an evidential answer.

1. Does the system preserve continuity, dignity
and individual narrative, or does it process
cases?

2. Does its formulation of a problem include
developmental and social conditions, or does it
begin at the presenting symptom?

3. Are shame, exclusion, coercion and
adversarial escalation measurably reduced?

4. Are protection, restitution, rehabilitation and
context integrated, so responsibility is held
without dehumanisation?

5. Do professionals receive reflective supervision
— and does anyone ever examine the observer?

6. Do the people affected by a policy have any
power over it?

7. Does expenditure actually move upstream, or
only the vocabulary?

8. Are conflicts of interest, adverse outcomes and
implementation failures published rather than
managed?

Caseload continuity data; whether the
same practitioner sees the same person;
whether narrative survives the file

Assessment templates; what fields exist
and which are mandatory

Exclusion, suspension, referral and
sanction rates over time

Outcome categories available to decision-
makers; whether any of them is repair

Supervision hours funded; whether
practitioner history is ever in scope

Governance composition; voting rights,
not advisory seats

Budget lines year on year in the
prevention column

The publication record, including the null
results

Eight questions, each answerable with evidence. Love, so specified, stops being an

inspirational abstraction and becomes a constitutional discipline of

perception, power and action.
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The reverse cascade

And here is the most important scientific consequence of the whole theory, and the
reason it is not a counsel of despair.

If fear scales, safety scales too.

The field is not intrinsically an engine of trauma. It is an engine of relational
amplification, and it has two attractors, as Table 2 showed. Barsade’s own
conclusion is that “group members experience moods at work, these
moods ripple out and, in the process, influence not only other group
members’ emotions but their group dynamics and individual
cognitions, attitudes, and behaviors as well” — and nothing in that
sentence specifies the valence of the mood. Edmondson’s construct is a “shared
belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for
interpersonal risk taking”, and a shared belief is a thing that can be changed.
Golec de Zavala and colleagues report that “Interventions that support the
regulation of negative emotions, such as experiencing self-
transcendent emotions, decrease the link between collective
narcissism and intergroup hostility.” Medical-education research
demonstrates that different training arrangements can attenuate empathic erosion
rather than producing it.

Therefore the Russian dolls need not terminate in petrifaction. They imply a
reverse cascade:

Regulated individual — authentic professional relationship — safer
affective field — permission for voice and anomaly — learning
institution — porous disciplinary boundaries — more humane social
structures — childhood environments containing less conditional
threat.

@)

And the theory makes a specific, falsifiable prediction about this that is worth
stating on its own, because it is the difference between this account and a purely
pessimistic trauma theory:

Changing only the people while leaving the architecture untouched
should produce reversion. New compassionate entrants should gradually
acquire the old defensive phenotype, because incentives, silence rules and status
gradients remain unchanged. That is Schneider’s prediction as much as mine: an
organisation that does not “consciously fight restriction in the range of the
kinds of people they contain” will not notice that the world has changed.
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Changing the field should alter behaviour even before anyone’s
childhood trauma is healed. Psychological safety, error response, hierarchy,
workload, voice and relational continuity are all modifiable now, without waiting
for a generation of therapy.

That is a testable claim, and it is the one I would most like somebody to try to
falsify.
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XVIII. What This Asks of You
Tomorrow Morning

None of this is worth writing if it stays in the sky. So let me bring it down,
and make it small enough to carry.

Run the Blank Row Audit on your own institution. Table 7. Eight
questions, all with checkable answers, none requiring anyone’s permission. Start
with question two — does it measure the childhood adversity of its own members?
— and notice what happens in the room when you ask it. The reaction is data.

Apply the Retaliation Test — including to yourself. Ask what your
organisation does to the person who names the problem. Then ask what you do
when someone destroys you in fantasy: criticises you, doubts you, exposes you. Do
you remain — unpunishing, unfrightened, still there in the morning? Or do you go
quiet, go cold, withdraw the reference, mark the card? Whatever you do to that
person is what you are.

Withdraw the projection before you act on it. The next time a person’s
behaviour produces in you a moral heat disproportionate to the event, treat the
disproportion as data about you, not about them. This is not moral masochism; it
is calibration. You may still need a boundary. You may still need to act. But act
from the ground, not from the flinch.

