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“We need more understanding of human nature, because the only 

real danger that exists is man himself. He is the great danger, and 

we are pitifully unaware of it. We know nothing of man, far too 

little. His psyche should be studied — because we are the origin of 

all coming evil.” 

Carl Gustav Jung 

This article belongs to the second movement of the series — Aetiology and Pathogenesis; 

Samudaya; the origin of suffering — and it should be read after the diagnostic volume, although 

it does not require it. The full architecture is set out in the series introduction, and the two-

column chart on which this article rests, The Idol and the Scapegoat: One Mechanism, Two 

Directions, is established in Book One. 

A note on claim strength, printed here rather than in a footnote. Where a claim is 

documented, I say so and give you the document. Where it is inference, I say the word 

inference. Where it is a position I hold and cannot prove, I say that too. You will not be asked 

to accept anything without being told what kind of thing it is. That is the Earth Hand and the 

Sky Hand held together on purpose, and the seam between them is left visible rather than 

smoothed over. 

A note on the register. This is not an exposure and it is not a prosecution. Blame is the wrong 

instrument and I do not abandon that principle the moment famous names arrive. Two of the 

three people examined here have living descendants and living admirers. I have tried to write 

about all three with the care I would want used on my own file. 

 

https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/the-human-condition-and-how-to-heal-it-series-introduction


 
 

THE HUMAN CONDITION AND HOW TO HEAL IT 

An Article In The Series  ·  Aetiology And Pathogenesis  ·  Book Two Material 

Idolatry Is Fatal 

Joan of Arc, Ignaz Semmelweis, and John Lennon 

Dr Olly Alexander Branford  ·  MD  ·  MBBS  ·  MA (Cantab)  ·  PhD 

"What is hell? I maintain that it is the suffering of being unable to love." 

 Fyodor Dostoevsky, 'The Brothers Karamazov' 

"Love is the only sane and satisfactory answer to the problem of human 

existence." 

Erich Fromm, ‘The Art of Loving’ 
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Corrections and challenges 

Two sections at the end of this book exist to be used against it. On Novelty sets out, claim by 
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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. 
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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. 

You will not be asked to accept anything without being told what kind of thing it is. 
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Triage: How To Read This Article If You Only Have Ten 
Minutes 

A triage page is not an abstract. An abstract tells you what a piece of writing contains. Triage 

tells you where to go first if you are bleeding, and in what order to treat what you find. I was 

trained to do this at three in the morning in an emergency department, and the habit has never 

left me, and I do not think it should. 

So: this article makes one claim, and the claim is a clinical one. Idolatry is a cause of death. 

Not a metaphor for one. Not a spiritual analogue of one. A cause of death in the ordinary sense 

used on a certificate, in which people who would otherwise have gone on living are dead, and 

in which the mechanism that killed them can be described, traced, and — this is the part that 

matters — interrupted. 

Three people are examined. A girl of nineteen burned at Rouen in 1431 and canonised in 1920 

by the descendants of the institution that burned her. A physician in Vienna who found the 

cause of childbed fever, halved and halved again the deaths on his own ward, and was destroyed 

for it. A songwriter shot outside his own front door by a man who had spent months 

constructing him as a shape, and who then required the shape to be broken because the man 

could not be met. 

They are not three stories. They are one mechanism, observed at three scales: the person, the 

profession, and the crowd. And the fatality rises as the scale widens, which is the finding this 

article exists to establish and which I set out below as a proposition rather than as a fact, because 

I want you to be able to tell the difference. 

If you read nothing else, read the section titled And Now The Stone Comes Back. It 

is the section in which the instrument is turned on the person holding it. 

The Four Ledgers 

Everything in this series is kept in one of four ledgers, and I state which ledger a claim belongs 

to at the moment I make it, on the same page, rather than in a footnote where it can be lost. 

This is not modesty. It is the only form of honesty available to a writer who is working across 

medicine, law, theology and psychology at once, and who is therefore going to be wrong about 

something, and would rather you were able to find out which thing. 



The Four Ledgers Of This Series 

Ledger What It Contains What You Are Being Asked To Do With 

It 

Empirical Documented findings from primary 

sources: transcripts, mortality returns, 

peer-reviewed studies, published 

cohorts. The Earth Hand. 

Check it. Every source in this ledger is 

either cited to a live link or named 

precisely enough to be found in an 

afternoon. If a figure here is wrong, the 

error is mine and I want it back. 

Inferential Reasoning from the documented to the 

probable. Where I say a person felt 

something, or an institution knew 

something, on evidence that establishes 

conduct rather than interior state. 

Weigh it. Inference is legitimate and 

unavoidable; concealed inference is 

neither. Wherever a load-bearing step is 

inference, the word inference appears in 

the sentence. 

Normative Claims about what ought to be the 

case. That a child is owed 

unconditional regard. That a regulator 

owes a duty of care to the person it 

investigates. 

Argue with it. These are moral positions 

and I hold them, and they are not settled 

by data. I will not pretend a value is a 

finding. 

Metaphysical The Sky Hand. The True Self as a 

divine pole. Re-Collection as the 

restoration of a coherence that was 

always there. The claim that love is 

prior to fear. 

Take it or leave it, and know which you 

are doing. Nothing in the empirical ledger 

depends on this ledger being true. The 

clinical argument stands without it. I 

include it because I believe it, and because 

concealing what I believe would be its own 

small idolatry. 

Table 1. Every claim in this article belongs to exactly one of these four ledgers, and the ledger is named on the 

page where the claim is made. The seam between the Earth Hand and the Sky Hand is left visible on purpose. 

A word on why the fourth ledger is there at all, since a scholarly reader may reasonably wish 

it were not. I could write this article without it. The mortality figures do not need it. The Rouen 

transcript does not need it. But I would then be doing precisely what I am about to accuse three 

institutions of doing: presenting a partial account as a complete one, and concealing the hand 

that made the selection. One hand in the earth. One hand in the sky. The seam shows. It is 

meant to. 

The Grammar Of This Series, And Where It Departs From Jung 

Words in this series have been given fixed meanings, and I have changed some of them since 

Book One. Readers who have followed the earlier volumes are owed a plain statement of what 

moved and why, because a writer who silently redefines his terms is not developing an 

argument; he is escaping one. 

The largest change: Soul has been retired. It carried too much denominational freight for a 

work that means to be read by an atheist epidemiologist and a Carmelite with equal profit. 



Higher Self has been retired with it, for the opposite reason — it had acquired a self-help sheen 

that made a serious claim sound like a poster. What was called Soul is now called Self, and it 

means the non-mystical totality of a person: everything that they are, integrated and 

disintegrated, remembered and disowned. 

The Corrected Grammar Chart 

Term What It Means Here What It Does Not Mean 

Self 

The non-mystical totality of a person. 

Everything they are: the wound, the 

armour, the appetite, the tenderness, the 

Tuesday afternoon. It is the whole of which 

the True Self is one part. 

Not the ego. Not a mystical entity. Not, 

emphatically, Jung’s Self, which is the 

transpersonal centre and totality of the 

psyche and which sits closer to what I 

call the True Self. 

True Self 

The divine pole. One of three parts of the 

Self, not the whole of it. The part that was 

never damaged, because it was never 

available to be damaged. This is a 

metaphysical ledger claim and is marked 

as one. 

Not a better personality. Not the 

person you would be without your 

problems. Not something to be 

achieved, because it is not absent. 

Ego 

The fear-organised structure of adaptation 

assembled in childhood to secure 

attachment when attachment was made 

conditional. Cognitive armour. A survival 

strategy that outlived the emergency. 

Not arrogance, and not a synonym for 

selfishness. A frightened child’s 

solution, still running in an adult body 

decades after the danger passed. 

Re-Collection 

The gathering back of the disowned parts 

into the Self. It restores coherence. 
It does not create the Self. Nothing here 

is manufactured. The parts were 

always yours; they were merely filed 

somewhere you could not reach. 

Idolatry 

The conversion of a human being into a 

function, and of the function into a 

commodity that anybody may carry. 

Not a religious offence. Not statue-

worship. Not, in this series, a synonym 

for admiration — admiration leaves 

the interior intact. 

Table 2. Terms as used in this series. Note the Jung divergence: relative to Jung, my True Self and my Self are very 

nearly transposed. This is stated rather than smoothed over, because a reader coming from analytical psychology 

will otherwise be quietly misled on every page. 

That transposition deserves a sentence of its own, since it will trip any reader who arrives from 

analytical psychology. Relative to Jung, my terms are very nearly reversed. Jung’s Self is 

the transpersonal totality and organising centre of the psyche — the thing towards which 

individuation moves. My Self is the ordinary human whole, and my True Self is the pole that 

most resembles what Jung meant. I did not do this to be difficult. I did it because clinicians and 

lawyers, who are half my intended readership, use Self in the ordinary sense and would be 

permanently confused by the analytic one. The cost is that Jungians will be confused instead. I 

have chosen which confusion to carry, and I am telling you I chose it. 



Where This Article Sits 

The series has four movements, mapped without apology onto the Four Noble Truths, because 

that structure was built for exactly this problem twenty-five centuries ago and has not been 

improved upon. This article belongs to the second movement. 

The Four Movements 

Movement Volume The Clinical Question Status 

Duhkha — The Truth 

of Suffering 

Book One: Diagnosis What is wrong? What is 

actually happening to 

human beings, described 

without consolation and 

without blame? 

Deposited. Third 

edition. 

Samudaya — The 

Origin of Suffering 

Book Two: Aetiology 

and Pathogenesis 
Why is it happening? What 

is the mechanism, where 

did it begin, and how does 

it travel from a nursery 

floor to a civilisation? 

In build. Part A: The 

Wound and the 

Mechanism. Part B: 

The Evidence and the 

Witnesses. This 

article belongs to 

Part B’s second 

movement. 

Nirodha — The 

Cessation of Suffering 

Book Three: 

Prognosis and the 

Possibility of Cure 

Can it stop? Is this a 

chronic condition to be 

managed or a curable one, 

and what does the evidence 

actually permit us to hope? 

Drafted in outline. 

Magga — The Path 

Book Four: 

Treatment and 

Protocol 

What do I do on Tuesday 

morning? Not what should 

be believed, but what 

should be done, by a 

specific person, in an 

ordinary week. 

Part A: The Tools 

and the Daily 

Practice. Part B: The 

Mechanism at Every 

Scale. 

Table 3. The architecture of the series. This article is Book Two material and can be read alone, though it will read 

better after the diagnostic volume. 

A Note On Claim Strength, Printed Here Rather Than In A Footnote 

Where a claim is documented, I say so and I give you the document. Where it is inference, I 

use the word inference in the sentence. Where it is a position I hold and cannot prove, I say 

that too, and I do not dress it as a finding. You will not be asked to accept anything in this 

article without being told what kind of thing it is. 

This is not a rhetorical courtesy. It is the load-bearing structure of the whole argument, for a 

reason that will become clear in the Semmelweis chamber: the failure mode I am describing 

consists precisely of a system presenting its inferences as its findings, and its values as its 



facts, and losing the ability to tell which is which. An article about that failure which 

committed it on every page would be a very expensive joke. So the ledgers are marked, and 

you may hold me to them, and the section titled And Now The Stone Comes Back exists so 

that you can. 

One further undertaking, which I make in the first edition of this article and renew here. I have 

corrected myself in this text, in my own name, three times. The corrections are not hidden 

in an erratum; they appear in the body, under a heading that says what they are. A writer who 

never publishes a correction is not more careful than one who does. He is either less honest or 

less read. 

The Claim, Stated Plainly 

I want to begin with the sentence that this whole article exists to defend, and I want to put it 

down without any softening, because the softening is where arguments of this kind usually go 

to die. 

Idolatry is fatal. Not metaphorically. Not spiritually. Fatal in the ordinary sense, in 

which people who would otherwise have gone on living are dead. 

Idolatry is ordinarily filed under religion, which is where it has been safely stored for about 

three thousand years, and where it does no work at all. A modern reader hears the word and 

pictures a golden calf, or a commandment, or a disapproving prophet, and concludes that 

whatever the problem is, it is not theirs, because they do not own a calf. That filing is the reason 

the mechanism has been able to run continuously in plain sight for the whole of recorded history 

without ever being named as a cause of death. 

So let me take it out of the temple and put it in the clinic, where I was trained, and where I 

know how to think. 

The Definition I Am Using 

Throughout this series, idolatry has one definition and it is not a religious one: 

Idolatry is the conversion of a human being into a function, and of the function into a 

commodity that anybody may carry. 

Notice what is removed in that conversion. It is not the person's body, which stays where it is. 

It is not even the person's reputation, which may be enormously improved. What is removed 

is the interior. The idolised person is emptied of the thing that makes them capable of being 

met — their fear, their incoherence, their appetites, their ordinary Tuesday afternoons — and 

what is left is a shape that performs a function for the people looking at it. The shape can then 

be filled, and refilled, and handed on. 



Once the interior has been removed, three things follow with something close to mechanical 

necessity, and each of them is lethal. 

First, the idolised person can no longer be helped, because help requires an interior to be 

delivered into. Everything offered to them arrives at the outside of a shape. 

Second, the idolised person can no longer be believed when they report their own condition, 

because the report contradicts the function. When they say plainly that they are not what they 

are being taken for, the statement is received as modesty, or as depth, or as an interesting new 

facet, and is therefore metabolised as further evidence for the thing being denied. 

Third, and this is the one that kills the most people, anything the idol has authorised 

becomes unfalsifiable. A method that has been idolised cannot be checked, because checking 

it is now a category error rather than an experiment. And an unfalsifiable method in a domain 

where people can die is a method that will go on killing people for as long as the idolatry holds. 

Why Hypocrisy Is The Comfortable Reading 

There is an easier account of every case in this article, and it will be reached for immediately, 

so I want to disarm it at the start rather than at the end. 

The easy account is hypocrisy. The bishops at Rouen were cynics. The Viennese obstetricians 

were arrogant. The man who sang about love was a fraud. Each of those readings is emotionally 

satisfying, each of them is available within about four seconds, and each of them is 

diagnostically worthless, because each of them explains nothing, predicts nothing, and leaves 

the reader holding a villain rather than a mechanism. A villain is a thing you can be finished 

with. A mechanism is a thing you are standing inside. A villain is a cartoon character. A 

mechanism is a life.  

Hypocrisy would let us all off, and that is precisely why it is so attractive. If the men who 

lit the fire were monsters, then we, not being monsters, are safe. If the doctors who would not 

wash their hands were fools, then we, not being fools, are safe. The whole force of this 

argument depends on the sincerity of the people in it. Every one of them was sincere, and it is 

the sincerity that did the killing. The first symptom of the human condition is denial. And that 

is why it remains hidden in plain sight.  

The Two Directions 

The chart established in my Book One on the human condition holds that: 

The idol and the scapegoat are one mechanism running in two directions, and everything 

that follows is an elaboration of that single claim.  

The operation performed on a person who is being worshipped and the operation performed on 

a person who is being expelled are the same operation: the interior is removed, a function is 



installed, and the crowd relates to the function. The only variable is which way the crowd is 

facing. And perhaps even that is not a variable: For the crowd is always facing the opposite 

way. The only thing that actually turns turns out to be the crowd’s collective ‘smartphone.’ But 

not so smart as to be unseen. The world is always watching: Itself.  

This is why the traverse between the two positions can be so fast, and why it so rarely feels to 

the crowd like a reversal. Nothing has to be rebuilt in order to move a person from one column 

to the other in Table 1. The preparatory work — the emptying — has already been done. Like 

a magic trick (gone horribly wrong), the sleight of hand is underneath: It is all underhand. And 

all out of hand. You cannot betray somebody you were never actually meeting, which is 

why a crowd that turns can do so without any experience of turning. 

You cannot betray somebody you were never actually holding. You cannot betray 

somebody you were never really loving at all. That is the deepest irony of imitation love.   

Table 4. The idol and the scapegoat: one mechanism, two directions. Read the bottom row first. It is 

identical in both columns, and it is the whole argument. 

The Operation Running Forwards: The Idol Running Backwards: The Scapegoat 

What is done to 

the person 

The interior is removed and a 

function is installed in its place: 

saviour, genius, saint, voice of a 

generation. 

The interior is removed and a 

function is installed in its place: 

heretic, contaminant, difficult man, 

the problem. 

What the crowd 

feels 

Devotion. Gratitude. Relief that 

somebody is carrying it. 

Duty. Righteousness. Relief that 

somebody is carrying it. 

What the crowd 

gets 

A place to put its unlived possibility, 

so that it need not be lived. 

A place to put its unbearable 

disturbance, so that it need not be 

examined. 

Effect on 

evidence 

Contradicting evidence is absorbed 

as depth, humility, or a further facet 

of the greatness. 

Contradicting evidence is absorbed 

as cunning, as further proof of the 

danger. 

Duration of the 

relief 

Temporary. The supply must be 

continuous, which is why the idol 

must keep producing. 

Temporary. The supply must be 

continuous, which is why the next 

scapegoat arrives within the month. 

Can the person 

be reached? 

No. Everything offered arrives at the 

outside of a shape. 

No. Everything offered arrives at the 

outside of a shape. 

Sincerity of the 

operators 

Total. Total. 

 



Three witnesses follow. I have chosen them because between them they cover the three scales 

at which this mechanism operates — one person, one profession, one civilisation — and 

because between them they cover the three ways it kills. 

Joan of Arc shows the mechanism performed on a single named human being, with the 

paperwork intact, running in both directions across four hundred and eighty-nine years and 

never once producing a new fact.  

Ignaz Semmelweis shows the mechanism performed by a profession on its own method, which 

is the version that kills the most people and is almost never described as idolatry at all. 

Academia, law, medicine, religion, science. If you can name a profession, it has a method. And 

that method can kill. What was it we said about denial? It is murder on denial.  

And John Lennon shows the mechanism performed by a civilisation on a man who told it, 

repeatedly and accurately, what was actually wrong with him, and who was not heard because 

the shape of a man was more useful than the person inside it. 

They are not three illustrations of one idea. They are one mechanism at three magnifications, 

and I will show at the end that the fatality moves outward as the magnification increases. 

The First Witness: Joan Of Arc, And The Four 
Hundred And Eighty-Nine Year Traverse 

What the argument needs, before anything else, is one human being who made the entire 

traverse. Not from column to column in the abstract, but in person, in public, from the extreme 

of one to the extreme of the other, with the paperwork preserved and the dates checkable by 

anybody who wishes to check them. 

She exists. Her name was Jehanne. She came from a village called Domrémy on the eastern 

edge of the kingdom, she could not read or write, and the documents are in Paris. 

Three Verdicts, One Body Of Evidence 

On 30 May 1431, in the Vieux-Marché at Rouen, a woman of about nineteen was burned alive 

as a relapsed heretic. The trial had been presided over by Pierre Cauchon, Bishop of Beauvais; 

the sentence was carried out under the authority of the English regent, John of Lancaster, Duke 

of Bedford. She was, in the settled and formally recorded judgement of the Church and of the 

occupying power, a schismatic, an apostate, an invoker of demons and a danger to 

Christendom: The same Christendom that had forgotten that Christ was not a Christian.  

On 7 July 1456, in the archbishop's palace at Rouen — the same city, twenty-five years later 

— an ecclesiastical court authorised by Pope Callixtus III declared that the trial of 1431 had 

been null, without value or effect, tainted by improper procedure, deceit and fraud. The 



Inquisitor-General of France, Jean Bréhal, had drawn up a summary the previous month 

describing her as a martyr and implicating the late Bishop Cauchon in heresy for having 

convicted an innocent woman in pursuit of a secular vendetta. The Church ordered public 

announcements, a sermon in the marketplace where she had been burned, and the erection of a 

cross to keep her in everlasting remembrance. 

On 16 May 1920, in St Peter's Basilica, Pope Benedict XV canonised her by the bull Divina 

disponente. She had been beatified eleven years earlier, on 18 April 1909, by Pius X. In 1922 

she was named a principal patron of France. 

Four hundred and eighty-nine years from the fire to the altar. Now read those three dates again, 

and hold in mind the single fact that makes them intolerable, which is that no new evidence 

was ever discovered. Nothing came to light between 1431 and 1456 that had not been available 

in 1431. Nothing came to light between 1456 and 1920 that had not been available in 1456. 