Ask where the fear came from — once. You do not have to fix a profession.
You have to introduce, into one meeting, the question the profession has organised
itself never to ask. We have this burnout data. Has anyone asked what these
people were selected for? One question. It is not a campaign.

Refuse the geometry. When you are handed a prepared adversarial frame —
the demand for an immediate ruling, the escalating thread, the invitation to pile
on — do not climb into the driving seat. Stoop. Write in the dust. Not responding is
a response. Respond; do not react. Never make a decision from an anxious state;
your peace is more important than your position.

Break the unanimity. If a crowd is forming around a person, the single most
useful thing you can do is decline to be the next voice. You do not have to defend
them. You do not have to know the facts. You only have to refuse to make the
verdict unanimous — because unanimity is the mechanism’s operating

requirement, and one dissenting voice can de-mimeticise a mob.
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Separate the act from the ontology. Name conduct. Enforce consequence. Do
not issue a verdict on a Soul. Our disciplinary systems, our criminal justice, our
regulators and our comment sections all operate on ontological condemnation:
they do not merely sanction an act, they issue a verdict on a person’s being. And a
person who has been ontologically condemned has no route back, which is
precisely why so few of them ever change. We have removed the exit and
then complained about recidivism.

Practise ontological humility deliberately at the point of maximum
certainty. The moment you are most sure is the moment to say: this is my view,
and there may be a reality I am not seeing. It is not a mood. It is a discipline, and
it is needed exactly when it feels least available.

If you supervise anybody, stay. That is the whole instruction. When someone
brings you something that criticises you, exposes you, or reveals that you were
wrong — remain in the room, unpunishing, and be there again on Monday. You
will have done more for that person’s nervous system, and for the institution’s
future, than any training module you could commission.

Feel first. Think second. Then choose. Then walk. There are forms of
understanding that arrive whole before they arrive grammatically. You recognise
that a person is frightened before you have formulated the inference. You know a
room has changed before anyone explains why. The error is not thinking; the error
is letting thought assume that whatever it cannot yet dissect cannot be known. Let
the whole arrive before the cutting begins — then let reason come back and check
the map. Not as king. As servant.

And if you are the one currently being processed: what other people think
of you is none of your business. Imagine a hoop around you; everything inside it is
yours to tend, everything outside it belongs to somebody else. You are not obliged
to carry another person’s emotional baggage, and you are not required to
metabolise a projection that was never about you. Your perception is not the
problem. The building really is that shape. Lean away. Take your time. Let the
dead leaves drop.

And if you are the one doing the processing — and at some point every one
of us has been — the door is not locked. It never was. You hold the key to a prison
you helped build and did not design. The route out is not self-flagellation, which is
only the projection turned inward and just as unproductive. The route out is
compassion, beginning with yourself, because we can only extend to others the
regard we have first learned to survive receiving.

Nobody has to give you permission to stop being frightened for a living.
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Coda: The Machine That Makes Itself
Can Stop Making Itself

We are all guilty of exactly one thing: having the human condition.
And in that shared guilt lies both our humanity and our innocence.

Nothing uniquely monstrous has gone wrong with you, or with your profession, or
with your civilisation. This is what it is like to be human in a frightened culture,
inside institutions built by frightened children who grew old enough to call their
fortresses civilisation.

The machinery has no founder. That was the finding of Section XIII, and it is the
hardest thing in the book, because a harm with no defendant is far more difficult
to stop than a harm with a culprit. There is no meeting to expose. There are no
minutes. There is no cache of documents waiting in an archive. There is only a
long chain of reasonable people making locally reasonable decisions, each of which
reduces the pressure on the person above, until the floor runs out.

But a machine with no founder also has no owner.

Which means it has no defence against the only thing that has ever actually
stopped it, which is a sufficient number of the people inside it declining,
individually, on ordinary Tuesdays, to make the next copy.

The child goes up looking for love; the wound comes down as
institution. That has been the sentence of this entire book. But it runs the other
way too, and that is the sentence I want to leave you with:

Fear scales by reproducing the defence. Love scales when the defence
can survive being questioned without reproducing the wound.

The prison does not need to be stormed. It needs to be vacated. And when the
people inside the container discover that the doors were held shut only by their
own shared developmental fear, the machinery has nothing left to run on. It was
never powered by malice. It was powered by the terror of not being enough,
distributed across several million people who had each independently concluded
that they were the only one.

The stone remains lying upon the earth, and the hand remains entirely capable of
lifting it. Agency is real precisely because retaliation is still possible.
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But in the silence between the hand and the stone, a human being can step out of
the mechanical repetition of trauma, projection and institutional violence, and
recover the capacity to author an unscripted future.

Before every predicate — before the title, the credential, the case number, the
diagnosis, the appraisal grade, the professional register, the office — there is the
irreducible ground of being: I AM.

And from that ground arises the only question a court, a clinic, a faculty, a
regulator, a parent or a person has ever actually needed to ask:

What would love do now?

Plate XXIII - The Fork. A wide floor under a single oculus. To the left: gardens, a
library, people talking at tables, a woman kneeling at eye level beside a man in
distress, and walls inscribed KNOW THYSELF and THE UNEXAMINED LIFE IS
NOT WORTH LIVING. To the right: monitors, shields, cells, and a creed that
belongs to nobody — OBEDIENCE IS SAFETY, CONFORMITY IS PROTECTION,
DEVIATION IS RISK. One continuous floor runs between them; nothing is sealed.
The light falls from an oculus that neither wing owns, onto a tree standing exactly
at the fork. Nobody is standing on the path.

Both roads are open, and that is not a detail; it is the entire moral architecture of
this book. Nobody is being herded down the left-hand path and nothing bars the
right, and the two wings are not sealed from one another — one continuous floor
runs between them, which is why a person can cross at any time, in either
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direction, and why so many people spend their lives doing exactly that. Notice
what the light is doing: it falls from an oculus that neither wing owns, onto a tree
standing precisely at the fork. And notice who is standing on the path. Nobody is.

The path is empty because this is not a picture of somebody else’s decision.
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A Note on Method

This book is written under a two-handed rule: one hand in the Earth, the
other in the Sky.

The Earth Hand asks whether a claim is factually true, what evidence supports it,
what I may be projecting, and whether I might be wrong. The Sky Hand is
permitted to reach beyond what the evidence alone can carry — but never while
wearing a lab coat.

Between the two stands the discipline without which the Sky Hand becomes
weightless: the refusal to inflate. Every number in this book has been checked
against a primary source. Where a figure circulating in my own research corpus
proved to be wrong, garbled, or attributed to the wrong study, it has been
corrected in the body and named in the Quarantine Notice rather than quietly
dropped. Where a study that would have been extremely useful to this argument

turns out not to exist, its non-existence is reported as a finding, because it is one.

This is not fastidiousness for its own sake. A reader who checks ten citations and
finds them accurate will extend trust to the twenty claims that cannot be checked.
A reader who finds one inflated number will discount the cathedral by association
— including the load-bearing stones that needed no inflation to be terrible.

The four ledgers

If a framework is to travel — into a hospital, a firm, a regulator, a select committee
— it must be built so that no opponent can demolish the roof by pulling out one
loose brick. That requires keeping four ledgers, separately and visibly.

The empirical ledger holds only what has been measured: ACE prevalence and
dose-response; the emotion-regulation, alexithymia and threat-perception meta-
analyses; physician and lawyer distress data; the collective-narcissism
programme; documented commercial misconduct; implementation barriers; and
intervention outcomes including the null ones.

The inferential ledger holds propositions that are plausible and incompletely
tested: that professions differentially select for trauma-compatible adaptations;
that defensive objectivity shapes professional judgement; that institutions avoid
measuring practitioners’ childhood adversity because the result would threaten
identity and authority. These are hypotheses of real quality. They are not yet
findings, and presenting them as findings would forfeit the right to be believed
about the ledger above.
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The normative ledger holds what ought to follow: prevention, restorative
accountability, relational safety, early-years investment, shared power, and
practitioner self-examination.

The metaphysical ledger holds the claims about BEing, the True Self, and love
as the ground of the real. These may be the truest things in the book.
Epidemiology cannot certify them. ACE data can clear the ground for a
metaphysics; it cannot license one, and any attempt to make it do so will be
correctly identified as a category error by exactly the readers this book most needs
to reach.

Keeping the ledgers separate does not diminish the cathedral. It prevents an
opponent from demolishing the spire by finding a loose stone in the crypt.