The transcripts did not change. The testimony did not change. The girl did not change; she had 

been dead for the whole of it. The only variable that moved across five centuries was what 

France, and the institution that served it, needed her to BE. 

That is not an illustration of the chart. That is the chart, performed on a single named human 

being, with the archive intact. 

Introducing The Witness: The Rouen Transcript 

I want to be careful here, because the whole force of this section rests on the documents rather 

than on the legend, and the legend is enormous. We are not obliged to take anybody's word for 

what happened in that courtroom. The Rouen proceedings are among the most completely 

recorded trials to survive from the medieval world. The notaries wrote it down. The Latin 

instrument and the French minute both survive, and Jules Quicherat published the 

condemnation and the rehabilitation together in five volumes between 1841 and 1849, which 

is why every historian since has been arguing from the same page numbers. 

So, we can do something we can almost never do with an idol or a scapegoat. We can hear her. 

Consider the most famous exchange in the transcript, and consider it clinically rather than 

devotionally. Her examiners asked her whether she knew herself to be in the grace of God. It 

was not a question. It was an instrument. Scholastic theology held that no living person could 

know such a thing with certainty; so if she answered yes, she convicted herself of presumption, 

and if she answered no, she convicted herself out of her own mouth. There was no third door. 

She was an illiterate teenager in a room full of doctors of theology who had built the trap for a 

living. 

“If I am not, may God put me there; and if I am, may God keep me there.” 

Jehanne, at Rouen, 1431, answering the question of whether she stood in the grace of God. The 

exchange is recorded in the trial minute; witnesses at the rehabilitation testified that those 



examining her were left stupefied by the answer. In French the answer is customarily given as Se 

je n'y suis, Dieu m'y veuille mettre; et se j'y suis, Dieu m'y veuille tenir. 

She did not escape the trap by being clever, although the answer is very clever. She escaped it 

by declining the premise on which it was built — that her standing was hers to certify, or theirs 

to adjudicate. The reply is a refusal to enter the transaction at all. Note, in passing, that this is 

precisely the posture this series has been describing as sovereign BEing, arriving four hundred 

years before any of the vocabulary existed to name it, from a girl who could not sign her own 

name. 

Or take the exchange about her standard, which they raised because they wanted to establish 

idolatry — the charge that the banner had been venerated, that she had permitted a cult of 

herself. Asked why her standard had been carried into the cathedral at Reims at the coronation 

of the king, she said: 

“It had borne the burden; it was right that it should have the honour.” 

Jehanne, at Rouen, 1431, on the presence of her standard at the consecration of Charles VII at 

Reims, 17 July 1429. 

There is more theology in that sentence than in the whole indictment, and it is worth noticing 

exactly what it does. It moves the honour off the person and onto the thing that carried the 

weight. It is the precise inverse of the idolatrous operation. They were prosecuting her for 

a cult of personality while she was, in real time, in a hostile room, under threat of death, refusing 

one. 

The Relapse Was Manufactured 

The mechanism by which she was finally killed deserves to be stated plainly, because it is the 

part the legend usually skips and it is the part that matters most to this argument. 

She had abjured. Under threat of immediate burning, in the churchyard of Saint-Ouen on 24 

May 1431, she put her mark to a document she could not read, and her sentence was commuted 

to perpetual imprisonment. She was then returned not to an ecclesiastical prison with women 

warders, which canon law required, but to a secular cell under English guard. Days later she 

was found to have resumed male dress, and that — not visions, not heresy, not voices, but a 

change of clothing — constituted the relapse for which she was back-handed back to the fire. 

At the rehabilitation, witnesses who had been present testified as to how that relapse came 

about: that her women's clothing was removed, that she was left with nothing else to wear, and 

that she resumed male dress because of the threats she faced from her guards in that cell. Régine 

Pernoud, working directly from the rehabilitation depositions, notes that the final judgment of 

1456 turned on exactly this point. One hundred and fifteen witnesses were heard. Among those 

who came forward were Guillaume Manchon, who had served as chief notary at the original 

trial, and Martin Ladvenu, the Dominican who had received her last confession and stood with 



her at the stake — which is to say that some of the men who had helped to build the machinery 

lived long enough to be asked about it, and answered. 

I do not know how to say this without the sentence sounding designed, so I shall simply say it. 

The heresy was a costume they took away from her. 

The Ashes In The Seine: The Machinery Knew 

After she was dead they burned the body twice more, so that nothing recognisably human 

remained, and they threw the ashes into the Seine. 

Pause on that, because it is the most revealing act in the entire episode and it is almost never 

read for what it discloses. You do not scatter a heretic. A heretic is nothing; a heretic is ash; 

ash is not dangerous. You scatter a relic. The disposal of those ashes in a river is the 

operational admission, made on the day, by the people who had just carried out the sentence, 

that they understood the verdict to be reversible and the corpse to be convertible. They were 

not disposing of a criminal. They were pre-emptying pre-empting a shrine. 

The machinery knew what it was doing. That is what I most want you to take from this section. 

The idol and the scapegoat are not two errors made by two different kinds of ignorant crowd. 

They are one operation, and at some level below articulation the operators can feel the 

reversibility of the position they have put a person into, which is why they take precautions 

against it. The English at Rouen were, in the most literal sense available, guarding against 

canonisation. It took four hundred and eighty-nine years and they were still right to worry. 

Who Needed Each Verdict 

If no new evidence produced the reversals, something else did, and it is not difficult to find. 

Each verdict served an institutional need, and each need is nameable. 

1431 Needed A Heretic 

An English occupation whose legitimacy was under mortal threat could not permit the 

possibility that the French king had been anointed under divine sanction. Discredit the 

instrument and you discredit the coronation. Burn the girl and Charles VII becomes a pretender 

crowned by a witch. The theology was the vehicle; the constitutional arithmetic was the cargo. 

1456 Needed A Saint-In-Waiting 

And it needed her for exactly the same reason inverted. Charles VII maintained an unbroken 

public silence on the affair for nineteen years. He was not moved by conscience; he was moved 

by constitutional hygiene. A king consecrated at Reims through the agency of a convicted 

heretic has a legitimacy problem that does not go away by being ignored, and the only 



instrument capable of removing it was a papal court. The rehabilitation of 1456 was not 

repentance. It was the tidying of a title deed. 

And yet — and this is the detail that redeems the whole squalid procedure and which I insist 

on including — the person who actually forced it was not the king. It was her mother. Isabelle 

Romée, widowed, living on a pension from the city of Orléans, petitioned Rome. On 7 

November 1455, in her seventies, she travelled to Paris and addressed the papal delegation at 

Notre-Dame, and broke down so completely in front of them that the session had to be 

suspended. She lived just long enough to hear the verdict read. 

Two forces produced the judgment of 7 July 1456, and they were not the same force. One was 

a king protecting his coronation. The other was an old woman who wanted her daughter's name 

back. Only one of those was love. It is worth noticing which one the institution required in 

order to move, and which one merely supplied the occasion. 

1920 Needed A Patroness 

The canonisation process had been formally instigated after a petition of 1869 from the French 

hierarchy, carried by Félix Dupanloup, Bishop of Orléans; beatification followed in 1909. And 

then France lost something in the order of one and a half million dead in four years, and soldiers 

went into the line carrying her image, and on 16 May 1920 — eighteen months after the 

Armistice — a nation that had been comprehensively broken was given back a nineteen-year-

old woman who had once, against every reasonable expectation, turned the war round. The 

timing is not a coincidence and the Church was not being cynical. It was doing what institutions 

do. It was meeting a need with a symbol. 

Table 5. Joan of Arc: four verdicts, one body of evidence, no new facts. The right-hand column is the 

one to read first, because it is empty all the way down. 

Date The Verdict Who Issued It 
What Was Needed 

At The Time 

What She Had 

To BE For 

That Need 

New 

Evidence 

30 May 

1431 

Relapsed 

heretic. Burned 

at Rouen; ashes 

cast into the 

Seine. 

Ecclesiastical 

court under 

Pierre Cauchon, 

Bishop of 

Beauvais, in an 

English-held 

city. 

To void the 

consecration of 

Charles VII at 

Reims and with it 

the legitimacy of 

the French crown. 

A witch, a 

schismatic, an 

invoker of 

demons — and, 

decisively, a 

woman in the 

wrong clothes. 

None. 

7 July 

1456 

The 1431 trial 

null, without 

value or effect. 

She is declared 

innocent, and a 

martyr. 

Papal court 

authorised by 

Callixtus III; 

Inquisitor-

General Jean 

To repair the title 

deed of a king 

anointed through 

the agency of a 

convicted heretic 

— and, separately, 

A wronged 

innocent, and 

the victim of a 

secular 

vendetta 

None. The 

same 

transcript, 

re-read. 



Date The Verdict Who Issued It 
What Was Needed 

At The Time 

What She Had 

To BE For 

That Need 

New 

Evidence 

Bréhal; 115 

witnesses heard. 

to answer a 

mother. 

conducted by a 

bishop. 

18 Apr 

1909 / 16 

May 1920 

Beatified by 

Pius X; 

canonised by 

Benedict XV in 

the bull Divina 

disponente. 

Principal 

patron of 

France, 1922. 

The Holy See, 

following a 

petition of 1869 

from the French 

hierarchy. 

To give a nation 

with one and a 

half million war 

dead a figure 

through whom 

catastrophe could 

be survived. 

A saint. 

Finished, 

flawless, and 

available. 

None. 

1803 to 

the 

present 

National 

symbol, claimed 

by the 

anticlerical 

Republic and 

by the Catholic 

right at the 

same time. 

Napoleon, and 

every French 

political 

tradition since, 

of every 

persuasion. 

Whatever was 

needed that 

decade. 

Empty enough 

to be filled by 

anyone. This is 

the terminal 

stage of 

idolatry. 

None. 

 

The Terminal Stage: A Symbol Two Enemies Can Hold At Once 

Which brings us to the observation that finishes the case. From Napoleon onwards, French 

politicians of every conceivable persuasion have invoked her — the anticlerical Republic and 

the Catholic monarchist right, simultaneously, at the same moment in the same country, for 

flatly opposed purposes. 

A symbol can be held by two enemies at once only if there is no longer a person inside it. 

That is the definition given at the start of this article, met in full and met by a fact rather than 

by an assertion: the conversion of a human being into a function, and of the function into a 

commodity that anybody may carry. That anybody can try to buy. But Joan of Arc was never 

for sale. The canonisation did not end the mechanism. The canonisation is the mechanism, 

arriving in its second and more flattering form. 

When samurai disembowel themselves, removing the authentic gut-feelings of the person 

inside the robe, it is called seppuku (or hara-kiri, which literally means ‘stomach-cutting.’) 

This practice was used by the samurai class in feudal Japan as a formal method of ritual suicide 

to restore ‘honour-as-duty’ and avoid capture during military defeat, or serve as a form of 

capital punishment. How may a single act serve as suicide, honour, duty, freedom, and 

punishment all at once? A single word connects them: discipline.  



It is not surprising that duty must be enforced, when duty involves suicide. For samurai, the 

ritual traditionally took place before witnesses and involved specific protocols, which often 

included an assistant, known as a kaishakunin, to perform a final strike to ensure a swift 

conclusion to the ceremony. 

 

What Killed Joan, Precisely 

Now let me answer the question the title of this article poses, in her case, with as much precision 

as the record permits. 

The fire killed her. But the fire was the second event. The first event was the emptying, and the 

emptying was performed by both sides. To the English she was a function called heresy; to the 

French court she was a function called legitimacy; and there is no evidence that anybody in 

either camp, at any point in the eighteen months of her public life, was in relationship with the 

person. Charles VII, whose crown she had delivered, made no attempt to ransom her and said 

nothing for nineteen years. She was abandoned by the people who venerated her long 

before she was killed by the people who feared her, and the two behaviours are the same 

behaviour. 

This is the first of the three fatalities, and it is the simplest: idolatry kills the person it is 

performed on, because a person who has been converted into a function has no advocate. 

There is nobody to ransom a function. You do not send money to Rouen for a symbol; you wait 

to see which way the symbol will be more useful.  

I say this next thing carefully, and as inference rather than as documented fact, because I cannot 

see into fifteenth-century minds and I will not pretend otherwise. But the pattern is consistent 

with everything else in this series: the venerating and the burning were performed by the 

same faculty, and it was not love. It was desire. Love would have had to meet her. Want only 

has to use her. 



‘The Same Crowd, The Same Square’ 

 
 

‘The Same Crowd, The Same Square’: In the Vieux-Marché late-medieval French market place in 

Rouen the scorched stake still stands and the ash is still warm, and on the very same stones the very same 

faces are kneeling before a gilded statue of the woman they burned. Look at the faces before you look at 

anything else, because the faces are the whole argument. They are not different people. They are not the 

children or the grandchildren of the people who lit the fire; they are the people who lit the fire, in the same 

clothes, on the same stones, with the same expression of complete sincerity, and the only thing in the entire 

frame that has changed is the direction of the knee. That is why the image is not a picture of hypocrisy. 

Hypocrisy would be easier and would let us all off. It is a picture of a crowd that was never in relationship 

with a person on either occasion, and which therefore experienced no reversal at all, because you cannot 

betray somebody you were never actually meeting. The argument depends entirely on the 

recognition that this is a single place at a single moment rather than a before-and-after.  

Timber-framed buildings, wet cobbles, and a low grey northern sky frame, in the left 

foreground, a charred stake set in a mound of ash and scorched timber, still faintly smoking, 

with a single fallen chain link at its base. Immediately behind and to the right, on the same 

stones and within a few feet of the ash, a gilded statue of a young woman in armour has been 

erected on a plinth, brightly lit, with votive candles at her feet and fresh flowers on the step. 

How can this be describing the same human condition? The crowd is the whole point. 

Between the two halves of the scene, one crowd. Faces clearly legible, unglamorised, decent 

people, not a mob. The same individuals are identifiable in both attitudes: rendered twice within 

the single continuous scene, once turned toward the stake with the flat, dutiful expression of 

witnesses to a lawful execution, and once kneeling toward the statue in devotion. Same face, 

same garment, same body; two postures, one square. The image reads as uncanny rather than 



as an error, in the manner of a continuous-narrative altarpiece where one figure appears more 

than once in a single landscape. And they do. 

A single cold shaft falls on the stake. A separate warm gilded light falls on the statue. Neither 

is heavenly; both are theatrical, and both are supplied by the same overcast sky, so that you can 

work out that there is only one light source and that the difference between the two 

illuminations has been staged by the crowd rather than granted from above. 

The detail that must not be omitted: at the far right edge of the frame, at the water’s edge, a 

small stone channel or drain runs down toward a river. In it, unnoticed by every figure in the 

picture, a thin grey trail of ash is moving toward the water. 

There is no depiction of the execution itself — the ash is sufficient and the restraint is essential. 

There is no halo, no visionary light, no angels. No mockery in any face; every expression must 

be sincere as it is, on both sides of the square, or the parable-in-an-image: multiple metaphors-

in-motion is destroyed.  

 

Introducing The Witnesses: Who Was Actually In The Room At 
Rouen 

It is possible to discuss the trial of Joan of Arc for a whole chapter without naming a single 

person who conducted it, and most accounts do. This is not an accident of style. It is the 

grammar of idolatry operating on the historiography itself: the machine is described, the 

operators are not, and a reader comes away with the impression that Joan was killed by the 

Church or by the English, which are not entities capable of lighting a fire. 

People lit it. They had names, ages, salaries and subsequent careers. Some of them recanted. 

One of them wept. The whole force of the argument I am making depends on their being 

individuals, because a mechanism that requires monsters is a mechanism none of us need worry 

about, and a mechanism that runs perfectly well on ordinary frightened professionals is a 

mechanism that is running somewhere near you this morning. 

The Operators At Rouen 

Name and Office Role in 1431 
What Happened 

Afterwards 

What This Person 

Establishes 

Pierre Cauchon, 

Bishop of Beauvais 

Presiding judge. Chose the 

venue, assembled the 

assessors, and drove the 

process. A university man, 

a diplomat, and a client of 

the English crown. 

Died 1442. 

Posthumously 

excommunicated by 

the 1456 nullification. 

His body was, by some 

accounts, disinterred. 

That the operator of a 

fatal machine can be a 

distinguished, 

credentialed, 

internationally respected 

professional at the peak 

of his field. Cauchon was 



Name and Office Role in 1431 
What Happened 

Afterwards 

What This Person 

Establishes 

not a village fanatic. He 

was the establishment. 

Jean Le Maître, Vice-

Inquisitor of Rouen 

Deputy of the Inquisitor of 

France. Required for the 

trial to have any canonical 

standing at all. 

Repeatedly reluctant. 

Attended irregularly. 

Had to be pressed, and 

on the record he said 

he took part only 

under compulsion. 

That reluctance inside a 

machine does not stop 

the machine. Le Maître’s 

discomfort is 

documented and it saved 

nobody. Private 

misgiving is not 

resistance; it is the 

lubricant that lets an 

institution tell itself it 

was conflicted. 

Guillaume Manchon, 

notary 

Chief recording notary. 

Wrote the minutes of the 

interrogations in French 

as they were spoken, 

which were later rendered 

into the Latin record. 

Survived. Testified at 

the nullification trial 

twenty-five years later, 

and testified against 

the process he had 

recorded. 

The single most 

important witness in this 

chapter. He was inside, 

he was competent, he 

wrote it down — and he 

told the truth about it 

when the cost of doing so 

had fallen. Which raises 

the question this article 

keeps asking: what did 

he know in 1431, and 

what did knowing cost 

him then? 

Martin Ladvenu, 

Dominican friar 

Assessor. Attended Joan 

at the end and heard her 

final confession. 

Survived. Testified at 

the nullification. His 

testimony about her 

last hours is among the 

most detailed we 

possess. 

That proximity to the 

person, rather than to 

the file, is what breaks 

the spell. Ladvenu spent 

time with Joan as a 

human being and could 

not afterwards hold the 

shape the court had 

made of her. 

Jean Massieu, usher 

Court usher. Escorted 

Joan to and from the 

sessions; present at the 

abjuration and at the 

execution. 

Survived. Testified at 

the nullification, 

including on the 

substitution of the 

abjuration document. 

That the lowest-ranking 

man in the room often 

sees the most, because 

nobody is performing for 

him. The abjuration 

evidence comes 

substantially from the 

usher, not from the 

judges. 



Name and Office Role in 1431 
What Happened 

Afterwards 

What This Person 

Establishes 

Nicolas de 

Houppeville, cleric 

Assessor who objected 

early to the court’s 

competence to try Joan at 

all. 

Was imprisoned for 

his objection and 

threatened with exile. 

Removed from the 

proceedings. 

The control condition. 

Dissent was available; it 

was simply punished. 

This is what makes the 

silence of the other 

assessors legible as a 

choice made under 

conditions rather than as 

agreement. 

Jean de Chatillon and 

the assessors, approx. 

130 named 

Theologians, canonists 

and clerics, largely from 

the University of Paris, 

who supplied the scholarly 

legitimacy of the verdict. 

Most survived and 

prospered. Several 

later testified that they 

had signed under 

pressure or had not 

been shown what they 

were signing. 

The Credentialled 

Spotlight at work. The 

learning was real. The 

men were genuinely 

expert in canon law. 

Their expertise was the 

instrument, not the 

obstacle. 

Table 6.. Named participants in the 1431 trial, their subsequent conduct, and what each establishes about the 

mechanism. Sources: the Rouen trial record and the depositions of the 1456 nullification proceedings. 

Manchon And Ladvenu: A Natural Experiment 

I want to draw attention to something in that table which historians have noted individually and 

which I do not think has been read as a single finding, and I mark this as inference, because it 

is a reading of a pattern rather than a documented interior state. 

Two men who were inside the 1431 machine — the notary who wrote the record and the friar 

who heard the last confession — gave evidence against it in 1456. Both had been close to Joan 

as a person rather than as a file. Manchon took her words down in her own French before they 

were translated into the Latin of the charge; Ladvenu sat with her in the final hours. Neither 

man’s theology had changed in twenty-five years. Neither had acquired new evidence. What 

had changed was that the political cost of saying what they had seen had fallen to approximately 

nothing. 