The evidence tiers

Established — replicated across independent samples and methods, and would
survive hostile review: the dose—response relationship between cumulative
childhood adversity and adult outcomes; the prevalence of adverse childhood
experience in general populations; the association between childhood
maltreatment and emotion dysregulation, alexithymia and altered threat
processing; the affective costs of parental conditional regard; emotional contagion
in groups; psychological safety and its relationship to voice and learning;
attraction—selection—attrition; organisational silence; threat-rigidity; collective
narcissism and its relationship to intergroup hostility; the organisational aetiology
of burnout; publication and funding effects in pharmaceutical research; the sub-
three-per-cent prevention share of health spending.

Supported, with stated limitations — consistent evidence, but with
heterogeneity, contested moderators, or reliance on cross-sectional and
retrospective design: institutions functioning as collective defences against
anxiety; professional cultures socialising emotional distancing; empathy decline in
medical training; the elevated ACE prevalence in physicians referred for
professionalism lapses (a selected sample); ACE-attributable cost estimates
(population-attributable-fraction modelling, not measured expenditure).

Contested — and flagged as such in the text rather than in the small
print: the magnitude and even the direction of early-intervention returns, where
the Heckman curve has been directly challenged; the transportability of relational
interventions across health systems, where a large pragmatic trial returned a null;
the legitimacy of transferring autopoiesis from biology to social theory; the
breadth and tautology problems of the trauma-informed model.
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Structural homology — argued as homology, never as identity:
institutional autoimmunity; the application of ecological adaptive-cycle theory to
professions; the scaling of Winnicott’s non-retaliation from the nursery to the
regulator; and the entire right-hand side of the Ego Scaling Matrix. A civilisation
has no infant nervous system. A regulator has no attachment style.
These mappings are offered because they are useful and structurally exact, not
because institutions literally possess biology.

Metaphor, explicitly marked: somatic decapitation; the petrified inner child
in cognitive armour; the hole in the Soul; imitation love; the scarcity combustion
engine; the fusion reactor; Pinocchio making Pinocchio. These may be the most
useful language in the book precisely because they do not need to masquerade as
laboratory variables. Their job is phenomenological disclosure. The empirical
constructs underneath them do the scientific work.

Visionary and load-bearing — metaphysical propositions the architecture
openly rests upon, argued in the open: Sum, ergo diligo; the Will to Love; the
Pivot; BE-DO—HAVE,; the claim that love is an epistemic technology; the claim
that compassion is the cure for the human condition.

Replacing total claims with asymmetric ones

The same discipline requires the following substitutions throughout, and they are
the difference between a thesis and a slogan.

Not all professionalism is rationalised childhood trauma, but some qualities
celebrated as professionalism may be indistinguishable in outward
form from adaptations to childhood threat, and professions rarely
examine the difference.

Not elite systems scout traumatised people, but high-demand systems
differentially reward adaptations that may arise from many
developmental routes, and then amplify them through selection,
socialisation and attrition without needing to know their origin.

Not pharma covered up ACEs, but commercial medicine has documented
incentives and mechanisms for privileging product-centred
explanations, while direct evidence of coordinated suppression of ACE
science has not been found.

Not nobody talks about childhood trauma, but childhood trauma is widely
researched and selectively discussed, yet remains weakly integrated
into ordinary professional formation, adult formulation, and
institutional self-examination.
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Not ACEs prove free will is false, but ACEs make any theory of context-free,
uniformly distributed agency empirically untenable.

Not love cannot be commodified, but the conditions in which love becomes
transformative — continuity, non-instrumental regard, truth, safety
and presence — resist ownership, standardisation and extraction even
when the labour of care is paid.

Not a profession is a scaled traumatised ego, but a profession can perform
functionally homologous defensive operations, produced by
identifiable social mechanisms, without any member of it needing to
share a childhood.

The negative-space audit as a formal instrument

Where an argument rests on absence, the absence must be specified and
verified rather than merely asserted. The Blank Row Audit in Section XIV is that
instrument, and its questions have checkable answers: which professions measure
their members’ childhood adversity, and which measure only symptoms; which
trauma policies address clients but not practitioners; which organisations invite
disclosure without funding a pathway for the answer; which prevention
commitments reallocate expenditure and which only reallocate vocabulary; which
systems measure training completion rather than coercion, exclusion and
recovery; which research programmes are commercially funded, and which
upstream interventions have no natural corporate sponsor at all.

That is what converts nobody is asking from a rhetorical complaint into a research
design.

The research programme this book predicts

The theory is testable, and a book that will not say how is not making a claim. Six
studies would settle most of it.

One: a profession-specific adversity and attachment study. Practising
lawyers, judges, senior doctors, financiers, executives and educators, with
validated instruments, adequate controls, and adversity measured separately from
parental conditional regard, attachment security, contingent self-worth,
perfectionistic concern, emotional suppression, alexithymia and psychological
flexibility. This is the blank row. It is not expensive. It has not been done.

Two: a longitudinal selection-versus-socialisation study. Recruit
incoming cohorts in medicine, law, finance, academia or the civil service; repeat
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the measures through training. Did the profession recruit the phenotype, amplify
it, or both? The existing medical-student longitudinal evidence suggests the
answer is both, and predicts that perfectionistic concern will rise while ambiguity
tolerance falls.

Three: an affective-field mediation study. Measure psychological safety,
group affect, voice and silence, hierarchy and error climate at team level, and test
whether the field mediates the movement from individual predisposition to shared
behaviour. The central prediction is not that everyone converges emotionally, but
that their states become non-independent: knowing the network, hierarchy and
institutional context should improve prediction beyond knowing each person
separately.

Four: an organisational audit. Compare trauma-informed declarations
against funding, referral capacity, supervision hours, service-user power and
outcomes. This is Table 7 run at scale.

Five: a practitioner-calibration study. Do professionals’ own histories shape
their credibility judgements, disciplinary preferences, diagnostic decisions and
tolerance of ambiguity? You cannot trauma-inform a diagnosis with an
undiagnosed diagnostician is a hypothesis, and this is the design that tests it.

Six: an institutional-design trial. Relational continuity, non-humiliation,
developmental formulation, reflective practice and shared power, against usual
conditions, with error, attrition, exclusion and outcome as endpoints.

The most revealing prediction of the model is an interaction. Individual
vulnerability should not by itself produce the defended institution, and
institutional threat should not affect everybody identically. The
strongest defensive outcomes should emerge where developmental
vulnerabilities, particular reward structures and fear-organised
affective fields interact.

That is a considerably more sophisticated proposition than traumatised people
create bad institutions, and it is the one I would most like tested.

What the evidence can carry, and what it cannot

Finally, the honest statement of scope.

ACEs do not prove the True Self, do not establish love as an ontological force, and
do not supply a complete theory of civilisation.

They do something historically indispensable. They make it increasingly
impossible to pretend that the adult is self-created, that the symptom
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is self-contained, that the professional is a neutral instrument, that
punishment reaches the origin of harm, or that institutions stand
outside the wounds they administer.

The evidence does not command the Will to Love.

It exposes the cost of every architecture built without it.
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On Novelty: The Trans-Paradigmatic
Principle

A reader is entitled to ask what, in all this, is actually new — and an author
who cannot answer that question precisely has usually not looked. I have
looked. What follows is the audit, conducted against my own work, and
published rather than filed.

What trans-paradigmatic means

To be trans-paradigmatic is to unbox the disciplines, join them up, and make
the joints carry weight.

That last clause is the whole discipline of it. Anyone can put epidemiology next to
systems theory on a page. The question is whether the join bears load — whether
removing one domain would collapse the argument or merely shorten it.

In this book: remove the conditional-regard research and the developmental floor
of the matrix disappears. Remove the affective-field literature and Section IV’s
correction fails, and the whole thing reverts to the aggregation model that a single
well-adjusted consultant destroys. Remove Luhmann’s operational closure and the
Dissolution Clause becomes a complaint about institutional cowardice. Remove
the resilience ecology and dissolution reads as death and the reader who runs a
hospital stops reading. Remove the collective-narcissism programme and the
civilisational scale has no independent corroboration at all.

The domains are not decoration on a thesis. They are the thesis.

I should distinguish this from an established term it will be mistaken for.
Transdisciplinarity — Piaget’s coinage, developed by Jantsch, Nicolescu,
Nowotny, Julie Thompson Klein and the Mode 2 knowledge-production account of
Gibbons and colleagues — is a serious and well-populated field, largely concerned
with problem-solving with stakeholders. What I am describing is nearer to
Kuhn: the deliberate crossing of paradigm boundaries, including between
paradigms that are not commensurable and do not share standards of proof —
running odds ratios and ontology through the same argument without pretending
either is the other.