The evidence did not change. The price of the evidence changed. 

This is what I mean when I say that professional non-recognition is not an epistemic failure but 

an economic one, and it is why the standard remedy — more evidence, presented more clearly, 

to better-trained people — does not work and cannot work. Manchon did not need more 

evidence. He had written it himself, in his own hand, in the room. What he needed was for the 

truth to become affordable. 



Pierre Bourdieu gave the general form of this problem its most exacting name, and though he 

was writing about sociology rather than about fifteenth-century canon law, the requirement is 

identical. 

“objectification of the objectifying subject” 

Pierre Bourdieu, on participant objectivation, Journal of the Royal Anthropological 

Institute, 2003 

The court at Rouen objectified Joan with enormous technical competence. It never once 

objectified itself. It could not: the bench and the dock are not the same seat, and no tribunal in 

the history of the world has built a bench that would hold it. I will return to this at length in the 

Semmelweis chamber, where it acquires a name and a body of supporting evidence from 

science’s own self-study. For now it is enough to notice that the machinery which produced a 

fatal verdict in 1431 and a nullifying verdict in 1456 was, in both instances, the same 

machinery, staffed in part by the same men, applying the same law, to the same facts. 

Isabelle Romée: The Mother Who Reopened The Case 

There is a figure in this history who is almost always given a sentence and who is owed a 

section, and I am going to give her one, because the whole argument of this article turns on 

what she did. 

Isabelle Romée was Joan’s mother. She was, by every available measure, a person of no 

institutional standing whatever: a labourer’s widow from a village in the Meuse valley, without 

Latin, without patronage, without a credential of any description. In 1455, at roughly seventy 

years of age and by then living in Orléans on a small pension from the city, she travelled to 

Paris and appeared before the papal legate to demand that her daughter’s case be reopened. 

The accounts describe her as having to be supported while she spoke. She was addressing the 

highest ecclesiastical authority available to her, in a matter of canon law, twenty-four years 

after the fact, against a verdict handed down by more than a hundred doctors of theology from 

the University of Paris. She won. The nullification proceedings opened the following year and 

the 1431 verdict was quashed in its entirety. 

The case was not reopened by the profession that closed it. It was reopened by a 

woman with no standing at all, who had the one qualification the entire tribunal 

lacked: she knew the person. 

I want to be careful here, because there is a sentimental reading of this available and it is not 

the one I am making. The sentimental reading is that love beat learning. It did not. The 

nullification was conducted by canon lawyers using canon law, and it succeeded on procedural 

grounds — the irregularity of the tribunal, the denial of counsel, the substitution of the 



abjuration document — which is to say it succeeded because the profession was eventually 

willing to apply its own rules to its own conduct. 

The finding is narrower and harder. The profession possessed, throughout, every instrument 

required to reach the correct verdict. The law that nullified the trial in 1456 was the same 

law that was available in 1431. Nothing was discovered in the interval. What was required was 

an external party, with nothing to lose and an unbearable reason to act, to compel the instrument 

to be turned in a direction it would never have turned by itself. That is the structural finding, 

and it recurs in every chamber of this article, and it is why the last section is addressed to you 

rather than to an institution. 

‘The Mother Before The Legate’ 

[ IMAGE PLACEHOLDER — drop high-resolution artwork here ] 

Figure 2. Isabelle Romée in Paris, 1455. 

Commissioning brief. Photorealistic, chiaroscuro, single high window as the only light source. A woman of about 

seventy, plainly and poorly dressed, standing in a large stone chamber, supported at each elbow by a younger 

person whose faces we do not see. She is small in the frame and the frame is mostly empty stone. Facing her, at 

some distance and slightly raised, the seated figures of ecclesiastical officials in good cloth, rendered indistinctly 

— they should read as an apparatus rather than as individuals, which is the whole point of the image. Her face is 

the only fully resolved face in the picture and it should be exhausted rather than defiant. Historically plausible 

fifteenth-century French dress and interior. No haloes, no light from above, nothing devotional. The image must 

not idolise her; that would be the exact error the article is about. 

The Universality Test: What A Symbol Costs The Person Inside It 

I proposed in Book One a test for distinguishing admiration, which leaves a person intact, from 

idolatry, which does not. I want to state it here in its sharpest form, because Joan is the cleanest 

case in recorded history and the test can be seen operating on her in real time. 

A symbol is universal in proportion to the vacancy at its centre. The more people who 

can carry it, the less of the person is still inside it. 

This is not a lament. It is close to a law, and it is testable, and I offer it as a proposition rather 

than as a finding because I have not yet devised the study that would falsify it. Here is how it 

works. A person with a fully described interior — with appetites, contradictions, bad days, a 

temper, specific opinions about specific things — can be admired by people who share those 

specifics and cannot easily be adopted by people who do not. Each detail of a real interior is a 

constraint on who may carry the shape. 

Remove the interior and the constraints go with it. What remains is a form that anybody may 

fill. And so the reach of a symbol and the survival of the person inside it are inversely related, 

necessarily, by construction, without anyone intending harm at any point in the process. 



The Vacancy Ledger: One Body, Six Meanings 

Carrier Period 
What Joan Was Made To 

Mean 

What Had To Be Removed To 

Make Her Mean It 

The Rouen 

tribunal 

1431 A relapsed heretic; proof that 

the Armagnac cause was 

spiritually corrupt. 

Her military competence, her 

documented piety, the irregularity 

of her own trial, and the fact that 

a nineteen-year-old had out-

argued doctors of theology for 

months on end. 

The nullification 

court 

1456 An innocent wronged by a 

defective process; proof that the 

Church corrects itself. 

The hundred-odd churchmen who 

had signed the first verdict and 

were still alive. The verdict was 

quashed on procedure, which 

permitted the institution to be 

wrong without anyone in 

particular having been wrong. 

The French Third 

Republic 

19th c. A secular national heroine; the 

peasant girl who embodied 

France against the foreigner. 

The voices. The theology. 

Everything in her testimony that 

made her a religious rather than a 

national figure — which is to say 

the entire contents of her own 

account of herself. 

The Roman 

Catholic Church 

1920 A canonised saint; patroness of 

France. 
The nationalism. The politics. The 

awkward fact that the institution 

canonising her had burned her, 

which is addressed in the 

canonisation documents with a 

delicacy that repays study. 

Vichy France 

1940–44 A symbol of resistance to 

English perfidy, deployed in 

support of collaboration with 

Germany. 

Almost everything. By this point 

the shape is nearly empty and can 

be filled with a content precisely 

opposite to the one it held a 

generation earlier. 

The French 

Resistance 

1940–44 A symbol of resistance to 

foreign occupation, deployed 

against collaboration with 

Germany. 

The same. Two mutually 

murderous parties carried the 

identical symbol in the same 

country in the same year. This is 

the terminal stage of the 

mechanism and it is the strongest 

evidence for the vacancy law that I 

know of. 

Table 7. Each carrier of the symbol had to remove something to carry it. By 1940 the shape was empty enough to 

be held simultaneously by two parties who were killing each other. Empirical ledger as to the uses; inferential as to 

the mechanism connecting them. 



Look at the last two rows for as long as you can bear to. In 1943 a French collaborator and a 

French résistant could both invoke Joan of Arc sincerely, without irony, in support of 

programmes that required each to kill the other. No lie was necessary for this. Neither man was 

being cynical. The shape had simply been emptied, over five centuries, by a succession of 

people who each removed only what they needed to remove, and what remained was capacious 

enough to hold anything at all. 

That is what idolatry does, and it is why I insist that it is fatal rather than merely unfair. The 

girl was killed once, in 1431, by fire. The person was killed repeatedly, over five hundred years, 

by subtraction — and the subtraction was carried out very largely by people who loved her. 

A Correction Concerning The Burning Times 

I am obliged to correct a figure that circulates widely in the literature adjacent to this one, and 

which I have myself repeated in conversation, though not in print. 

It is frequently claimed that nine million women were executed as witches in Europe. This 

figure is false. It originates in an eighteenth-century estimate by Gottfried Christian Voigt 

which was extrapolated from a small local sample by a method that would not survive an 

undergraduate statistics seminar, and it was subsequently amplified for political purposes by 

parties across the spectrum, including, in the twentieth century, by the Nazi state, which found 

it useful. The consensus of modern archival scholarship, working from surviving court records 

across the affected jurisdictions, puts the total number of executions for witchcraft in Europe 

at between roughly forty thousand and sixty thousand over approximately three centuries, of 

whom somewhere between seventy-five and eighty-five per cent were women. 

I insist on the corrected figure for a reason that goes to the heart of this article. The true 

number is quite bad enough. Forty to sixty thousand people, overwhelmingly poor, 

overwhelmingly female, overwhelmingly without advocates, judicially killed by trained 

professionals applying a coherent body of law. If that requires inflation by a factor of two 

hundred to be felt, then what is being served is not the dead. What is being served is the 

rhetorical requirement of the person quoting the figure — which is idolatry again, in its 

scapegoat direction, the dead converted into a function and the function into a commodity 

anybody may carry. 

If a true number will not do the work, the work was never about the number. 

The Second Witness: Ignaz Semmelweis, And 
The Idolatry Of Method 

Joan shows the mechanism performed on a person. What she cannot show is the version that 

kills the most people, because that version does not look like idolatry at all, is never described 



as idolatry by anybody involved, and is conducted by intelligent, conscientious professionals 

inside buildings dedicated to the relief of suffering. 

For that we need a hospital. 

Introducing The Witness 

Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis was born in Buda in 1818, trained in Vienna, and in 1846 became 

assistant in the First Obstetric Clinic of the Vienna General Hospital. He was Hungarian in a 

German-speaking institution, he wrote awkward German, and he was not, by any account 

including his own, an easy man. He is now on the coinage of the discipline he was expelled 

from; a university bears his name; and the reflex named after him has entered the language. All 

of which is a second idolatry laid on top of the first, and I will come to it. 

What matters first is the anomaly, because the anomaly was not subtle and it was not hidden. 

It was published. It was in the ledgers. Anybody could look at it, and everybody did. 

The Anomaly, And The Death Of Kolletschka 

The Vienna General Hospital ran two maternity divisions. The First was staffed by physicians 

and medical students. The Second was staffed by midwives. Women died in the First at 

several times the rate at which they died in the Second, and this had been true, and known, 

and discussed, for years. 

I will give the figures with their evidential grade attached, because the figures are the load-

bearing element of this section and I am not going to let them float. The best-documented 

comparison is the one reported by Friedrich Wieger in 1849: annual maternal mortality in the 

clinic of 1.27 per cent for 1848, against a figure of more than 7 per cent for the years 1840 to 

1846. Semmelweis himself recorded individual months in which no mother died at all. Wider 

comparative figures circulating in the secondary literature — around ten per cent in the 

physicians’ clinic, rising towards eighteen per cent in the worst months, against roughly four 

per cent among the midwives — are consistent with the primary record but should be read as 

period estimates rather than as audited statistics. 

What was not an estimate was the fact that women knew. They begged to be admitted to the 

Second Division. Semmelweis records that women who gave birth in the street, on the way to 

the hospital, and were then admitted, did better than the women delivered on his own ward. 

The patients had correctly identified the danger and the profession had not, and the 

profession’s failure was not for want of data. It had all the data. The answer to a profession 

not having ‘enough knowledge’ is never ‘more knowledge’, it is ‘more wisdom.’ 

As Blaise Pascal, the 17th-century French mathematician, physicist, and philosopher wrote:  



“The heart has its reasons which reason knows nothing of… We know the Truth not 

only by the reason, but by the heart.” 

Pascal exposes the limits of pure mathematical or cognitive calculation. He is brought in to 

humble the “First Cathedral’s” belief that suffering can be solved through rational analysis, 

showing that Truth requires somatic and intuitive alignment. 

Related to this, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry wrote in ‘Le Petit Prince’: 

“On ne voit bien qu’avec le cœur, l’essentiel est invisible pour les yeux.” (“One sees 
clearly only with the heart. Anything essential is invisible to the eyes.”) 
Then, in March 1847, Semmelweis’s friend and colleague Jakob Kolletschka died. Kolletschka 

had been cut during an autopsy, and the pathological findings at his own post-mortem 

resembled those Semmelweis had been seeing in women dying of puerperal fever. 

That is the moment. In the language of my books it is a Pivot, and its structure is worth naming 

precisely, because it is the structure of every genuine paradigm shift: a category boundary 

collapsed, and two sets of facts that had been kept in separate rooms became one set of 

facts. Puerperal fever had been a disease of women, of childbirth, of the female constitution, 

of miasma, of atmospheric-cosmic-telluric influence. Kolletschka was a man who had never 

given birth. If Kolletschka’s death and the mothers’ deaths were the same death, then the 

disease was not about women at all. It was about material. And the material was travelling. 

From May 1847 Semmelweis required hand disinfection in chlorinated lime before 

examination. Mortality fell, sharply and immediately. 

He did not know why it worked. He had no germ theory; that was two decades away. He had 

a mechanism expressed in the only vocabulary available to him — cadaverous particles, 

decomposed animal-organic matter — and he had an intervention that worked before the 

explanation for it existed. Action preceded theory, and so action became a method of 

knowing. That sequence offends a certain kind of scientific temperament, and the offence it 

caused is part of what happened next. 

What Recognition Would Have Cost 

Now the central question of this article, applied to a hospital. 

Why would a profession, presented with a cheap, reversible, immediately available 

intervention that appeared to reduce the deaths of young women by a large factor, not simply 

adopt it and argue about the theory afterwards? 

The unserious answers are available and I decline them. It was not stupidity; the men concerned 

included some of the ablest clinicians in Europe. It was not absence of evidence; the evidence 

was in their own ledgers. It was not conspiracy; there is no documentary support for one and I 

record that as a negative finding rather than concealing it. 



The answer is that recognition was not free, and the price was not embarrassment. 

To accept the doctrine, a Viennese obstetrician had to accept a proposition about his own hands. 

Not about medicine in general, not about the state of knowledge, not about the past century — 

about his own hands, and about the specific women he had personally attended, whose names 

he could probably remember, who had died. At his hand. He had to accept that the very practice 

by which he understood himself to be an advanced scientific physician rather than a midwife 

— the morning in the dissecting room, the anatomical rigour, the whole prestige architecture 

of the discipline — was the vector. His method was the pathology.  

The evidence was correctly perceived as a threat to the survival of the self that was 

doing the perceiving. That self is the persona. The ego: the false self. A role decorated as 

a Self. But a role is not a Self.  

I want to be exact about the status of that sentence. The historical record cannot measure 

how much identity-threat caused any individual physician’s rejection, and I will not 

pretend that it can. What can be said is this. We know the moral implication was real, because 

Semmelweis experienced it himself and his writing is saturated with responsibility for 

preventable deaths. We know at least one physician who accepted the doctrine, Gustav Adolf 

Michaelis of Kiel, subsequently took his own life, and although a single causal account of any 

suicide would be historically irresponsible, later accounts connect part of his despair to what 

he had come to believe about his own contribution. And we know from a large modern 

literature on motivated reasoning and identity-protective cognition that evidence threatening a 

valued identity, however false that identity might be, is processed differently from evidence 

that flatters it. Those are analytical analogues, not retrospective diagnoses of dead men. 

The inference is strong. It is not proof, and I am not going to dress it as proof. Proof requires a 

white coat. I am not going to give it one.  

Thomas S. Kuhn Steps Forward 

 

Kuhn, the 20th-century American physicist, historian, and philosopher of science wrote in 

‘The Structure of Scientific Revolutions’: 

 

“What man sees depends both upon what he looks at and also upon what his previous 

visual-conception experience has taught him to see.”  

Kuhn provides the epistemic skeleton for the science. He proves that disciplines are not 

neutral eyes; they are dogmatic “paradigms” that pre-determine what can count as a problem 

and what must be excluded as noise 

Epistemic Idolatry: When A Method Becomes The Horizon Of The 
Real 

Here is where the word in the title of this article earns its place. What the Viennese faculty was 

defending was not a hypothesis about puerperal fever. A hypothesis can be abandoned; that is 



what hypotheses are for. That is after all the basis of the scientific method. What was being 

defended was a method that had stopped being a method and become an identity, which 

is the exact operation this article defines as idolatry, performed not on a person but on a 

way of knowing. Which is why a white coat mistaken for an epistemology is so lethal. In 

this series I have called that epistemic idolatry: the worship of an authorised method as though 

it were the horizon of the real. It has a characteristic instrument, which I call the Credentialled 

Spotlight. 

‘The Credentialled Spotlight’ 

 

‘The Credentialled Spotlight’ is an authorised method treated as the sovereign source of illumination, 

which sees brilliantly within its beam and therefore begins to assume that whatever lies outside the beam 

is dark because nothing is there. Real love cannot exist because there is no love molecule. Well, actually, 

there is. And the Credentialled Spotlight has a characteristic error, the Spotlight/Sky Error, which occurs 

when the limits of an authorised method are mistaken for the limits of Reality. 

The 20th-century British social anthropologist Mary Douglas wrote in ‘How Institutions 

Think’: 

 

“Institutions have the pathetic megalomania of the computer whose whole vision of the 

world is its own program.”  



Douglas witnesses institutional solipsism. She shows how organizations stabilize 

classifications and enforce cognitive boundaries to defend themselves against external 

anomalies. 

Ivan Illich eerily wrote in ‘Disabling Professions’ that: 

“People had ‘problems’, experts had ‘solutions’.” 

Illich is the primary social critic of institutional “iatrogenesis.” He witnesses the threshold 

where professions cross into counterproductivity, creating a legal monopoly over human 

needs that expropriates individual agency. And without agency, we die. 

Even more worryingly, Sandra L. Bloom, the contemporary American psychiatrist and 

pioneer of trauma-informed organisational theory, wrote in ‘Trauma-Organised Systems and 

Parallel Process’ that: 

“Chronic stress stealthily robs an organisation of basic interpersonal safety and trust, 

causing it to replicate the very trauma it was designed to heal.” 

The professional is doubly wounded: once in childhood, and once upon entry to the 

institution. Erving Goffman, witnesses the "Total Enclosure" of identity. He is called to 

show how high-status professional training acts as a "total institution," requiring the strategic 

self-amputation of authenticity to fit the role's costume. Writing in ‘Total Institutions’:  

"The total institution systematically strips the recruit of their prior identity, forcing 

them to adopt a highly standardized, compliant persona to survive the system's gaze." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘Total Institutions’ 

 

Perhaps it is no coincidence that the great French philosopher Michel Foucault wrote a book ‘Discipline 

and Punish’ with the apt subtitle of his most influential work being ‘The Birth of the Prison.’ Again, 

perhaps no coincidence that he also wrote the seminal ‘The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of 

Medical Perception’. His deep scholastic insights into institutions were primarily focussed on power, 

knowledge, and control. 

The conversion to epistemic idolatry runs in three steps and only the last one is illegitimate. 

Our method cannot detect or adjudicate this. Therefore, this cannot be known by our method. 

Therefore, this is not real, or not serious, or not a proper question. Next question please! That 

one doesn’t have an answer. The third step is where a discipline stops being a discipline 

and becomes a church, and it is almost always taken silently, because a profession that had to 

say it out loud would hear how it sounded. 

And now apply the definition given at the beginning, which was about people, to a method 

instead. The interior of a method is its fallibility — its provisionality, its conditions of defeat, 

the list of things that would show it to be wrong. Idolise a method and you remove exactly 

that interior, and what is left is a shape that performs a function for the people looking at it: it 

confers standing, it settles disputes, it distinguishes us from the midwives. A method with its 

fallibility removed cannot be corrected, for the same reason that an idolised person cannot be 

helped. There is no interior for the correction to enter. They already committed hara-kiri.  



This is why the fatality changes character at this scale, and it is the single most important 

sentence in this article: 

When a person is idolised, the person dies. When a method is idolised, the patients die. 

When a discipline is idolised, professionals die.  