Our civilisation is not yet trans-paradigmatic, which is one reason it is not yet
civilised. It has specialised brilliantly and integrated badly. Each discipline holds a
spotlight and mistakes its beam for the sky. A civilisation, like a person, has its
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own crossing to make, and the one it has not made is from expertise to wisdom —
from knowing in fragments to knowing as a whole.

The audit, claim by claim

The Ego Scaling Matrix itself. Survives as a synthesis and as an instrument;
the component observations are not new. Foulkes had the nested matrix.
Bentovim had trauma-organised systems across nested levels. Bloom had parallel
process. Menzies Lyth had the institutional defence. Golec de Zavala has the
collective-level narcissistic architecture, measured. What I have not found is a
single artefact that maps a full ego-trait phenomenology across four levels with the
transmission mechanism named at each transfer and the evidence status stated
row by row. That artefact is Table 3, and it is what I would defend.

The affective-field column. Survives as the correction, not as the concept.
Affective-field language exists in educational research; group affect, emotional
culture, affective atmosphere, collective emotion and institutionalised affect are all
established literatures that overlap without being synonyms. What survives as
mine is the specific claim that the affective field is the meso-level
transmission, amplification and institutionalisation mechanism
within the scaling matrix — and the associated correction that wounds are not
pooled but heterogeneous sensitivities are activated, coordinated and rewarded.

Trauma-Organised Autopoiesis. Survives as a synthesis and a name; the
lineage is explicit and must travel with it. Maturana and Varela supply
autopoiesis; Luhmann supplies the sociological transformation; Bentovim’s
trauma-organized systems predates my phrase by three decades and I say so in
Section VII; Bloom supplies parallel process. What survives is the join: recursive
systemic reproduction with a developmental-defensive content, at professional
and civilisational scale, plus the five-tumbler specification of how the lock closes.

The Dissolution Clause. Survives. That institutions resist inconvenient
knowledge is a truism. That they are operationally closed to it is Luhmann. What I
have not found stated elsewhere is the specific proposition that ACE science is
not costly but dissolutive — that it is a solvent applied to four named founding
assumptions, and that the resistance is therefore proportionate rather than
pathological. That formulation, and the four dissolutions in Section IX, are what I
claim.

The Jurisdictional Quarantine of Causation. Survives as a name and a
taxonomy. The underlying phenomenon is well described in the sociology of
professions and in the undone-science literature. The concept-factory taxonomy —
each profession issuing concepts for one domain, in a binary code, with the causal

THE EGO SCALING MATRIX 236



chain crossing all of them and belonging to none — I have not found set out as a
single structure.

Hermeneutical enclosure. Survives as synthesis and name, not as discovery.
Fricker, Pohlhaus, Dotson, Anderson, Medina, Mills, Tuana, Catala, Carel and
Kidd have established that interpretive gaps are produced and maintained by the
powerful. What survives is the reflexive lock: the gap-maker is the mandated
recipient of the report.

Anxiety laundering. Survives as a coinage; the argument is largely
anticipated. Menzies Lyth supplies the descent; Fisher, Cederstrom and Spicer,
Davies, and Evans and Reid supply the wellbeing critique; Maslach and Leiter and
the WHO supply the organisational aetiology of burnout. What survives is the
directional join and the terminal move in which the wellbeing programme
completes the laundering rather than reversing it.

The Laundering Table. Survives as an artefact, not as an insight. That trauma
adaptations are rebranded as professional virtues is observed widely and
informally, including by Empson. I have not found the mapping set out as a table
with its epistemic status attached — which matters, because the status attachment
is what stops it being an insult.

The blank row as evidence. Survives with qualification. Undone science and
agnotology establish the category; Oehme and Stern independently identified the
specific gap in law. What survives is the formalisation into the four conditions
under which an absence becomes evidential, and the audit instrument that follows
from them.

The Empson bridge. Survives. Empson identifies insecure overachievers and
locates the insecurity in conditional parental love. Assor, Roth and Deci measured
precisely that construct fourteen years earlier. ACE epidemiology supplies the
population base rate. Nobody, as far as I can find, has drawn the line between the
three — and joining them into one causal account is what Section VIII does.

ACE prevalence turned on the profession. Survives with qualification. The
trauma-informed-courts and trauma-informed-care literatures already place
adversity data inside the courtroom and the clinic, aimed at litigants and patients.
Reversing the lens onto the bench, the consultant body and the professoriate
appears not to have been done — and the fact that it has not been done is the
subject of Section XIV.