The Corrections I Am Obliged To Make to The Accepted Literature 

A hostile reader will now supply the standard revisionist objections, and this book has a rule 

about that: the strongest objections must be printed by an author before a reviewer can 

deploy them. So here they are, in their strongest form, and the argument is better after them 

than before. 

Semmelweis Was Not Universally Rejected 

It is not true that the profession stood as one against him. Semmelweis had substantial and 

distinguished allies, including Ferdinand von Hebra, Josef Škoda and Carl von Rokitansky. His 

results were reported by Hebra in 1847–48, by Charles Routh in Britain, by Wieger in 

Strasbourg in 1849. He held a professorship at Pest; his measures were eventually implemented 

by Hungarian administrative order. A story in which the visionary is wholly right and the 

establishment wholly blind is a better story and a worse description, and it protects the 

dissenter's identity exactly as effectively as the establishment's account once protected its own. 

The Fourteen Year Silence Explained 

It has been written elsewhere, and other writers have written far more often, that Semmelweis 

stayed silent for fourteen years while women died. That is not accurate. What Semmelweis 

delayed was a comprehensive self-authored monograph, which did not appear until 1860–61. 

His findings themselves circulated from 1847 onwards through colleagues, lectures and 

Hungarian publications. What failed was not transmission. It was uptake. Hold that 

distinction; the next section is built on it. 

Hans Christian Andersen chips in here in 'The Emperor's New Clothes': 

 

"The Emperor was vexed, for he knew that the people were right; but he thought the 

procession must go on now 

At Least One Objection to Semmelweis Was Rational 

This is the correction that costs the most and is worth the most. Kadar and Croft, working from 

contemporaneous documents, show that a major objection to the doctrine was not disgust at 

the idea of dirty hands but a recognisable problem of causal inference: mortality fell after 

chlorinated-lime washing was introduced, but puerperal epidemics were known to fluctuate on 

their own, and post hoc does not establish propter hoc. A Paris editorial made the objection; 

Semmelweis's chief, Johann Klein, appears to have made a version of it too. In modern 



language: an uncontrolled before-and-after observation is vulnerable to confounding and to 

regression. 

That does not make the rejection correct. It means the dispute was partly about what counts as 

causal proof, which is a real dispute, conducted by serious people, and it prevents cognitive 

bias from becoming a universal solvent. A person can resist a true claim for a rational 

reason. I need that sentence to be printed in my own book, because a theory that explains every 

disagreement with it as further evidence for it has stopped being a theory and become a sealed 

room. It has become dogma. A church of its own worship. 

And yet the objection does not survive contact with the asymmetry, and the asymmetry is where 

the ethics live. The intervention was not costless — the chlorinated-lime wash was lengthy and 

harsh on the hands — but its burden was radically incommensurate with the harm it appeared 

to prevent to women. The real question the episode poses is not whether the sceptics 

reasoned badly. It is what standard of evidence should govern a cheap, reversible safety 

measure when the observed benefit is dramatic and the harm being prevented is death. 

A formally legitimate demand for certainty becomes ethically perverse when the expected cost 

of waiting is counted in mothers. That question is entirely open today, in every hospital, on 

every guideline committee, and it is the reason this chamber belongs in a volume on aetiology 

rather than in a museum. 

Insulin Resistance: Why Raising The Dose Makes It Worse 

Now I can state the diagnosis that this second witness exists to establish, and it is, so far as I 

know, mine. 

The professions are not deficient in the Truth. They are resistant to it, in the precise sense in 

which a cell becomes resistant to a hormone in which it has been bathed for years. 

Consider what insulin resistance actually is, because the analogy is exact and it is not 

decorative. The signal is present. The signal is abundant. The signal is, in the later stages, 

present at concentrations far above the physiological. What has failed is the insulin receptor. 

And the clinical consequence of that failure is the one that matters here: raising the dose does 

not restore the response. It accelerates the resistance. More signal, more downregulation; 

more downregulation, more signal required; and the patient is not short of insulin at any point 

in the disease. The patient is drowning in it. 

Semmelweis delivered the signal in 1847. Hebra amplified it in 1848. Wieger reported it in 

1849. Routh carried it to Britain. The Vienna ledgers were public. In 1860 the monograph 

arrived, and in 1861 and 1862 came the open letters, which were the dose raised to its maximum 

— and the resistance rose with it, exactly as the model predicts. 



And then do the same arithmetic on the present. The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 

study was published in 1998 by Felitti, Anda and colleagues in a major peer-reviewed journal, 

and has been replicated at population scale for a quarter of a century. Menzies Lyth described 

institutional defence against anxiety in a London teaching hospital in 1960. The material is 

open access. It is taught. It is cited. It is the very foundation of my ‘Open The Earth’ page. 

What is missing is not the signal. It is the uptake. Which is why I have made my webpage 

so open and accessible, with every study on that page being free to read or download for 

you. And every well-meant response of the last twenty years — more training, more awareness, 

more mandatory modules, more evidence — has been an increase in the dose, delivered to a 

receptor that is not there, by people acting in perfectly good faith. 

That is why I have stopped trying to prove the point harder. Proving it harder is the disease. 

The Flawed Messenger 

When he finally wrote at length, Semmelweis wrote intemperately. The open letters of 1861 

and 1862 accused named colleagues of being irresponsible murderers — which was, on his 

own evidence, arguably true, and was also the single most reliable way to guarantee that 

nobody would act on it. His deterioration in the final years was real, and it is not clear that the 

profession caused all of it. 

Being right did not make him easy, and being difficult did not make him wrong. 

Both of those sentences have to be held at once, and holding them is the whole discipline of 

this work. A reader who wants the story to be pure is looking for an idol; a reader who 

uses his abrasiveness to dismiss the mortality table is looking for a scapegoat; and these 

are one mechanism running in two directions. He was scapegoated by an institution that 

reduced a distributed problem of causation, ignorance, incentive and hierarchy to one difficult 

Hungarian. And he in turn reduced that same distributed problem to a list of murderers. 

Bidirectional personalisation. Both parties converted a systemic problem into a personal 

defendant, which is what unintegrated systems do, and which is the closest thing to a general 

law that my series of published books contains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘Why Haven’t We Aced ACEs?’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 8. The insulin-resistance model of professional non-uptake. The left column is endocrinology; 

the right column is the sociology of the professions; the middle column is the claim that they are the same 

shape. The diagnostic value is entirely in the bottom row. 

Feature 

Insulin Resistance 

(Established 

Physiology) 

Professional Resistance 

to ACEs (The Analogy 

Claimed) 

Status Of The 

Claim 

Availability 

of signal 

Insulin is present, often 

at very high circulating 

concentrations. 

The evidence is 

published, open access, 

replicated and taught. 

Semmelweis 1847; 

Menzies Lyth 1960; 

Felitti and Anda 1998. 

Documented on 

both sides. 

Site of 

failure 

The receptor and the 

post-receptor signalling 

cascade, not the 

hormone. 

Institutional uptake, 

translation and 

incorporation into the 

receiving conceptual 

system — not 

transmission. 

Documented in 

the Semmelweis 

historiography; 

argued by 

analogy for the 

present. 

Effect of 

raising the 

dose 

Further 

downregulation. The 

resistance deepens. 

Hyperinsulinaemia is 

part of the pathology, 

not the cure. 

Further defence. More 

evidence produces more 

elaborate rebuttal, more 

procedure, more 

training, and no change 

in behaviour. 

Inference. This 

is the load-

bearing claim 

and it is the one 

to attack. 

What 

actually 

restores 

sensitivity 

A change in the 

conditions the cell is 

living in, sustained over 

time. Not more 

hormone. 

A change in what the 

institution is defending 

against — which means 

addressing the fear, not 

the ignorance. 

Position held by 

the author. 

Testable in 

principle; not 

yet tested. 

The 

diagnostic 

error 

Treating a receptor 

disease as a deficiency 

disease. 

Treating a fear problem 

as an information 

problem — which is what 

every awareness 

campaign in the field 

currently does. 

This is the 

finding. If it is 

wrong, the 

model fails 

here. 



 

Martyrology Is Idolatry With Better Manners 

The afterlife of Semmelweis is exceptionally vulnerable, because it contains every ingredient 

of a martyr narrative: the ignored warning, the suffering Truth-teller, the institutional 

persecution, the premature death, the posthumous vindication, and the final unbearable irony 

that he died of the very sepsis he had spent his life preventing. He was committed to an asylum 

in 1865, at forty-seven, and died about two weeks later of a fatal infection whose origin remains 

disputed. 

Every one of those ingredients becomes dangerous the moment it is polished. So I want to state 

the rule that governs my use of him, and to state it against myself as much as against anyone: 

Rejection is not evidence of Truth. 

Galileo was resisted and was substantially right about important astronomical claims. 

Semmelweis was resisted and was substantially right about contamination. And an enormous 

number of resisted propositions across history have simply been false. The martyr's social 

fate cannot establish the martyr's epistemic status. If it could, every crank would be 

Copernicus, and the only qualification for Truth would be unpopularity, which is a qualification 

anybody can obtain in an afternoon. 

There is a second discipline here that matters more to me than it may to the reader, because it 

touches the professional stigma this series exists partly to name. A person's epistemic 

credibility and their psychiatric status are separate questions and must be kept separate 

in both directions. The acute behavioural syndrome of 1865 cannot establish that his 1847 

observations were pathological. And the correctness of the 1847 observations cannot establish 

that the 1865 illness was fictitious, or that it was manufactured by his enemies. Semmelweis 

was substantially right about prevention and he became acutely unwell. Neither fact proves or 

disproves the other, and the romantic silenced-genius trope, which needs them fused, does real 

harm to living people every time it is repeated. 

Who Actually Died 

And now the accounting, which is the reason this witness is in an article with this title. 

Semmelweis died at forty-seven and his death is the one that gets remembered, dramatised, and 

put on the statue. It is not the fatality that matters here. 

The fatality that matters is the mothers. Not one of them was a party to the dispute. Not one of 

them had a view on cadaverous particles or on the adequacy of before-and-after inference. They 

were admitted to a building for help, they were attended by conscientious men who had recently 

been elsewhere, and they died of a preventable disease in numbers that were recorded in a 

ledger at the time and can be read today. They were killed by an idolatry they had no part 



in, conducted in a language they were never taught, on premises they had entered in order 

to be safe. 

That is the second fatality and it is the general case. The people who die of epistemic idolatry 

are almost never the idol and almost never the idolater. They are the third parties: the 

ones on the ward, in the dock, on the waiting list, in the care of the profession whose 

method has been placed beyond correction. The idol and the idolater between them have a 

story in which no crime occurred. The third parties have a mortality statistic, and no name in 

it. 

One last thing, and it is what turns Semmelweis from a historical accusation into a mirror. The 

World Health Organization continues to publish guidance on hand hygiene, and continues to 

address failures of compliance, because compliance remains imperfect in modern hospitals 

staffed by people who have known the germ theory since they were sixteen. The deepest 

problem was therefore never nineteenth-century ignorance. We can know the mechanism, 

teach it in every medical school, mount the alcohol rub on the wall at the end of every bed, and 

still fail to convert knowledge into action. Semmelweis is not evidence against them. He is 

evidence about us. 

Which is why the definitive image for this section is not the portrait of the neglected genius. 



‘The Threshold Basin’ 

 

‘The Threshold Basin’. A stone-flagged corridor threshold in a mid-nineteenth-century Viennese hospital. 

Behind Semmelweis, through the door that is closing, the dissecting room with its marble slab. Ahead of 

him, through the door that is opening, a woman in labour. Semmelweis believes he is walking from one 

room into another; the picture knows that he is carrying one room into the other. His face is kind. That is 

the whole of the parable: he is not careless, he is not cruel, and he is not stupid — he is unable to imagine 

himself as part of the causal chain, because the method he was taught places the knower outside the field 

he is studying. The bracket the viewer should draw for themselves, and which must never be drawn in the 

frame, goes around the hands, and it reads: the knower was inside the causal chain. 

Two rooms. Behind the figure, a door standing half open onto a dissecting room: a marble slab, 

an oil lamp, instruments laid out, a sheet. It is legible— no visible body, no organ, no blood. 

Ahead of the figure, a second door standing half open onto a lying-in ward: a bed, a woman in 

the late stage of labour attended by another woman, a lamp. The mother’s face visible, 

frightened and yet hopeful, looking towards the door. 

We see Semmelweis largely from behind and in three-quarter profile, so that the hands, not his 

face, are the subject. What is visible of his expression must be unambiguously kind and slightly 

preoccupied — a good doctor at the end of a long morning, thinking about the next patient. 

Nothing sinister. The parable is destroyed if he looks like a villain. He is not. 

The water is entirely still and has not been used. A folded towel, dry and undisturbed, sits 

beside it. The detail that carries the argument. The water is clean and still, and the towel is dry, 

and the light falls on both, and he is already moving past them. The viewer should be able to 



see that he has not decided against washing. He has simply not seen the basin, because in the 

world he was trained into, the basin is not part of the procedure. 

‘ACEs Recruitment’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘The Recruitment Fair’ 

 

‘The Recruitment Fair’: A graduate milk round. Medicine on one stand, law on the next, and 
a queue of twenty-two-year-olds shaking hands with the institution that will tell them who 

they are. 

Nobody in this photograph is being deceived. That is the difficulty of it and the reason it 

belongs here rather than in a chapter about exploitation. The recruiters are sincere, the 

brochures are accurate, the salaries are real, and the young man in the foreground with the 

borrowed briefcase has worked extremely hard to be standing where he is standing. What is 

not on any of the stands is the question this article has been asking: not what do you want to 

do, but what were you running from when you decided. A profession does not need to 

deceive anybody to recruit the wounded. It only needs to offer, at exactly the right age, a 

structure that will supply worth on condition of performance — which is the arrangement the 

child already knows how to live inside. 

 

 

 

 

 



‘The One In The Middle’ 

 

‘The One In The Middle’: A rotunda, a ring of colleagues in professional dress standing well 
back, and one man alone at the centre under the light, holding what he has found. 

Count the distance. Everybody in the ring is at the same radius, and the radius is the finding. 

They have not surrounded him in order to attack him; there is no violence anywhere in the 

frame and there does not need to be. They have simply all taken one step back, at the same 

moment, without arranging it, and the stepping back is the entire mechanism of this article 

performed in a single gesture. He is not being expelled. He is being made peripheral, which 

is quieter, requires no vote, leaves no minute in any record, and works. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘The Dock Is Always Occupied By One Profession At A Time: On The 

Fear-Shaped-Box-Production-Line’ 

 

‘The Dock Is Always Occupied By One Profession At A Time’: A line of practitioners — a 
barrister, a physician, an officer, a row of executives — and at the far right, alone in the glass 

box, one of them. Costumes are fear-shaped boxes. Roles not Souls. 

The man in the glass is not different from the men on the bench. Same training, same 

institution, same fear, and on most days the same conduct. What separates him is that the 

machinery required somebody, and the requirement arrived before the evidence did. Look 

along the line and notice that every man on it is looking at the box rather than at his 

neighbour, because the one reliable way to be certain you are not in it is to be visibly appalled 

by whoever is. 

Rumi, the 13th-century Persian poet, Sufi mystic, and philosopher of the heart writes: 

"Why do you stay in prison when the door is so wide open?" 

Rumi is the poet-prophet of the Pivot from my Map. He witnesses the "unlocked door" of the 

ego, showing that our self-inflicted captivity is maintained only by our resistance to the 

"Sovereign Sky" of Truth.  

 



‘Two Rooms, One Threshold’ 

 

‘Two Rooms, One Threshold’: Behind, a magnificent decaying dining room with the feast 
spoiled and the masterpieces still on the wall. Ahead, an open valley at dawn. Between them, 

two men and a decision. 

The room behind is not a hell and it must not be painted as one. It is beautiful, it cost a great 

deal, and everything in it was genuinely earned. That is precisely why leaving is so difficult 

and why so few do: the Temple of Emotional Anaesthesia is not a dungeon, although it is a 

prison with a good address. It is counterfeit. It is imitation. What has gone wrong is not 

visible in any single object. It is visible only in the fact that the food is untouched, and that 

the man with the briefcase has stopped eating and has not yet noticed that he has stopped. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Truth 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘You Are Only Human, and That’s The Human Condition’ 

 



‘Lady Macbeth on a ‘Wellness-Weak’

 

 

 

 

 



‘The Scream: Whilst Edvard Was Out to Munch’ 

 

 

 

 



 

ACEs led us to the prison of roles-as-identity. It is precisely at this point that agency returns. 

‘What’s The Point of an Empty Prison? There is No Point, and That, 

Precisely, is the Point’: ‘When The White Coat Was a Prison-Jacket’ 

 



‘The Papers and Coats Stay Where They Fall’: A man walks out of the colonnade into 
ordinary morning light. Behind him, scattered across the flagstones, the documents and lab 

coats nobody will now come to collect. 

There is no drama in this exit and that is the argument. Nothing was overthrown, nobody 

was defeated, and no door was broken. He simply stopped supplying the belief that held the 

structure upright, and walked, and the paperwork which had governed a life lies on the floor 

of an empty hall exactly as valid and exactly as powerless as it was the day before. What is the 

point of an empty prison? There is no point. And that, precisely, is the point. Goodbye to the 

Hospital-Prison. The point is not to change your profession: the point is to change where you 

are practicing it from. 

‘The Pivot’ 

The Self-Exempting Tribunal: Why No Discipline Can 
Hear Its Own Case 

The Semmelweis story is usually told as a story about one obstinate profession in one city in 

one decade, and told that way it is consoling, because it is over. I am going to tell it as a story 

about a structural feature of every classifying system that has ever existed, including the one I 

am using to write this sentence, and told that way it is not over at all. 

What follows is the longest single movement in this article. It is long because the claim is large 

and because I intend to evidence it from the professions’ own published record rather than from 

my opinion of them. A witness can be dismissed for bias. A profession’s own journals cannot. 

The Question That Has Never Been Put To A Vote 

Every discipline in the modern world sorts. That is what a discipline is. It receives the raw, 

unsorted, weeping mass of human experience and it lays that experience out into categories: 

diagnosis and health, liability and innocence, significant and non-significant, in-scope and out-

of-scope, admissible and inadmissible. The sorting is not a scandal. Sorting is how anything 

gets done. A surgeon who could not distinguish the artery from the nerve would not be more 

compassionate; she would be more dangerous. 

But a taxonomy has a structural peculiarity that nobody warns you about on the first day of 

training. The sorter is never one of the sorted. The categories are laid out on the table and 

the hand that lays them out is not on the table. And because that hand is never sorted, it is never 

inspected; and because it is never inspected, it comes in time to be experienced not as a hand 

at all but as the natural order of the room. 

This is the quiet arrangement I want to name, and I want to name it precisely, because 

everything that follows depends on it. I call it the Self-Exempting Tribunal: any system of 

classification that grants itself the one exemption it grants to nothing else — exemption from 



its own classifying gaze. Not by conspiracy. Not even by choice. By architecture. The coinage 

is mine and I mark it as mine; the observation beneath it is not, and I set out below whose it is. 

A discipline cannot be the tribunal of its own objectivity, because it would have to 

occupy simultaneously the bench and the dock, and it has never in its history built a 

bench that would hold it. 

We Do Not See That We Do Not See 

The physiologists gave us the cleanest image of this and they did not know what they were 

giving us. Every human eye contains a blind spot where the optic nerve leaves the retina. There 

is no photoreceptor there. Nothing is registered. And yet nobody walks around with a hole in 

the world. Nobody sees a black disc floating near the centre of the visual field. 

Heinz von Foerster, the founder of second-order cybernetics, took that fact and turned it into 

an epistemology. What is missing from the blind spot is not the image. What is missing is the 

absence. 

“we do not see that we have a blind spot” 

Heinz von Foerster, ‘Cybernetics of Cybernetics’, 1979 

Read that slowly, because it is the engine of this entire chapter. The failure is not that the system 

cannot see a particular thing. The failure is that the system experiences no sensation of failure. 

Its picture of the world arrives seamless, complete, and free of the smallest suggestion that 

anything has been left out. This is why professionals under critique are so genuinely, so 

woundedly bewildered. They are not lying when they say they see no gap. There is no gap in 

their field of vision. The gap is in the field of vision itself. 