The scaling of non-retaliation. Survives with qualification. Freyd’s
institutional betrayal and institutional courage programme is a functionally
equivalent and considerably better-evidenced instrument, and a reader who
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reaches for hers instead of mine loses nothing. The Tavistock and group-relations
traditions have long extended survival-without-retaliation beyond the nursery.
What survives is the four-level scaling from nursery to civilisation on one
grammar, and the compression into a test usable without a research protocol.

The span. Survives, and is the strongest claim I make and therefore the easiest
to falsify. Individual pairings all have precedent: trauma science and law in
therapeutic jurisprudence; systems theory and organisations throughout
management studies; panarchy applied to institutions in the resilience literature;
epistemic injustice applied to healthcare by Carel and Kidd. The closest of them
reaches three or four domains. I have not found a single argument carrying
developmental psychology, trauma epidemiology, affect and group dynamics,
organisational sociology, systems theory, resilience ecology, epistemic injustice,
political psychology and jurisprudence on one load-bearing arc.

That span, not any of its constituent joins, is what I claim as new.

Naming. Mixed. “Ego scaling” collides with the unrelated psychometric
constructs of ego resiliency and the quiet ego, and I flag the collision rather than
pretend it away. “Trauma-organised autopoiesis” descends visibly from Bentovim
and must always carry him. “Anxiety laundering”, “hermeneutical enclosure”,

b 13

“jurisdictional quarantine of causation”, “the blank row is the argument”, “the alibi
of secondary stress”, “somatic decapitation” and “the Ego Scaling Matrix” appear
unused in the scholarly literature in these senses, though the absence of a phrase

from a search is weaker evidence than its presence.

Table 10 - The novelty ledger — nearest neighbour, verdict, and what survives.

Nearest neighbour in
Claim the literature Verdict What survives as mine

The Ego Scaling Foulkes group matrix; Survives as A full trait phenomenology
Matrix Bentovim (1992); .synthes1s and mfipped across f'ou_r levels
instrument with the transmission
Bloom & Farragher mechanism named at each
parallel process; transfer and evidence status
Menzies Lyth stated row by row
(1960)
The affective- Group affect; emotional Survives as The field as the meso-level
field column culture; affective correction, not transmission mechanism;
atmosphere; concept the “activated, not pooled”
Thonhauser (2022) correction
on collective emotions;
Barsade (2002)
Trauma- Maturana & Varela; Survives as Recursive reproduction
Organised Luhmann; Bentovim’s synthesis and with developmental-
Autopoiesis trauma-organized name; lineage defensive content; the five
systems (1992); tumblers
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Nearest neighbour in
Claim the literature

Verdict ‘ What survives as mine

Clause

(1962); Luhmann on
operational closure

- Mingers (2002) on | must travel with
the limits of the transfer | 1t
The Dissolution | Threat-rigidity; Kuhn Survives ACE science as dissolutive

rather than costly; the four
named dissolutions

Carel & Kidd (2014)

— closest reach three to
four domains

Jurisdictional Abbott (1988); Survives as The concept-factory
Quarantine of Frickel et al. (2010) name and mapping: one cause, six
Causation . taxonomy codes, no owner
undone science
Hermeneutical Fricker (2007, Survives as The reflexive lock: the gap-
enclosure 2016); Pohlhaus synthesis and maker is the mandated
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; Dotson
(2012, 2014); Catala
(2015)
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& Spicer (2015); anticipated
Maslach & Leiter
(2016)
The Laundering Empson (2018); Survives as The table, with epistemic
Table informal observation artefact status attached so it
across the wellbeing functions as hypothesis
literature rather than insult
The blank row as | Frickel et al. (2010); | Survives with The four conditions under
evidence Proctor & qualification which an absence is
C evidential, and the audit
Schiebinger (2008); that follows
Oehme & Stern (2019)
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bridge Assor, Roth & Deci findings, conditional-regard
K research and ACE
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al. (202 causal account
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’ ’ a test usable on a Tuesday
Adams-Clark &
Freyd (2023);
Winnicott (1969);
Tavistock group relations
The trans- Therapeutic Survives Nine domains on one load-
paradigmatic jurisprudence; panarchy bearing arc; the strongest
span applied to organisations; claim here, and the easiest

to falsify
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Nearest neighbour in
Claim the literature Verdict What survives as mine

“A professionisa — Not claimed Nothing. This is homology
scaled only, and is stated as such
traumatised ego” wherever it appears

Where this is all Sky Hand

Some of what follows the Earth Hand cannot carry, and I would rather say so than
let a reader discover it and feel handled.