Von Foerster gave a name to the correction: first-order cybernetics studies observed systems; 

second-order cybernetics studies observing systems. The move is to put the observer back 

inside the picture. Every profession I have examined has performed the first move brilliantly 

and has declined the second for four hundred years. Medicine studies the patient. Law studies 

the case. Psychology studies the subject. None of them, as a formal condition of their method, 

studies the one who is doing the studying — and the practitioner’s own biography, and the 

wound that may have delivered him to the door of that profession in the first place, is precisely 

what falls into the blind spot and is registered as nothing at all. 

Pierre Bourdieu came at the same wall from sociology and gave the remedy its most exacting 

name: the objectification of the objectifying subject. He believed it could be done. He spent a 

career attempting it. And the most instructive fact in the whole literature is that his own 

discipline has argued ever since about whether he succeeded — which tells you not that 

Bourdieu failed but that the task is genuinely, structurally hard, and that it is not accomplished 

by good intentions or by a paragraph on positionality at the front of a paper. 



The most dangerous instrument in any profession is the one nobody has thought to 

calibrate: the practitioner holding it. 

Two Prisons, One Wall: What The Professions Confess In Their 
Own Journals 

Here the argument needs no philosophy at all, and I want to make that explicit, because a reader 

who has followed me this far may reasonably suspect that a great deal is resting on continental 

epistemology. It is not. What follows is quantitative, peer-reviewed, and produced by science 

about science. 

In 1942 Robert Merton described the norms he believed governed science: communality, 

universalism, disinterestedness, organised scepticism. Knowledge held in common. Claims 

judged without regard to who made them. Truth pursued for its own sake. Every finding, 

including one’s own, held open to scrutiny. It is a beautiful description, and it is the description 

science still gives of itself to the public and to itself. 

In 1974 Ian Mitroff spent three and a half years with forty-two of the most eminent scientists 

studying the Apollo lunar rocks and published the results in the American Sociological Review. 

He found that alongside the stated norms ran a full parallel set of counter-norms, and that the 

scientists lived by both at once: particularism, in which a claim is weighed by the standing of 

the claimant; individualism, in which findings are held close and protected; self-interestedness, 

in which recognition and funding are the operative fuel; and — the term is theirs, not mine — 

organised dogmatism, in which a scientist invests a career in defending his own most 

important theory. 

“organised dogmatism” 

Ian Mitroff, American Sociological Review, 1974 — the sociology of science’s own 

term for a scientist banging his fist on the table 

Hold that phrase. It is not my coinage. I could not have got away with it if it were. 

You might reasonably ask whether a 1974 study of forty-two men still tells us anything. It does, 

because it has been tested at scale twice, and this three-study spine is the whole point of the 

construction — Mitroff is the hypothesis, not the evidence, and I do not cite him alone. 

In 2007 Anderson, Martinson and De Vries surveyed 3,247 mid- and early-career scientists 

funded by the United States National Institutes of Health. They found substantial dissonance 

between the ideals scientists espoused and the behaviour they observed — and, on average, 

respondents saw other scientists’ behaviour as more counter-normative than normative. The 

more competitive the field, the more counter-normative the behaviour. 

In 2025 Koppel, Lindkvist and Tinghög put the same instrument to 11,050 researchers and 

published in the Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization. The dissonance was still 



there, and it was structured. It was highest in the medical and health sciences. It rose with 

seniority. And in a companion analysis from the same survey, researchers in medicine and 

health were found to be especially likely to overestimate their own field’s ethicality — while 

the independent evidence puts biomedicine among the fields with the highest rates of 

questionable research practice. 

Read those three findings together and something moves in the chest. The dissonance is 

largest where the moral self-image is highest. The gap between what a profession believes 

about itself and how it behaves is widest precisely in the field most certain of its own goodness. 

And it grows with seniority — which is to say, it scales, exactly as this series has argued that 

ego scales: the higher the position, the greater the investment in the self-image, the more the 

self-image must be defended, and the less available the evidence becomes. 

That is not an accusation from outside. That is science’s own instrument, pointed at science, 

returning a reading science has not acted upon. 

The Evidence Tier Ledger For This Section 

Study Sample Finding Ledger 

Merton 

(1942/1973), ‘The 

Normative 

Structure of 

Science’ 

Theoretical. CUDOS: communality, 

universalism, disinterestedness, 

organised scepticism. The stated 

ideal against which everything 

below is measured. 

Empirical — canonical 

scholarship. Establishes 

the baseline, not the 

behaviour. 

Mitroff (1974), 

American 

Sociological 

Review 39(4) 

42 eminent Apollo 

lunar scientists, 

three and a half 

years of fieldwork. 

A full parallel set of counter-

norms operating alongside the 

stated norms: particularism, 

individualism, self-

interestedness, organised 

dogmatism. 

Empirical. Small n and 

fifty years old. The 

hypothesis, not the proof. 

Never to be cited alone. 

Anderson, 

Martinson & De 

Vries (2007), 

JERHRE 2(4) 

n = 3,247 NIH-

funded scientists. 
Substantial normative 

dissonance. Respondents on 

average judged other scientists’ 

behaviour more counter-

normative than normative. 

More competitive fields fared 

worse. 

Empirical. Self-report of 

observed behaviour, with 

the usual limits of self-

report. 

Koppel, Lindkvist 

& Tinghög (2025), 

J. Econ. Behavior 

& Organization 

237 

n = 11,050 

researchers. 
Dissonance persists at scale, is 

highest in medical and health 

sciences, and rises with 

seniority. Companion analysis: 

medical and health researchers 

most overestimate their own 

field’s ethicality. 

Empirical. The scaling 

claim rests here. 

Companion findings cited 

from the discussion section 

and flagged for verification 

at source. 



Study Sample Finding Ledger 

Staw, Sandelands 

& Dutton (1981), 

Administrative 

Science Quarterly 

26(4) 

Review and 

synthesis across 

individual, group 

and organisational 

levels. 

Threat-rigidity: under threat, 

systems show restriction in 

information processing and 

constriction of control. 

Attention narrows, decision-

making centralises, in-group 

cohesion rises, out-group 

relations deteriorate. 

Empirical at the 

organisational level; 

contested in small-group 

experimental work. 

Presented as a robust 

organisational finding, not 

a law. 

Stroebe, Postmes 

& Spears (2012), 

Perspectives on 

Psych. Science 7(6) 

Analysis of 

misconduct cases 

and detection 

mechanisms. 

Scientific self-correction, in the 

case of misconduct, largely fails 

to operate as advertised. 

Empirical. Cited by me 

against my own 

convenience — see the 

conceded asymmetry 

below. 

Table 9. Every empirical claim in this movement, with its sample, its finding and its limits stated on the same page 

as the claim. Nothing here is drawn from advocacy material. 

The Market Shelter Nobody Calls By Its Name 

The second confession comes from sociology, and it has been in the standard curriculum for 

fifty years, which is its own small scandal. I want to be emphatic about this, because a reader 

may expect that what follows is radical. It is not. It is the mainstream position, and I am pushing 

at an open door. 

Before 1970 the professions were largely described in the terms they used about themselves: 

altruistic service, esoteric knowledge, disinterested stewardship. Then Eliot Freidson, Terence 

Johnson, Magali Sarfatti Larson and Andrew Abbott did the arithmetic. Johnson reframed a 

profession not as a kind of occupation but as a means of controlling one. Larson described 

professionalisation as a collective project that converts scarce expertise into market shelter, 

social closure and jurisdictional control. 

“monopoly of competence legitimised by officially sanctioned expertise” 

Magali Sarfatti Larson, ‘The Rise of Professionalism’, 1977, p. 38 

Abbott showed that the real history of the professions is the history of turf: jurisdictions 

claimed, defended and lost between competing groups. And Ivan Illich, from outside the 

academy entirely, gave the age its name. 

“the Age of Disabling Professions” 

Ivan Illich, ‘Disabling Professions’, 1977 

His deeper concept is the one this series needs. A radical monopoly is not a monopoly over a 

product. It is a monopoly over a capacity. It does not merely out-compete the alternatives; it 

degrades the environment until the alternatives are no longer possible, so that the human being 



can no longer do for herself what she once could, and must now be delivered to. Illich argued 

that medicine had reached this point with health itself. 

I must enter a correction against my own interest here, because Illich is useful to me and I am 

obliged to say where he does not hold. His strong iatrogenesis thesis — that medicine 

constitutes a net harm to human health — has not survived. It is widely regarded as falsified 

in its strong form even by sympathetic readers, and the mortality data since 1975 does not 

support it. I use the radical monopoly and the expropriation of capacity, which stand. I do not 

import the mortality claim, which does not. A writer who quotes only the parts of his witnesses 

that suit him is assembling an idol, not an argument. 

This is the exact mechanism you feel and cannot name when you leave a consulting room, a 

courtroom or a regulatory hearing lighter in credential and heavier in fear. You did not merely 

fail to be helped. You were relieved of a capacity. 

And here the two prisons turn out to share a wall. The reflexivity trap explains why the 

professions cannot see what they do. The monopoly literature explains why they must not. Self-

examination is not merely difficult for a profession; it is the one activity with the power to 

dissolve the jurisdiction that keeps it alive. This is what I have called elsewhere the Dissolution 

Clause, and this is its cleanest demonstration: the inquiry a discipline most needs to conduct is 

the inquiry it is structurally least able to survive. 

A profession will fund any research except the study that would ask what its own 

practitioners were running from when they arrived. 

‘The Bench That Would Not Hold Him’ 

[ IMAGE PLACEHOLDER — drop high-resolution artwork here ] 

Figure 3. The Self-Exempting Tribunal. 

Commissioning brief. Photorealistic, cold north light, no warmth anywhere in the palette. A wooden courtroom 

bench, high and heavy, photographed from the position of the dock so that the viewer is looking up at it. On the 

bench, precisely where a judge would sit, there is a second, smaller dock — a plain wooden enclosure of the kind 

the accused stands in — and it is empty. The joinery between bench and dock must be seamless, as though the two 

were built from one piece of timber by one carpenter, because the point is architecture rather than irony. Dust in 

the air. Worn brass. No figures, no faces, no gavel. The absence in the empty enclosure is the subject of the 

photograph. 

The Stress Test: What Pressure Reveals That Comfort Conceals 

Now I must say something that is easy to say badly, and I am going to try to say it precisely, 

because the point is structural and not partisan. 

A political shock is a poor argument and an excellent instrument. It functions in a civilisation 

the way a sudden loud noise functions in a consulting room: it does not tell you what a person 

is, but it tells you very accurately what a person does when frightened. And what a system does 



when frightened is the most reliable information you will ever get about what that system 

actually is, as opposed to what it says it is on its website. 

Here the literature is unambiguous and it is forty-five years old. In 1981 Staw, Sandelands and 

Dutton published in Administrative Science Quarterly what has become one of the most-cited 

findings in organisational theory: the threat-rigidity effect. 

“restriction in information processing and constriction of control” 

Staw, Sandelands & Dutton, Administrative Science Quarterly, 1981 

Attention narrows. Channels close. Decision-making moves upward. Habitual responses are 

relied upon more heavily and novel ones less. In-group cohesion rises — and relations with 

out-groups deteriorate. 

Note what the paper does not say. It does not say this happens to bad organisations, or 

authoritarian ones, or unscientific ones. Staw and colleagues found the effect at three levels 

simultaneously — individual, group and organisational — which is precisely the recursive, 

multi-scalar signature this series has been tracing from the nursery to the civilisation. Threat-

rigidity is ego contraction with a citation. 

I must qualify it, and the qualification matters. The organisational-level evidence is robust; 

several experimental studies of ad hoc small groups have failed to find the centralisation effect. 

It is a well-supported organisational finding. It is not a law of nature, and I will not present it 

as one. 

So when any professional order comes under sustained political attack — its funding 

conditioned, its advisory panels dissolved, its findings overruled by appointees — the 

predictable response is not calm, open, self-examining inquiry. The predictable response is 

contraction: closing ranks, hardening claims, centralising authority, treating internal dissent as 

defection at the very moment internal dissent is most needed, and answering an assault on its 

authority with a restatement of its authority. Not because scientists are dishonest. Because that 

is what institutions under threat do, and science is an institution before it is a method. 

And this is the cruelty of the position, which I want to state with some tenderness, because the 

people inside it are not villains and many of them are exhausted. The moment a profession is 

attacked from outside is the moment it can least afford to examine itself, and the moment it 

most needs to. Every incentive says: not now. Not while we are under fire. We will look at 

ourselves when it is safe. And it is never safe, and that is the whole trap. Threat forecloses 

reflexivity precisely when reflexivity is the only thing that would restore the credibility under 

attack. 

I want to be exact about what this argument does and does not license, and I am going to state 

the limit in the strongest terms available to me because it is the point at which arguments of 



this kind usually go wrong and take everything else down with them. It does not establish 

that a defending institution and an attacking demagogue are morally equivalent. They are 

not. That claim cannot be evidenced, I do not make it, and any reader who thinks they have 

found it here has found something I did not put there. 

What it establishes is narrower and more uncomfortable: that the defence is not evidence of a 

difference. Contraction under threat is what every fear-organised system does, including the 

ones that are right. Being correct does not exempt an institution from the mechanism. And 

an institution that responds to a legitimacy crisis by asserting its legitimacy has, whatever the 

merits of its case, revealed which register it is operating in. 

I should also say plainly where the asymmetry lies, because to omit it would be to do exactly 

what I am accusing the professions of doing. Science possesses machinery for finding itself 

out. Replication, retraction, preregistration, metascience — these exist, they are real, and 

demagoguery has no equivalent. That machinery works slowly and often fails; Stroebe, 

Postmes and Spears named the gap in 2012, calling self-correction, in the case of misconduct, 

a myth. But note the shape of that fact: the evidence that science corrects itself badly was 

produced by science correcting itself. That is not nothing. It is, in fact, the seed of everything 

I am asking for. 

Pre-Truth Is Not After Post-Truth. It Is Underneath It. 

Which brings me to the term I have been building towards, and to the correction of a sequence 

almost everybody gets backwards. 

We are told we live in a post-truth age: that something called truth once held, and that 

demagoguery, virality and spectacle have since eroded it. That story is consoling because it 

makes the professions the bereaved party. I do not think it is accurate. 

I want to propose that the professions were never in the truth condition to begin with. They 

were in a prior condition, and I call it pre-truth. Not chronologically prior. Structurally prior. 

A pre-truth system is one that has organised itself around a defended partial method and 

mistaken that method for reality — that has taken its spotlight for the sun. It is not lying. Lying 

requires knowing. It is doing something more intractable than lying: it is sincerely reporting a 

world in which its own blind spot does not appear. 

Post-truth is not the enemy of pre-truth. Post-truth is its child. 

I put that forward as a proposition to be argued rather than a finding to be cited, and I ask 

you to hold me to the distinction. Here is the mechanism, set out so that it can be attacked. 

A profession claims authority over a domain of human life. It secures that authority through 

closure, credential and law. It declines — structurally, not wickedly — to submit its own 

foundations to the scrutiny it applies to everything else. Over decades, a gap opens between 



the authority it claims and the trust it has earned. Ordinary people feel that gap somatically 

long before they can articulate it: the sense of being processed rather than met, of being handled 

through thick gloves of jargon, of a system that speaks the language of care and behaves like a 

system of control. They cannot name it. They have no vocabulary that the institution recognises 

— this is Miranda Fricker’s hermeneutical injustice, and what I have called hermeneutical 

enclosure. 

And into that unnamed, unspeakable, decades-deep gap walks the demagogue, who does not 

need to be right. He needs only to be the first person in living memory to say out loud that the 

emperor has no clothes. He is lying about nearly everything. He is telling the truth about the 

gap. And that single truth, arriving after forty years of silence, will buy him almost anything. 

This is what I mean by the Vacuum Thesis: the credibility vacuum that post-truth politics fills 

was excavated, over generations, by pre-truth institutions declining to examine themselves. It 

follows that no amount of fact-checking closes it, because the vacuum was never epistemic. It 

was relational. It was made of people who were not met. You cannot correct your way out 

of a wound of contact. 

And it follows, too, that the professions cannot be humanity’s defence against demagoguery 

while remaining in the condition that produced it. Not because they are hypocritical — I do not 

think most of the human beings inside them are hypocritical at all — but because a defence 

mounted from inside the same structure of fear-contracted consciousness reproduces the thing 

it opposes. Fear does not defeat fear. It only changes its uniform. 

The demagogue did not create the vacuum. He found it, and he was the first to shout 

into it. 

Original Coinages In This Movement, Marked As Mine 

Coinage Definition Built Upon, With 

Attribution 

The Self-Exempting 

Tribunal 
Any classifying system that grants itself the 

single exemption it grants to nothing else — 

exemption from its own classifying gaze. Not 

chosen; architectural. The bench and the dock 

cannot be the same seat. 

Von Foerster’s blind 

spot; Luhmann’s 

operational closure; 

Bourdieu’s scholastic 

bias. 

The Vacuum Thesis That post-truth politics does not erode a prior 

truth condition but fills a credibility vacuum 

excavated over generations by pre-truth 

institutions declining to examine themselves. 

Post-truth is pre-truth’s child, not its enemy. 

Fricker’s hermeneutical 

injustice; my own prior 

coinage hermeneutical 

enclosure. 



Coinage Definition Built Upon, With 

Attribution 

Reflexivity Debt The accumulating, compounding liability a 

discipline incurs each decade it applies its 

instruments outward and not inward. Unlike 

financial debt it is invisible on the balance sheet 

until it is called in — and it is called in all at 

once, by an outsider, in public. 

Extends Bourdieu. New. 

Credentialled 

Solipsism 
The condition in which extensive training 

produces not a wider aperture but a more 

confidently defended narrow one — the 

practitioner who has learned a great deal and 

unlearned the capacity to be shown. 

Extends Kuhn on trained 

incapacity to notice; 

Veblen’s trained 

incapacity. 

Sovereign 

Grammar 
The register in which a discipline states its 

findings as though from nowhere — passive 

voice, absent observer, view from above — 

thereby concealing the hand that sorted. 

Extends my own 

epistemic idolatry. 

Adjacent to Haraway on 

situated knowledge, not 

derived from it. 

The Stress Test 

Principle 
That an institution’s response to threat is more 

diagnostic of its actual organising register than 

any quantity of its stated values, because fear 

reveals grammar. 

Operationalises Staw, 

Sandelands & Dutton 

(1981). 

Table 10. Every term below is my own and is offered as an extension of the cited literature, not as a finding drawn 

from it. None may be attributed to the scholars in the right-hand column. 

What This Section Licenses, And What It Forbids 

I have found it useful, and I recommend the practice to anyone building an argument across 

disciplines, to write down explicitly what a body of evidence permits me to say and what it 

does not. The discipline is unglamorous and it has stopped me making at least four claims I 

badly wanted to make. 

Licences And Prohibitions 

The Finding It Licenses Me To Say It Forbids Me From Saying 

Mitroff / Anderson / 

Koppel counter-norm 

evidence 

That science’s own repeated self-

study documents counter-normative 

behaviour; that the gap is largest in 

medicine and health; and that it rises 

with seniority. 

That scientists are dishonest, that 

findings are therefore unreliable, or 

that any particular study or scientist 

is compromised. Normative 

dissonance is not fraud. 

Staw, Sandelands & 

Dutton threat-rigidity 

That institutions under threat 

predictably narrow information 

intake and centralise control, at 

That any specific institutional 

response was therefore illegitimate, 

wrong, or motivated by bad faith. 



The Finding It Licenses Me To Say It Forbids Me From Saying 

every scale, and that scientific 

institutions are not exempt. 
The mechanism predicts a shape, not 

a verdict. 

Von Foerster and 

Bourdieu on reflexivity 

That a discipline cannot adjudicate 

its own objectivity from inside, and 

that the absence of a felt gap is not 

evidence of no gap. 

That disciplinary knowledge is 

therefore invalid, or that all 

perspectives are equally warranted. 

This is an argument about the limits 

of self-audit, not a licence for 

relativism. 

Larson, Freidson, 

Abbott and Illich 

That professional authority is 

historically constituted through 

closure, credential and jurisdiction, 

and that this is mainstream sociology 

rather than polemic. 

That professional expertise is a 

fiction, that credentials are 

worthless, or that anyone’s 

judgement is as good as a trained 

practitioner’s. Illich’s strong 

iatrogenesis claim has not held. 

The Vacuum Thesis — 

mine 

To advance it as a proposition, 

argued from mechanism, clearly 

labelled as my own theoretical claim. 

To present it as an established 

empirical finding, or to attribute it to 

any cited scholar. It is mine. It is 

marked as mine. 

The movement as a 

whole 

To indict structures, and to describe 

with compassion the human beings 

held inside them. 

To indict any named living 

individual, or to make comparative-

harm claims between an institution 

and a named politician. The moment 

I do that, the structural argument is 

read as a political one and dies. 

Table 11. What the evidence in this movement permits and what it forbids. The right-hand column exists so that 

readers can catch me if I stray into it. 

The Objection I Cannot Escape, Answered In The Text 

There is one objection to this entire movement which is correct, which I cannot defeat, and 

which I therefore want to state in its strongest form rather than let a reviewer discover it. 

This argument is self-refuting. Your framework is also a taxonomy. By your own 

reasoning it cannot assess itself, and you have merely built one more self-exempting 

tribunal with a chapter of good manners at the front. 

That is correct, and I concede it without qualification. The framework claims no exemption. I 

have not escaped the trap; nobody escapes it; that was the point of the chapter. 

What I claim is narrower, and it is the only thing available. A system that names its own blind 

spot has not abolished it — it has installed a handle on the lid. The difference between this 

framework and the ones I have been describing is not that mine sees itself and theirs do not. It 

is that mine keeps four separate ledgers, states which one every claim belongs to, marks its 

own coinages as coinages, publishes its corrections in the body rather than an erratum, invites 



the Council of Disciplines to inspect it, and contains a section — the one titled And Now The 

Stone Comes Back — in which the instrument is deliberately turned on the author. 

That is not sovereignty. It is a lid with a handle, and a note attached saying where the handle 

is. If that is insufficient, it is insufficient, and I would rather be told so than be admired. 

The Tenderness Clause 

I have been unsparing about structures. I want to be exact about people, because everything I 

have written collapses into something ugly if this last movement is missed, and I have seen the 

ugly version, and I have written the ugly version, and I do not want it in this book. 

Not one word of this is an accusation against the individual doctor, lawyer, scientist or 

academic. The mechanism I have described requires no bad actors and would run identically 

if every person inside these institutions were a saint. That is what makes it structural. It is also 

what makes it survivable. 

And there is a particular tenderness owed to the people inside, which the critique literature 

almost always misses. The professional who cannot examine his own foundations is not 

protecting his fee. He is protecting three things a human being is entitled to protect: his dignity, 

his attachments, and the coherence of a life. He built that life on the premise that the method 

was the world. To open the question is not merely to risk being wrong. It is to risk discovering 

that thirty years of hard, sincere, exhausting service were conducted inside a room with a lid 

on it — and that the lid was never mentioned to him either. Nobody chooses that on a Tuesday 

afternoon. 

So the capacity is real. The excellence is real. The care is real. What I am describing is not a 

fraud to be exposed but an inheritance to be set down. Healing does not confiscate excellence. 

It frees excellence from compulsory service to fear. 

And the way out is not the abolition of any discipline. It is the retirement of one specific claim: 

the claim to solitary sovereignty. A discipline that knows it is a spotlight is a magnificent 

instrument. A discipline that believes it is the sun is a monastery of fear with a research budget. 

The difference between them is not competence, funding or intelligence. It is a single act of 

remembering — that there is a sky above the spotlight, that other lights are trained on the same 

ground, and that the hand holding the lamp belongs to a human being who was once a child, 

and who is also, always, standing under the light. 

Turf-seeking becomes Truth-seeking the moment the discipline stops needing to be 

the whole sky. 

‘The Spotlight And The Sky’ 

[ IMAGE PLACEHOLDER — drop high-resolution artwork here ] 



Figure 4. The Spotlight Error, photographed at the moment of correction. 

Commissioning brief. Photorealistic, night, wide field. A single theatrical spotlight on a stand in an open field of 

cropped grass, throwing a hard-edged, brilliant white ellipse of light onto the ground. Inside the ellipse, every blade 

of grass is rendered in forensic detail — this is a competent instrument and the image must concede that. Beyond 

the ellipse the field is dark. Above, the full arc of a clear night sky, the Milky Way visible, thousands of stars, all 

of it real and photographed rather than composited. The composition should place the spotlight small and low in 

the frame and give at least two thirds of the image to the sky. No people. No allegory. The argument is made 

entirely by proportion. 

The Machinery Of Unseeing 

It is not enough to say that the Vienna faculty did not see what Semmelweis showed them. That 

is the observation. What follows is an attempt at the mechanism — six distinct operations, each 

separately documented in the literature, which together produce the phenomenon of a 

competent, intelligent, well-intentioned group of professionals looking directly at a halved 

mortality rate and registering nothing. 

I set them out as a sequence, but they do not run in sequence. They run at once, in the same 

person, in the same afternoon, and their combined effect is far larger than their sum, which is 

why the phenomenon is so much more robust than any single account of it suggests. 

The Six Operations Of Unseeing 

Operation What It Does The Literature It 

Rests On 

Seen At Vienna As 

1. Category 

Refusal 
The anomaly is not 

admitted as data because it 

does not fall within a 

recognised category of 

evidence. It is not 

disbelieved. It is not 

classified, and so it never 

reaches the stage at which 

belief or disbelief would 

apply. 

Kuhn on paradigms 

determining what 

counts as a 

legitimate problem; 

Fleck on thought-

styles determining 

what is perceptible 

as a fact. 

The mortality differential 

between the two clinics was 

known, discussed, and 

attributed to atmospheric or 

cosmic influences — an 

explanation which had the 

merit of requiring nobody to 

change their behaviour. 

2. Method 

Idolatry 
The method by which the 

discipline knows becomes 

the boundary of the real. 

Anything not visible to the 

method is treated as non-

existent rather than as 

unexamined. 

My own coinage, 

epistemic idolatry; 

anticipated by 

Kuhn and by Fleck; 

related to 

Bourdieu’s 

scholastic bias. 

Contagion had no mechanism 

visible to 1847 medicine. 

Germ theory was two decades 

away. The absence of a 

mechanism was read as the 

absence of a phenomenon. 



Operation What It Does The Literature It 

Rests On 

Seen At Vienna As 

3. The Cost 

Calculation 
The unconscious 

computation of what 

accepting the evidence 

would require the accepter 

to have been. Where the 

answer is intolerable, the 

evidence is downgraded 

before it is consciously 

examined. 

Inferential ledger. 

Consistent with 

motivated reasoning 

and with the threat-

rigidity literature; 

not directly 

demonstrated for 

this case. 

To accept Semmelweis was to 

accept that one had personally 

carried death from the 

dissection room to the delivery 

bed, repeatedly, for years. 

That is not a proposition; it is 

an indictment with a body 

count. 

4. Messenger 

Discount 
The claim is weighed by the 

standing and manner of the 

claimant rather than by its 

content. Mitroff’s 

particularism, operating 

exactly as described. 

Mitroff (1974); 

Anderson et al. 

(2007); Koppel et al. 

(2025). 

Semmelweis was Hungarian, 

junior, difficult, published 

late, and eventually wrote 

open letters calling named 

colleagues murderers. Every 

one of these facts is true and 

none of them is evidence 

about handwashing. 

5. Conformity 

Cascade 
Once the senior figures 

have declined the evidence, 

the cost of accepting it falls 

on the junior, who bears it 

alone. Private assent 

produces public silence, 

and public silence is read 

by everyone as private 

dissent. 

Asch (1951) on 

conformity under 

unanimous majority 

error; Noelle-

Neumann on the 

spiral of silence. 

A number of Vienna 

physicians privately adopted 

the chlorine washing. The 

practice did not become the 

public position of the faculty, 

and privately held truth does 

not lower a mortality rate on a 

ward one has no authority 

over. 

6. Absorption When the evidence finally 

becomes undeniable, it is 

accepted — and 

reattributed. The 

discoverer is absorbed into 

the institution’s account of 

its own progress, and the 

failure to hear him is retold 

as the ordinary friction of 

science. 

My own claim, 

offered as a 

proposition. Related 

to Merton on the 

Matthew effect and 

to Fleck on the 

retrospective 

smoothing of 

discovery. 

Semmelweis is now taught in 

every medical school on earth 

as a hero of antisepsis. The 

institution that destroyed him 

now owns him. This is the 

idol-direction of the 

mechanism running on the 

same body it earlier 

scapegoated. 

Table 12. The mechanism by which competent professionals look at decisive evidence and register nothing. 

Operations 1, 2, 4 and 5 rest on published literature; 3 and 6 are marked as inference and proposition respectively. 

The Protect Tariff, And Why Silence Is Not Agreement 

Operation five deserves separate treatment, because it is the one most people underestimate 

and because it has been measured. 



In 1951 Solomon Asch put a subject in a room with seven confederates and asked them, one at 

a time and aloud, which of three lines matched a reference line. The answer was obvious. The 

confederates answered wrongly and unanimously. Across the critical trials, about a third of 

responses conformed to the evidently wrong majority, and roughly three quarters of subjects 

conformed at least once. Only about a quarter held out consistently. 

Two features of that experiment are almost always omitted in the retelling and both are essential 

here. First, the task was trivially easy. Control subjects answering alone were correct more 

than ninety-nine per cent of the time. This is not a study about ambiguous evidence; it is a study 

about unambiguous evidence in the presence of unanimous social pressure. Second, 

introducing a single dissenting ally collapsed the effect — conformity fell by roughly three 

quarters. One other person saying the true thing out loud was worth more than the evidence of 

the subject’s own eyes. 

The evidence was never the variable. The company was the variable. 

Now transpose that to a Vienna faculty meeting in 1848, and adjust for the fact that the subjects 

were not undergraduates being paid for an hour but physicians whose entire livelihood, 

standing, and account of themselves as healers depended on the answer. The pressure in Asch’s 

room was social. The pressure in the Vienna room was existential. It would be astonishing if 

the conformity rate had been lower. 

And this gives us the practical finding that I want carried out of this chapter into ordinary 

working life, because it is actionable on Monday morning: the marginal value of the second 

person to say the true thing is far higher than the marginal value of the first. The first 

dissenter is discounted as an eccentric. The second dissenter converts the first from an eccentric 

into a faction, and a faction is a thing an institution must process. If you are ever in a room 

where someone has just said the uncomfortable accurate thing and the room has gone quiet, 

you are holding, in that moment, the single highest-leverage position available to any person 

in any institution. Say the second sentence. 

Ludwik Fleck: Facts Are Made Perceptible Before They Are Made 
True 

There is a witness to all of this whom I want to introduce properly, because he is less known 

than he should be and because he was, in a sense that will become uncomfortable, inside the 

experiment. 

Ludwik Fleck was a Polish-Jewish microbiologist who in 1935 published Genesis and 

Development of a Scientific Fact, a book which anticipated almost the whole of Kuhn’s 

argument by twenty-seven years and which was ignored for thirty. Fleck’s claim was that a 

scientific fact does not arrive as an observation and then become accepted. It becomes 

perceptible only within what he called a thought-collective operating in a thought-style — a 



shared, largely unconscious set of assumptions about what is worth looking at and what counts 

as looking properly. 

The consequence is savage, and it is exactly Semmelweis’s problem. A finding produced 

outside the prevailing thought-style is not weighed and rejected. It is not perceived as a 

finding at all. It registers, to a competent and honest observer inside the collective, as noise, 

or as an error, or as nothing. 

Fleck knew what he was describing from a position most epistemologists do not occupy. He 

was deported to Auschwitz and then to Buchenwald, where he was made to work in a laboratory 

producing typhus vaccine for the German army. He and his colleagues produced a useless 

vaccine for the Wehrmacht and a genuine one in secret for the prisoners, and the deception was 

not detected, in part because the men supervising them were operating inside a thought-style 

in which prisoners were not the sort of entity capable of that. 

He survived the war by exploiting, on an industrial scale and at risk of his life, the 

exact mechanism his book had described seven years earlier. 

I include this not for its drama but because it is the strongest available demonstration that the 

thought-style is not a metaphor. It has a body count in both directions. And I note, because the 

article requires me to notice such things, that Fleck’s own book was itself unperceived for three 

decades by the discipline best equipped to understand it, which is the thesis demonstrating itself 

on its author. 

Donald Schön: The High Ground And The Swamp 

A second witness, from a different century and a gentler position. Donald Schön described, in 

The Reflective Practitioner (1983), a topography that every working professional recognises 

the instant it is named. 

There is, he wrote, a high hard ground where problems are manageable and susceptible to 

research-based technique, and there is a swampy lowland where the problems are messy, 

confusing, and incapable of technical solution — and where the problems of greatest human 

concern are found. The practitioner must choose. He can remain on the high ground and solve 

relatively unimportant problems with rigour, or he can descend into the swamp and engage the 

problems that matter by means he cannot fully justify. 

Schön’s observation, and it is the one I want, is that the reward structures of every profession 

point uphill. Rigour is legible. Publication lives on the high ground. Promotion lives on the 

high ground. The swamp is where the patients are, and it is career-neutral at best. 

Put Fleck and Schön together and you have the Vienna faculty entirely. The mortality 

differential between the two clinics was a swamp problem: messy, confounded, involving the 

personal conduct of colleagues, and insusceptible to the methods that conferred standing. 



Cadaveric particles could not be seen. Atmospheric influence could be theorised on the high 

ground, elegantly, at no cost to anybody. The profession did not choose the wrong answer over 

the right one. It chose the answerable question over the important one, which is a different 

failure and a much more common one, and which is happening in your own discipline this 

week. 

Everett Hughes: The Work Nobody Will Name 

The third witness supplies the piece the other two lack. Everett Hughes, writing on work and 

the professions from the 1950s, introduced the idea of dirty work: the tasks a society requires 

to be done, delegates to a specific occupational group, and then declines to look at. The group 

performs the work under a licence and a mandate. The licence permits activities forbidden to 

everyone else. The mandate is the group’s claim to define how the work should be thought 

about. 

Hughes’s most disturbing paper, ‘Good People and Dirty Work’ (1962), was written about 

post-war Germany and asked how ordinary, decent citizens could have permitted what was 

done. His answer was that they did not permit it in the sense of authorising it. They delegated 

it, and then declined the mandate to look. The in-group knows. The wider society arranges not 

to. 

Apply this to the dissection room. The nineteenth-century anatomical tradition was dirty work 

of exactly this kind: necessary, licensed, physically appalling, and screened from public view 

by a professional mandate. What Semmelweis said was not merely that a practice should 

change. He said that the dirty work and the clean work were connected by a pair of hands, 

and that the hands did not stop being the same hands when they moved between rooms. 

That is why they could not hear him. He was not proposing a hygiene measure. He 

was proposing that the partition on which the whole profession stood did not exist. 

Somatic Decapitation, And What A Training Costs 

I now have to say something about what it is like to be inside one of these trainings, and I can 

say it with some authority because I was inside one for twenty years, and because the thing I 

am about to describe was done to me and I consented to it and would have defended it fiercely 

at the time. 

A professional training does not merely install knowledge. It performs a specific and rarely 

named operation which I call somatic decapitation: the systematic severing of the 

practitioner’s interoceptive and emotional response from his working self, in exchange for the 

capacity to function. This is not incidental to the training. It is a substantial part of what the 

training is for. 



There are good reasons for it, and I want them on the record before I say anything critical. A 

surgeon who felt, at full intensity, what she was doing with her hands, could not do it. A 

barrister who was fully available to the grief in the room could not cross-examine. The 

anaesthesia is functional. It permits acts of enormous skill and benefit which could not 

otherwise be performed by a mammal. 

Two problems follow, and they are not small. The first is that the anaesthetic has no off 

switch and no scheduled review. Nobody is taught to reverse it at six o’clock. It is installed 

in the first year and it runs for a career, and it runs at home, and it runs in the marriage, and the 

practitioner is very often the last person to know that the instrument he uses to survive the ward 

is the instrument that makes him unreachable at his own kitchen table. 

The second is that the anaesthetised faculty is precisely the faculty required to notice the 

thing Semmelweis was pointing at. The reaction he needed from his colleagues was not 

intellectual assent. It was the somatic lurch of a person realising what their own hands have 

been doing — and that lurch is the specific sensation their training had spent a decade 

abolishing. He was asking them to feel something with an organ that had been surgically 

removed in the second year, by consent, for good reasons, with their gratitude. 

The training that made them capable of the work made them incapable of the 

correction. 

I mark the causal claim in that last sentence as inference. What is documented is the training, 

the reaction, and the outcome. What I am supplying is the link between them, and a reader who 

wishes to reject the link may do so while keeping everything else in this chapter. 

‘The Hands Between Two Rooms’ 

[ IMAGE PLACEHOLDER — drop high-resolution artwork here ] 

Figure 5. Vienna, 1847. 

Commissioning brief. Photorealistic, dim, single oil lamp. A doorway seen from side-on, so that both rooms are 

partly visible in one frame. To the left, the edge of a dissection table — suggested, not displayed: a corner of 

stained wood, an instrument tray, a sheet. To the right, the edge of a birthing bed with clean linen. In the doorway 

between them, a man in a dark frock coat, mid-stride, his hands the sharpest thing in the photograph and the only 

element in full focus. He is not sinister. He is tired, and he is a doctor going to help someone. Nothing on his hands 

is visible to the naked eye and nothing should be visible in the image either — the horror is entirely in the 

composition, which places clean and unclean in one continuous space joined by a pair of ordinary hands. No blood. 

No gore. Absolutely no ghosts or symbolism. 

The Evidential Floor: What Is Already Known And Not 
Acted Upon 

I have argued that professional non-recognition is structural rather than stupid. That argument 

would be an interesting historical claim and nothing more if the mechanism had stopped. This 



chamber exists to demonstrate that it has not, using a body of evidence which is larger, better 

replicated and more widely available than anything Semmelweis ever had, and which has been 

similarly not acted upon. 

I am going to lay it out as an evidence floor with graded tiers, because the strength of the claim 

varies across the tiers and I want you to be able to see exactly where it is strong and exactly 

where it thins. Every source in this table is open access and directly reachable; I maintain the 

full library at  

The complete open-access evidence library from which this chamber is built is maintained at 

Open The Earth, where every source below can be downloaded or read free without a 

subscription, an institution, or a login. That is not a convenience. It is a structural commitment: 

an argument about enclosure that hid its own evidence behind a paywall would be refuting 

itself in public. 

The Six-Tier Evidence Floor On Childhood Adversity 

Tier Source Sample Finding What It Cannot 

Establish 

1. 

Foundational 

cohort 

Felitti, Anda et 

al. (1998), 

American 

Journal of 

Preventive 

Medicine 14(4) 

n = 9,508 

adult 

respondents, 

Kaiser 

Permanente / 

CDC. 

A powerful graded 

relationship between 

accumulated childhood 

adversity and the leading 

causes of death in adults. 

The dose–response shape is 

the finding, not any single 

association. 

Causation. 

Retrospective, 

observational, single 

health-plan 

population. Recall 

bias is a live concern 

and the authors say 

so. 

2. Systematic 

review and 

meta-

analysis 

Hughes, Bellis 

et al. (2017), 

The Lancet 

Public Health 

2(8) 

37 studies, n 

= 253,719. 
Strongest pooled 

associations with 

problematic substance use, 

mental ill-health and 

interpersonal violence. 

Moves the pattern 

decisively beyond one 

famous cohort. 

Uniformity. 

Heterogeneity was 

high and the designs 

remain observational. 

3. Global 

prevalence 
Madigan, 

Deneault et al. 

(2023), World 

Psychiatry 

22(3) 

206 studies, 

208 samples, 

n = 546,458 

adults, 22 

countries. 