The claim that compassion is the cure for the human condition is not an
empirical finding. It is a metaphysical position, and I hold it.

Sum, ergo diligo — I AM, therefore I love — is not derived from anything above it.
It is asserted. So is the Will to Love. So is the Pivot: the proposition that agency
returns the instant fear loses its monopoly, even when the crossing takes years. No
study establishes that. I believe it because I have watched it happen, including in
myself, which is testimony rather than evidence.

The restored sequence BE — DO — HAVE is an ontological claim, not a result. It
cannot be falsified by any experiment I can design, and I will not pretend that its
rhetorical force is evidential force.

The fusion reactor and the scarcity combustion engine are images. The
wanting/liking dissociation underneath them is real and well evidenced; the
extension to prestige economies is an inference; the metaphor is a metaphor.

The four-level Ladder and the entire right-hand side of the Matrix are structural
homologies, not biology. A civilisation has no infant nervous system. A regulator
has no attachment style. Institutional autoimmunity is an analogy that

illuminates; it is not an immunological finding, and anyone who cites it as one has

misread me.

And the claim that the narrow way is narrow because you are free, rather than in
spite of it, is a piece of moral phenomenology that I can describe and cannot prove.

These are the places where I have let go of the Earth. I have marked them so that a
reader who wants only the evidence can stop at the marks, and a reader who wants
the whole thing knows exactly what they are being offered.

The register problem, and my answer to it
The obvious objection to a book like this is that it asks one reader to accept meta-

analytic odds ratios and Sum, ergo diligo in the same breath. The secular
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academic may bail at the metaphysics. The contemplative reader may bail at the
confidence intervals. Publishing it entire, in one register-crossing arc, guarantees
that some of both will leave.

I have decided that is acceptable, for a reason I want to state rather than hide.

The two-handed method is not a compromise between those readers. It is a
claim that the split between them is itself a symptom — the same
disciplinary enclosure this book spends eighteen sections describing, showing up
in the reader instead of the institution. A civilisation that cannot hold
measurement and meaning in one mind will keep building institutions that can
hold only one, and those institutions will keep producing exactly the harms
catalogued here.

So to anyone who puts it down at the seam: no hard feelings, and good luck to you.
But notice what made you stop. That armour is heavy. You are allowed to take it
off.

What would change my mind

Finally, the discipline that makes the rest of this honest. Here is what would falsify
or downgrade the claims above, stated in advance so that nobody has to take my
word for anything.

If a peer-reviewed, representative study of adverse childhood
experience prevalence among practising lawyers or judges is found or
conducted, the central negative-space argument of Section X loses its strongest
instance — and I will report the result whichever way it falls. If the prevalence
proves unremarkable, the selection hypothesis of Section VIII weakens
substantially and I will say so in print.

If a longitudinal study of an elite professional cohort finds that
defensive phenotypes neither pre-exist entry nor increase during
training, the two-stage selection-and-socialisation account fails.

If a published use of “hermeneutical enclosure”, “anxiety laundering”
or “jurisdictional quarantine of causation” surfaces in the literature,
those drop from coinage to needs distinguishing.

If a law-review article or empirical paper is found making the ACE-
prevalence-undermines-judicial-neutrality argument about judges
themselves, that claim drops from survives to anticipated.
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If a paper in the psychoanalytic-organisational tradition is found
scaling Winnicott’s non-retaliation across nested institutional levels,
the Ladder weakens from instrument to reformulation.

If any Freedom of Information release, whistleblower testimony or
archived internal document is found showing an organised effort to
defund or discredit ACE research specifically, the argument of Section XIII
rises to Rung One, and the structural account becomes the weaker of two available
explanations rather than the stronger.

If a single work is found running developmental psychology, trauma
epidemiology, group affect, organisational sociology, systems theory,
resilience ecology, epistemic injustice, political psychology and
jurisprudence through one load-bearing arc, the span claim — the
strongest one I make — fails entirely, and I will say so in print.

I would rather be corrected than be quoted.
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