Roughly six in ten adults 

report at least one ACE; 

16.1 per cent report four or 

more. This is not a 

marginal population. It is 

most people. 

Global 

representativeness. 

The evidence base still 

leans heavily towards 

North America and 

the authors state this 

plainly. 

https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/open-the-earth


Tier Source Sample Finding What It Cannot 

Establish 

4. Genetic 

and familial 

confounding 

Swedish twin 

cohort study 

(2024), 

reported in 

JAMA network 

journals 

n = 25,252 

Swedish 

twins. 

Tests whether shared genes 

and shared family 

environment explain the 

association away. Within 

exposure-discordant twin 

pairs the relationship 

attenuated but persisted. 

This materially strengthens 

the evidential ground. 

Elimination of 

residual confounding. 

Attenuation is real 

and must be reported 

alongside persistence. 

5. 

Prospective, 

record-

linked 

Child 

maltreatment 

and adult 

mental health, 

birth cohort 

study (2019), 

British Journal 

of Psychiatry 

n = 3,778 

young adults, 

substantiated 

maltreatment 

records 

linked 

prospectively. 

Reduces the recall problem 

that shadows retrospective 

ACE research. Neglect, 

emotional abuse and 

multiple maltreatment 

types predicted particularly 

wide adult mental-health 

costs. 

Completeness. 

Official substantiation 

misses every harm 

that never reached a 

child-protection file, 

which is most of it. 

6. 

Mechanism 
Shonkoff, 

Garner et al. 

(2012), 

Pediatrics 

129(1); Teicher 

& Samson 

(2016), JCPP 

57(3); McEwen 

on allostatic 

load 

Reviews and 

syntheses. 
A developmental account of 

how early experience 

becomes biology: toxic 

stress, allostatic load, and 

altered developmental 

trajectories which may be 

read as survival 

adaptations rather than 

defective essence. 

Determinism. These 

are trajectories and 

probabilities, not 

sentences. The 

adaptation framing is 

itself a hinge, not a 

proof. 

7. 

Reversibility 
Davidson & 

McEwen 

(2012), Nature 

Neuroscience 

15(5); Hölzel et 

al. (2011), 

Psychiatry 

Research 

191(1) 

Review; and 

a controlled 

longitudinal 

MRI study, n 

= 16 versus 

17 wait-list 

controls. 

Social experience and 

directed practice are not 

strangers to brain 

structure. Recovery is a live 

possibility rather than a 

consolation. 

The cartoon claim. A 

non-randomised 

study of sixteen 

people cannot support 

‘meditation rewires 

the brain’, and I will 

not let it. 

Table 13. The evidential basis for the aetiology advanced in this series, graded, with the limits of each tier stated in 

the same row as the finding. Every source is open access and linked in the reference list at the end of this article. 

The Blank Row 

Now I want you to look at that table and notice what is not in it, because the absence is the 

entire point of this chamber and it took me two years to see it. 

There is no row for the practitioner. 



Seven tiers of evidence, half a million participants in a single row of it, thirty years of 

replication across twenty-two countries — and the population studied is always the patient, the 

client, the subject, the respondent, the child. The sorting hand is not on the table. The literature 

on adverse childhood experiences has been applied to prisoners, to obese people, to addicts, to 

schoolchildren, to veterans, to litigants, to psychiatric patients and to the poor, at very great 

length and with genuine benefit, and it has almost never been applied to the doctor, the lawyer, 

the judge, the academic or the regulator doing the applying. 

The one population never surveyed for adverse childhood experience is the 

population licensed to ask everybody else about theirs. 

This is the Self-Exempting Tribunal, and it is no longer an abstraction from the philosophy of 

science. It is a hole in a specific literature, of a specific shape, that anybody can verify in an 

afternoon with a database subscription. It is measurable by its absence, which is the only way 

a blind spot can ever be measured. 

The Exception That Proves It: Oehme And Stern On The Legal 
Profession 

There is one exception substantial enough to be worth the whole of this section, and because it 

is an exception it shows the rule with unusual clarity. I want to introduce these two witnesses 

properly. 

Karen Oehme, Director of the Institute for Family Violence Studies at Florida State 

University, and Nat Stern, the John and Ashley E. Frost Professor of Law at the same 

institution, published in 2019 in the University of Richmond Law Review an article titled 

‘Improving Lawyers’ Health by Addressing the Impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences’. It 

is, so far as I have been able to establish, the single clearest instance in the professional 

literature of a discipline turning the ACE instrument on itself. 

They open with a borrowed sentence which I am going to give you in full, because it does the 

work of a paragraph. 

“Trauma is to mental health as smoking is to cancer” 

Dr Steven Sharfstein, former President of the American Psychiatric Association, 

quoted at the head of Oehme and Stern, 2019 

Their argument runs as follows, and I set it out at length because the shape of it is exactly the 

shape of the Vienna problem. The legal profession has recognised that its members are unwell. 

It has published a major report on the subject. That report identifies stress, substance use, 

depression and anxiety, and proposes education, destigmatisation and treatment. And it largely 

ignores the single body of evidence that the Centers for Disease Control describe as a basis for 

much of adult physical and emotional health trouble — the adverse childhood experience. 



What The Legal Profession Has Published About Itself 

Finding The Number 
Source As Reported By Oehme And 

Stern 

Problem drinking among 

practising lawyers 

Between 21 and 36 

per cent. 
ABA Commission on Lawyer Assistance 

Programs, studying nearly 13,000 

practising lawyers (2016), as cited in the 

National Task Force report. 

Depression among practising 

lawyers 

28 per cent. Same study, as reported in the National 

Task Force on Lawyer Well-Being report 

(2017). 

Anxiety among practising lawyers 19 per cent. Same source. 

Stress among practising lawyers 23 per cent. Same source. 

Law students with at least one 

diagnosis of depression, anxiety, 

eating disorder, psychosis, 

personality disorder or substance 

use disorder 

More than a 

quarter. 
Survey reporting cited by Oehme and 

Stern at p. 1318. 

Law students reporting binge 

drinking in the prior two weeks 
43 per cent. Survey of Law Student Well-Being (2016). 

Law students at risk for 

alcoholism 
About 25 per cent. Same survey. 

Law students experiencing 

suicidal ideation 
6 per cent. Same survey. 

Law students who were at risk for 

problematic drinking and had 

received counselling for alcohol or 

drug issues 

4 per cent — 

against a quarter 

at risk. 

National Task Force report, as cited by 

Oehme and Stern at p. 1332, n. 157. 

Table 14. Figures as reported in Oehme and Stern (2019). Note the final row: the gap between the proportion at 

risk and the proportion seeking help is the profession’s own measurement of its own silence. 

Oehme and Stern then make the move that earns them their place in this article. They observe 

that the profession’s remedial literature focuses overwhelmingly on the trauma of the client — 

that trauma-informed lawyering, as taught, means learning to recognise trauma in the person 

across the desk. The American Bar Association approved a policy on trauma-informed 

advocacy for children and youth in 2014. Continuing legal education courses exist on 

interviewing clients about their adverse childhood experiences. 

And the practitioner’s own history appears nowhere. Oehme and Stern searched for it and 

reported that they could not find any law school effort addressing students’ or lawyers’ own 

adverse childhood experiences. They note, dryly, one Illinois continuing-education handout 



concentrating on ways for attorneys to interview and understand clients’ adverse childhood 

experiences — but not their own. 

The profession built an instrument for detecting the wound, taught it thoroughly, 

and pointed it exclusively away from the practitioner. 

They also note the National Task Force report’s single passing reference to the matter: an 

acknowledgement that a person’s capacity for resilience derives from a host of factors 

including genetics and childhood experiences — a sentence which then segues immediately 

into techniques for building resilience, without any recommendation to explore what is being 

recovered from. The wound is named in a subordinate clause and the room moves on. 

That is the Blank Row, documented, in a peer-reviewed law journal, by two members of the 

profession concerned. I am not making the observation from outside. They made it, in 2019, 

in their own literature, and it has substantially not been acted upon. Which is the finding 

of this entire chamber, restated in a jurisdiction Semmelweis never entered. 

A Second Confirmation: What Happens To Law Students In One Year 

Oehme and Stern point towards a body of work by Sheldon and Krieger which deserves to be 

set out in its own right, because it is longitudinal and because the shape of the change is more 

disturbing than any single figure in it. 

The First Year: Sheldon And Krieger 

Measure On Entry To Law School By The End Of The First Year 

Subjective well-being 

Higher than undergraduate 

comparison samples. These are, on 

arrival, unusually well people. 

Substantially reduced, with large 

and persistent falls in life satisfaction 

which do not recover in the second 

and third years. 

Psychological health 
Within normal range. Significant increases in depression, 

anxiety, hostility and paranoia. 

Motivation 

Predominantly intrinsic — interest, 

enjoyment, a wish to be useful. 
Shifted towards controlled 

motivation: pleasing others, avoiding 

failure, meeting external 

requirement. 

Values 
Oriented towards community 

service, growth and relationship. 
Reoriented towards appearance, 

image and image-based reward. 

Physical health 
Baseline. Increases in headache, insomnia and 

somatic distress. 

Table 15. Directional summary of findings reported by Sheldon and Krieger in Behavioral Sciences and the Law 

(2004) and related work. Empirical ledger as to the measured changes; the causal attribution to the training 

environment is contested and is marked as inference. 



The detail I cannot stop thinking about is this. In this literature, the students with the most 

intrinsic motivation on entry tend to obtain the highest grades — and academic success then 

predicts a subsequent shift towards more lucrative and less altruistic career preferences. The 

people who came for the right reasons do best, and doing best is the mechanism by which they 

are moved away from the reasons they came for. 

It is not the failures who are captured. It is the prizewinners. 

I flag the causal claim here as inference and contested. The distress literature is largely cross-

sectional or short-longitudinal, selection and exposure are not cleanly separated, and it remains 

possible that legal training attracts a population whose trajectory would have been similar 

elsewhere. I hold the selection question open. I note only that the profession has not funded the 

study that would close it, which is itself the Dissolution Clause operating in plain sight: the 

research a discipline most needs is the research it is least able to survive. 

Felitti’s Grenade 

One more thing about the foundational study, because the way it was found is the best short 

parable in the whole of this literature and it is almost always omitted. 

Vincent Felitti was running an obesity clinic in San Diego in the 1980s. The programme 

worked: patients lost very large amounts of weight. The problem was that a substantial 

proportion of the most successful patients dropped out — not the failures, the successes, at the 

point of success. This made no sense within any category available to the clinic. 

Felitti began asking. In the course of a long series of interviews he asked a woman how old she 

had been when she first became sexually active. He has said since that he mis-spoke and asked 

how much she had weighed. She answered forty pounds, and then added: it was with my father. 

What followed was the discovery that for a substantial number of these patients the weight was 

not the problem. The weight was the solution. It was protective, it was deliberate at some 

level below deliberation, and losing it returned them to a state of exposure they had spent 

decades escaping. The programme was, with great skill and the best of intentions, removing 

their armour. 

The intervention was working perfectly. It was working on the wrong thing, and the 

wrong thing was load-bearing. 

Felitti’s own framing of what this changes is the single most useful sentence I know for anyone 

working with human beings in any capacity whatever, and it is the inversion on which this 

entire series rests. The question is not what is wrong with you. The question is what happened 

to you, and behind it the harder one: what did this do for you, and what happened first? 



Felitti set this out at length in ‘The Origins of Addiction: Evidence from the Adverse Childhood 

Experiences Study’, which is open access and which I would put in the hands of every clinician, 

lawyer and teacher I know if I could. The paper argues that behaviours we categorise as self-

destructive are frequently attempted solutions to problems we have not asked about. It is a 

difficult paper to read and an impossible one to un-read. 

The Uptake Interval 

I want to close this chamber with a comparison that I offer as a proposition rather than a 

finding, because the sample size is small and the category-matching is loose, and a reader is 

entitled to reject it. But the shape is striking enough to be worth putting on the page for others 

to attack. 

The Uptake Interval For Four Findings 

The Finding Established 
Substantially 

Acted Upon 
Interval 

What Stood In The 

Way 

Citrus prevents 

scurvy 

Lind’s trial, 1747 Royal Navy 

general issue, 1795 
Approx. 48 

years 
No mechanism; a 

competing miasmatic 

theory; the messenger’s 

low rank; and the fact 

that the cost fell on the 

Admiralty while the 

benefit fell on seamen. 

Handwashing 

prevents 

puerperal fever 

Semmelweis at 

Vienna, 1847 
Antisepsis 

generally accepted 

after Lister and 

Pasteur, 1870s–80s 

Approx. 30–40 

years 
No mechanism until 

germ theory; the 

implication of personal 

culpability; the 

messenger’s manner and 

nationality; institutional 

standing of those 

contradicted. 

Tobacco causes 

lung cancer 

Doll and Hill, 

1950–54 
UK advertising 

restrictions from 

1965; public 

indoor smoking 

bans from 2006–07 

Approx. 15–55 

years 

depending on 

the measure 

Sustained, funded, 

documented industrial 

opposition. This is the 

one case where deliberate 

obstruction is proven 

rather than inferred. 

Adverse 

childhood 

experience is a 

major 

determinant of 

adult health 

Felitti and Anda, 

1998; replicated at 

scale by 2017 and 

2023 

Not yet 

substantially acted 

upon in 

professional 

formation, 

regulation or the 

practitioner’s own 

file 

Approx. 28 

years and 

running 

No industry opposes it. 

No commercial interest is 

threatened. What stands 

in the way is that acting 

on it would require the 

professions to ask the 

question of themselves. 

https://dam.assets.ohio.gov/image/upload/mha.ohio.gov/learnandfindhelp/TreatmentServices/TCC/The-Origins-of-Addiction-Evidence-from-the-Adverse-Childhood-Experiences.pdf
https://dam.assets.ohio.gov/image/upload/mha.ohio.gov/learnandfindhelp/TreatmentServices/TCC/The-Origins-of-Addiction-Evidence-from-the-Adverse-Childhood-Experiences.pdf


Table 16. Proposition, not finding. The category-matching is loose and the sample is four. It is offered so that it 

can be argued with, and the final row is the one I would most like to be proved wrong about. 

The last row is the one that concerns me. In the first three cases there was something in the 

way: an absent mechanism, a competing theory, a funded opponent. In the fourth there is 

nothing in the way. No industry is threatened. No commercial actor benefits from suppression. 

The evidence is larger, better replicated, more international and more freely available than 

anything Lind, Semmelweis or Doll ever assembled. 

And the uptake, twenty-eight years on, is a policy statement, a set of continuing-education 

modules aimed at the client, and a subordinate clause in a task force report. This is the insulin-

resistance model, and it is why raising the dose makes it worse. The system is not short of 

the signal. The system has become resistant to the signal. Administering more of it — another 

meta-analysis, another Lancet paper, another half-million participants — does not overcome 

the resistance. It confirms it, and the confirmation is read by the resistant system as evidence 

that the matter is well in hand because look how much research there is. 

I mark the load-bearing step in that metaphor as inference. That professional systems exhibit 

a phenomenon structurally analogous to insulin resistance is my claim, not a demonstrated 

equivalence, and the analogy earns its place by generating a testable prediction rather than by 

being pretty. The prediction is this: increasing the volume and quality of evidence 

presented to a resistant profession will not increase uptake, and may reduce it, while 

reducing the personal cost of acceptance will increase uptake even if no new evidence is 

presented at all. That is falsifiable. I would very much like someone to try to falsify it. 

The Appalling Vista: A Judge Says The Quiet Part 
Aloud 

Everything I have argued so far about institutional non-recognition suffers from one evidential 

weakness which an honest writer must state. The mechanism I am describing is, by its own 

account, invisible to those running it. Girard’s requirement is that the operators must not know. 

But a mechanism which is invisible by definition is a mechanism which can never be directly 

observed, and a claim which can never be directly observed is uncomfortably close to a claim 

which cannot be tested at all. 

So I owe you a case in which somebody inside the machine described the machine, out loud, 

in writing, on the record, while operating it. I have one. It is the single most useful document I 

know of for this argument, and it was written by one of the most distinguished judges in the 

history of English law. 



Introducing The Witness: Lord Denning 

Alfred Thompson Denning, Baron Denning, was Master of the Rolls from 1962 to 1982 — 

the second most senior judicial office in England and Wales — and is generally regarded as 

the most influential English judge of the twentieth century. He was celebrated precisely for his 

willingness to reshape the law in the direction of justice against the grain of precedent. He was, 

in other words, the least likely person in the country to protect a system at the expense of an 

individual, which is exactly why this case matters. 

In 1974 two public houses in Birmingham were bombed and twenty-one people were killed. 

Six Irishmen were convicted. They said from the beginning that their confessions had been 

beaten out of them. In 1977 they brought a civil action against the police for assault. 

In 1980, in McIlkenny v Chief Constable of the West Midlands, Denning gave judgment striking 

that action out. And in the course of doing so he set out his reasoning with a candour that is, I 

think, unmatched anywhere in the literature of institutional self-protection. He listed what 

would follow if the six men were to succeed: that police officers had committed perjury, that 

they had used violence and threats, that the confessions were involuntary and wrongly 

admitted, and that the convictions were erroneous. And then he named the problem. 

“This is such an appalling vista that every sensible person in the land would say: 

It cannot be right that these actions should go any further.” 

Lord Denning MR, McIlkenny v Chief Constable of the West Midlands Police Force 

[1980] QB 283 

Read that with the argument of this article in your hand and notice what it does and does not 

say. It does not say the men are lying. It does not assess their evidence. It does not weigh the 

medical reports. It says that the consequences of their being right are intolerable, and that the 

intolerability of the consequences is itself a reason to stop the inquiry. 

The cost of the truth was entered on the same side of the ledger as the evidence for it, 

and it outweighed it. 

That is operation three of the machinery of unseeing — the Cost Calculation — which I 

described earlier as inference, because it ordinarily runs below the level at which anyone could 

report on it. Here it does not run below that level. Here it is the ratio of the judgment. A judge 

of the highest distinction, at the peak of his powers, wrote it down and published it, and it stood 

as law for eleven years. 

The convictions were quashed in 1991. The six men had spent sixteen years in prison. No new 

physical evidence had emerged in the interval that was not available in 1980; what emerged 

was scientific re-examination of the existing material and the discovery of police fabrication in 

the existing case papers. The evidence did not change. The price of the evidence changed. 



It is the Manchon finding again, in an English court, in living memory, with sixteen years on 

the invoice. 

I want to be scrupulous about Denning, because it would be easy and cheap to make him the 

villain of this section and that would be the exact error this article exists to name. He was not 

a corrupt man. He was not protecting his income. He was protecting, in his own sincere account, 

the thing he had spent his life serving: public confidence in the administration of justice. He 

believed — and he was not alone, and he was not stupid — that a legal system which could be 

shown to have done this would cease to be able to do anything else. 

He was defending the institution from a truth in order to preserve the institution’s 

capacity to tell the truth. That is not hypocrisy. That is the Dissolution Clause, stated 

by a judge, in a law report. 

Mid Staffordshire: The Same Shape With Mortality Figures 

If a reader wishes to argue that the Birmingham case was a failure of criminal justice 

specifically — an aberration of one jurisdiction under the pressure of terrorism — then the 

second case is the answer, because it occurred in medicine, in peacetime, over a decade, with 

no political pressure of any kind, and it was investigated by a public inquiry which published 

its findings. 

Between roughly 2005 and 2009, care at Stafford Hospital under the Mid Staffordshire NHS 

Foundation Trust fell to a standard that the subsequent public inquiry, chaired by Robert 

Francis QC, described in terms which repay reading in the original and which I will not 

sensationalise here. Patients went without food and water. Call bells went unanswered. 

Elementary hygiene failed. Relatives complained repeatedly, in writing, over years. 

The finding that belongs in this article is not the failure of care. It is the anatomy of the not-

hearing, which the inquiry set out in detail, and which maps with an exactness I find genuinely 

unsettling onto the six operations I proposed in the Semmelweis chamber before I had reread 

the Francis report. 

The Six Operations, Observed In A Public Inquiry 

Operation How It Appeared At Mid Staffordshire What It Cost To Have Believed 

The Complainant 

Category 

Refusal 
Complaints from relatives were processed 

as complaints — that is, as items in a 

complaints system with a resolution target 

— rather than as clinical intelligence about 

a failing service. The category into which 

they were sorted determined that they could 

not aggregate into a signal. 

Nothing, at the point of receipt. The 

cost arrives only if the aggregate is 

permitted to form, which is 

precisely what the sorting 

prevented. 



Operation How It Appeared At Mid Staffordshire What It Cost To Have Believed 

The Complainant 

Method Idolatry The Trust was measured, and performed 

adequately, against the metrics that existed: 

financial control, waiting targets, the 

Foundation Trust application. What was 

happening on the wards was not visible to 

those instruments, and so was treated as not 

happening. 

Acknowledging that the 

instruments were measuring the 

wrong thing would have invalidated 

the entire performance framework 

that governed the organisation and 

the careers inside it. 

The Cost 

Calculation 
The Trust was pursuing Foundation status. 

A finding of systemic care failure was 

incompatible with that application, which 

had been made and defended and staked 

upon. 

The application, the reputations 

attached to it, and the account 

senior staff held of themselves as 

competent managers of a decent 

hospital. 

Messenger 

Discount 
Relatives who complained repeatedly were, 

in the inquiry’s account, characterised as 

difficult. Persistence was read as a property 

of the complainant rather than as 

information about the complaint. 

The complainant’s persistence is 

the only variable that distinguishes 

a true signal from noise in a system 

without other detection. 

Discounting it removes the last 

instrument. 

Conformity 

Cascade 
Staff who raised concerns did so into a 

culture where doing so carried cost and 

produced no visible change. The inquiry 

examined at length why so many people 

who knew said nothing effective. 

For any individual nurse or junior 

doctor: their post, their reference, 

their working relationships. The 

cost of the first sentence, borne 

alone, with no second sentence 

following it. 

Absorption The eventual response was a very large 

number of recommendations, a duty of 

candour, and a national conversation — in 

which the Trust’s failure became a case 

study, taught in every management course, 

as an example of what the system has 

learned from. 

Nothing. This is the point. 

Absorption is free, which is why it 

is the preferred instrument of a 

confident institution and why it is 

so much more effective than 

retaliation. 

Table 17. The mapping is mine and is offered as interpretation of the published inquiry findings, not as a finding 

of the inquiry. The left-hand column was written before I reread the report, which is the only reason I am willing 

to publish the correspondence. 

I want to note the methodological weakness of that table honestly, because it is the kind of 

table that persuades and should not persuade too easily. I built the six operations first and 

then found a case that fits them. That is confirmation by construction and it is worth very 

little on its own. What would be worth something is a systematic examination of a randomly 

selected set of institutional failure inquiries, coded blind against the six operations by someone 

with no stake in the framework. I have not done that. I would like it done, and if it were done 

and the operations did not appear, I would want to know. 



Institutional Betrayal: Naming The Second Injury 

There is a body of work which supplies the missing concept here, and which deserves 

introduction because it names something most people have felt and few have had a word for. 

Jennifer Freyd and Carly Parnitzke Smith developed the concept of institutional betrayal: 

the additional harm caused when an institution on which a person depends fails to prevent, 

acknowledge, or respond supportively to wrongdoing committed within it. The finding that 

matters for this article is that this second harm is not merely an aggravating circumstance of 

the first. It is separable, measurable, and in some presentations more damaging than the original 

injury. 

The wound is what happened. The betrayal is what happened when you reported it. 

This gives the argument something it needed. I have been describing institutional non-

recognition as a failure to act on information. Freyd and Smith establish that it is more than 

that: it is itself an injurious act, with its own effects, distinguishable from the effects of the 

thing not acted upon. The Birmingham Six were injured by the police in 1974. They were 

injured a second time, differently, in 1980, by a court explaining why their account could not 

be examined. 

And it completes the aetiology, because the shape of institutional betrayal is the shape of 

conditional regard scaled up. A dependent party reports reality. The party depended upon 

requires, in order to continue supplying what the dependent party cannot survive without, that 

the report be modified or withdrawn. The dependent party modifies it. This is the choiceless 

choice of the nursery, running in a hospital, a courtroom, a regulator, a diocese, a university. 

Psychological Safety: The Measured Antidote 

Against which, one of the few genuinely hopeful bodies of evidence in this whole field, and 

one I want to give proper weight because this article has been unrelenting and the evidence 

does not require it to be. 

Amy Edmondson at Harvard Business School has spent three decades measuring what she 

calls psychological safety — a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking, 

so that a member can ask a question, admit an error or raise a concern without expecting 

humiliation or penalty. Her early field work included fifty-one work teams and sixteen 

operating-room teams. 

The finding that made her name is a beautiful example of the reversal this series keeps 

encountering. In studying hospital teams she found that the better-performing units reported 

more errors, not fewer. The obvious reading is that good teams make more mistakes, which is 

absurd. The correct reading is that good teams report more of the mistakes they make, and that 

a low error count is very often a measure of fear rather than of quality. 

https://dynamic.uoregon.edu/jjf/articles/sfinpress.pdf
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/02-062_0b5726a8-443d-4629-9e75-736679b870fc.pdf


An institution with no recorded failures is not a safe institution. It is an institution in 

which failure has become unspeakable. 

I want to be careful not to overclaim. Psychological safety is a construct with a large, uneven 

literature; effects vary by context; and it has been enthusiastically adopted by corporate 

consultancies in a form so diluted that it now sometimes means little more than being pleasant 

in meetings. That is not what Edmondson measured and it is not what I am recommending. 

But the structural point holds and it is the empirical anchor for the Council of Disciplines 

proposal. Truth travels upwards through an organisation only where the cost of speaking 

has been deliberately lowered, and it does not travel upwards otherwise, regardless of 

how much of it there is at the bottom. Vienna did not lack the truth. Stafford did not lack the 

truth. The relatives had it, the nurses had it, and it did not travel, because the gradient was 

against it and nobody had done the specific work of reversing the gradient. 

‘The Complaint That Was Answered Within Target’ 

[ IMAGE PLACEHOLDER — drop high-resolution artwork here ] 

Figure 8. The category into which a signal is sorted determines whether it can ever aggregate. 

Commissioning brief. Photorealistic, flat overhead office light. A single manila folder open on a desk, containing 

a handwritten letter on lined paper — the handwriting visible as handwriting but the words not legible. Clipped to 

it, a printed form with tick-boxes, one of which is ticked, and a date stamp. Beside the folder, an out-tray containing 

perhaps forty identical folders, stacked, each with the same form clipped to the front. The forty folders should be 

slightly out of focus and should read, at a glance, as a single object rather than as forty separate accounts. That is 

the entire argument of the image: the moment at which forty people become one item of workflow. No faces, no 

hands, no text legible enough to read. 

The Eight ‘A’s, Mapped Onto Idolatry 

The series uses a sequence of eight stages, each beginning with the letter A, to describe the 

route from an intact child to a fear-organised adult and, where the chain breaks, out again. I set 

them out here mapped specifically onto the idolatry mechanism, because the mapping is what 

this article contributes to the sequence and because it identifies precisely where intervention is 

possible. 



The Eight ‘A’s Mapped Onto The Idolatry Mechanism 

Stage What Happens In The Idolatry 

Mechanism 

Is Intervention Possible 

Here? 

1. Attachment The absolute, non-negotiable 

requirement of the human 

infant for connection with a 

caregiver. Not a preference. 

A physiological necessity on 

the same footing as food. 

The supply that will 

shortly be priced. 

Nothing has gone 

wrong yet; this stage is 

health. 

Not applicable. There is 

nothing here to intervene 

in. 

2. Adaptation The child discovers that the 

supply has conditions, and 

adapts. This is intelligent, 

and it works, and it is the 

correct solution to the 

problem as presented. 

The template is laid 

down: I am acceptable 

in the shape that is 

wanted. The first 

conversion of a person 

into a function, 

performed by the 

person on themselves. 

Yes, and this is the 

highest-value point in the 

entire sequence. It 

requires only that the 

conditions be removed — 

that regard not be 

contingent. Assor, Roth 

and Deci measured the 

cost of failing to do this. 

3. Abandonment 

of the authentic 
The parts of the self that 

were not wanted are filed 

somewhere unreachable. Not 

destroyed — this is the 

whole basis for Re-

Collection — but made 

unavailable. 

The interior is emptied 

by its owner, pre-

emptively, before 

anybody else gets to it. 

Self-idolatry precedes 

being idolised. 

Yes, and this is where 

most therapy operates. 

Slower and more 

expensive than stage two, 

and it works. 

4. Armour The adaptation calcifies into 

structure. What was a 

strategy becomes a 

character. The person no 

longer experiences it as a 

choice because it is no longer 

being chosen. 

The shape is now stable 

enough to be 

recognised, admired 

and required by others. 

Idolatry becomes 

possible at this point 

and not before. 

Yes, but the cost rises 

sharply. The armour is 

now load-bearing and 

removing it without 

replacement is dangerous 

— this is Felitti’s 

grenade. 

5. Achievement The armour is rewarded. 

Competence, credential, 

standing. The strategy that 

began as survival is now 

paying returns. 

The Credentialled 

Spotlight. The person is 

now inside an 

institution which 

requires the shape and 

pays for it. 

Rarely. Nothing is going 

wrong that anybody can 

see, including the person. 

This is the stage at which 

intervention is most 

needed and least sought. 

6. Anaesthesia The Temple. The somatic 

and emotional signal is 

dialled down to a level at 

which the life is bearable, by 

whatever means — work, 

substance, busyness, the 

ward round. 

The practitioner can no 

longer feel the thing 

that would let him 

recognise the 

mechanism. This is 

where Vienna sat in 

1847. 

Only by accident or 

catastrophe. The 

anaesthetic is doing its 

job and the person is 

grateful to it. 



Stage What Happens In The Idolatry 

Mechanism 

Is Intervention Possible 

Here? 

7. Arrival The destination is reached, 

and it does not do what it 

was supposed to do. The 

debt is not discharged. This 

is where the third witness 

lived for a decade. 

The idol discovers it is 

a shape and cannot get 

out of the shape, 

because the shape is 

now what other people 

are attached to. 

Yes — and this is the 

second-highest-value 

point, because the 

evidence has arrived 

unbidden and cannot be 

argued with. The arrival 

fallacy is a diagnostic 

gift. 

8. Awakening The recognition that the 

invoice was never itemised 

and the creditor is no longer 

in the room. Not an 

achievement; a noticing. The 

chain breaks here or it does 

not break. 

The interior is 

permitted to exist 

again, by its owner, and 

therefore becomes 

available to be met by 

somebody else. 

This is the intervention. 

It is not reliably 

producible, it cannot be 

compelled, and 

pretending otherwise 

would be selling 

something. 

Table 18. The right-hand column is the practical contribution of this article. Note that intervention is cheapest at 

stage two and stage seven, and that almost all professional resource is deployed at stages four and six, where it is 

most expensive and least effective. 

That last observation is worth a paragraph on its own, because it is a policy claim rather than a 

clinical one and I want it visible. We spend our money in the wrong place. The cheapest 

intervention in the entire sequence is at stage two, in the first five years, and consists of nothing 

more elaborate than the conditions under which a child’s regard is not made contingent. The 

most expensive interventions are at stages four and six — psychiatry, addiction services, the 

coroner — and that is where the overwhelming majority of the resource sits. 

I hold this as normative ledger: it is an argument about what ought to be done, resting on an 

empirical base which is strong on the association and weak on the intervention economics. I 

am not aware of a health-economic analysis that would settle it, and I would be interested to 

be shown one that contradicts me. 

The Retaliation Test, With Its Typology 

I set out the Retaliation Test earlier in this article as a single question. It has since become clear 

to me that it needs a typology, because the four available responses to an unwelcome truth are 

not points on one scale and confusing them produces the wrong prediction. 

The test, restated: when a person or an institution encounters a truth that would require it 

to revise its account of itself, what does it do? Four things are available. Only one of them is 

health, and two of the other three are routinely mistaken for it. 



The Retaliation Test: Four Responses To An Unassimilable Truth 

Response What It Looks Like 
What It Costs The 

Institution 
How To Tell It Apart 

Retaliation 

The messenger is attacked, 

discredited, removed, 

pathologised or destroyed. 

Semmelweis at Vienna. 

Ferenczi at Wiesbaden. 

Houppeville at Rouen. 

Expensive and visible. 

Generates martyrs, 

which keep the question 

alive, which is why a 

confident institution 

avoids it. 

Easy. It is the only one 

of the four that is 

unambiguous, which is 

why it is the only one 

the literature is good at. 

Absorption 

The messenger is honoured, 

taught, memorialised, and 

made into the institution’s 

favourite story about its 

own capacity to learn. 

Semmelweis in every 

medical school on earth. 

Almost nothing. This is 

why it is the preferred 

instrument, and why it is 

more dangerous than 

retaliation. 

Ask whether the 

structural feature that 

produced the harm was 

altered. If the person 

was promoted and the 

mechanism was not 

touched, it is 

absorption wearing the 

clothes of reform. 

Procedural 

acknowledgement 

An inquiry, a set of 

recommendations, a duty, a 

module, a policy statement, 

a subordinate clause in a 

task force report. Real 

work, sincerely done, by 

people who mean it. 

Moderate, and budgeted. 

It converts an 

unbearable question into 

a manageable 

workstream, which is 

precisely its function. 

Ask what would have to 

happen for the 

workstream to 

conclude that the 

institution should stop 

doing something it 

currently does. If 

nothing could, it is 

procedural 

acknowledgement. 

Reception 

The account is altered. 

Something the institution 

was doing stops. Somebody 

senior says, in public and 

without qualification, that 

they were wrong about a 

specific thing. 

Very high, and this is the 

whole difficulty. It is the 

Dissolution Clause 

operating, and there is no 

version of it that is 

comfortable. 

It is the only one of the 

four in which the 

institution ends up 

smaller, poorer, or less 

certain than it began. If 

nothing was 

surrendered, it did not 

happen. 

Table 19. Only the fourth is health. The second and third are routinely reported as the fourth, in good faith, by 

people who have not been given the distinction. Typology is mine; the underlying cases are documented. 

The single most useful diagnostic in that table is in the second row, and I offer it as a portable 

instrument that anyone can carry into any organisation on any Tuesday. Ask whether the 

structural feature that produced the harm was altered. Not whether an apology was issued. 

Not whether a person was honoured. Not whether recommendations were accepted in full. 

Whether the thing that did it can still do it. 



An institution that has genuinely received a correction is smaller afterwards. If 

nothing was surrendered, nothing was received. 

The Temple Of Emotional Anaesthesia 

One term from the wider series needs stating here in full, because the Semmelweis chamber 

has been circling it for twenty pages without naming it. 

The Temple of Emotional Anaesthesia is the name I give to the institutional structure a person 

builds, or more usually enters ready-built, in which the anaesthetic installed by training is 

maintained, sanctified and rewarded. It is not a metaphor for a workplace. It is a specification 

for one, and you can check any organisation against it in an afternoon. 

Its features are consistent across professions. Attendance is a virtue and exhaustion is evidence 

of commitment. The register of speech is technical even in circumstances where technical 

speech conveys less than ordinary speech would. Emotion in a practitioner is understood as a 

lapse in professionalism rather than as information about the situation. There is a hierarchy, 

and the hierarchy corresponds closely to how successfully each person has completed the 

anaesthesia. And — the diagnostic feature — the institution’s account of why all this is 

necessary is entirely in terms of the people it serves, and never in terms of what it does for the 

people inside it. 

The Temple is the building in which fear is called rigour, and in which everybody 

who has fully qualified has agreed not to mention the difference. 

I do not exempt myself. I was a surgeon for a considerable part of my working life and I was 

good at it, and I loved it, and I would defend almost everything about the training except the 

one thing nobody named. The Temple is not a bad place. It is full of people doing difficult, 

necessary, genuinely excellent work under conditions that would break most people. That is 

what makes it so hard to leave and so nearly impossible to describe from inside. 

And it is the reason this article ends where it does, with four questions rather than a programme. 

Nothing in the Temple can be dismantled by argument, because the argument is 

conducted in the Temple’s own register and therefore reinforces it. What can happen — 

what happened to Manchon in 1456, and to Ladvenu, and to the second person in a meeting 

who says the second sentence — is that the price of the truth falls far enough that somebody 

can afford to say it. 

My whole work consists of trying to lower that price. Everything else here is 

apparatus. 



 

The image above is what the door looks like to somebody who has not yet crossed, and it is 

worth putting on the page immediately after the previous image so that the reader is not sold 

a crossing that is easier than it is. From the middle of the corridor the opening is small, 

uncertain, and could plausibly be a reflection. Everything reliable is behind you. Everything 

ahead is a rumour. Both images are true, and the difference between them is not the 

corridor. It is where the person is standing when they look. 

‘Leading Lady Justice Into The Light’ 



 
‘Two Doors, And Only One Of Them Is Open’: On the left, a doorway giving onto a lit path 

and a child reaching back with an open hand. On the right, a temple facade, a seated stone 
figure, and ranked attendants awaiting instruction. 

The child is not offering rescue and is not asking to be rescued. She is doing the only thing 

available to her, which is to remain reachable. What stands opposite her is not evil; it is order 

— magnificent, permanent, load-bearing order, of the kind that societies are quite correct to 

build. The image asks a narrower question than it appears to. Not which of these is good, but 

which of them requires a condition to be met before it will let you in. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘The Bridge, With All The Disciplines On It: Saying Goodbye to Alcatraz’ 

 
‘The Bridge, With All The Disciplines On It’: Sunrise over the crossing. A lawyer in silk, a 
physician, a monk, a walker, a woman in white, all moving in the same direction — and 

behind them on the rock, the prison. 

Read the order of the figures and then notice that there is no order. Nobody is leading, 

nobody has been given precedence, and the robes do not confer position on this particular 

structure. That is the whole claim of the Synoptic Concordance rendered as a photograph: 

these are not competing kingdoms with a correct hierarchy between them but five 

vocabularies describing one crossing, and they are all, at this hour of the morning, going the 

same way. The prison is behind them and it is still standing. Nothing knocked it down. They 

simply left it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Third Witness: John Lennon, And The 
Anthem Sung From The Hole 

The third witness is the one where the mechanism reaches its maximum available scale, and 

where, for the first time in this article, we can hear the idol describing his own condition while 

it is happening. 

‘The Fab Four and The Third Witness’ 

 

On 25 June 1967, John Lennon sang ‘All You Need Is Love’ into Our World, the first live 

global satellite television broadcast in history. The audience was estimated in the hundreds of 

millions. It is difficult to think of a moment in the twentieth century when a single sentence 

about love was delivered to more human beings at once. 

The song is not cynical and it was not written cynically. It is a genuine utopian statement, 

composed to a brief, for an occasion designed to make the species look at itself. 

At the time, in a house in Surrey, there was a four-year-old boy who was seeing very little of 

the man who wrote it. 

What John Lennon’s Son Actually Said 

In 1998 Julian Lennon gave an interview to Elizabeth Grice of The Daily Telegraph. It is almost 

always quoted in its compressed headline form. The headline is not what he said, and the 



difference matters, because the real sentence is more careful, more wounded, and 

considerably more useful: 

“I have to say that, from my point of view, I felt he was a hypocrite. Dad could 

talk about peace and love out loud to the world but he could never show it to 

the people who supposedly meant the most to him: his wife and son. How can 

you talk about peace and love and have a family in bits and pieces — no 

communication, adultery, divorce? You can't do it, not if you're being true 

and honest with yourself.” 

Julian Lennon, interviewed by Elizabeth Grice, The Daily Telegraph, 1998. 

Note the hedging, and note that the hedging is the man. I have to say that, from my point of 

view, I felt he was a hypocrite. That is not a verdict; it is a testimony, offered by somebody 

who is aware that he is speaking about his own father and who is being scrupulous about the 

limits of his own vantage point. The newspaper flattened it into a declaration. The son was 

more careful than the headline, and we should be at least as careful as the son. 

Hypocrisy Is The Symptom, Not The Disease 

The ordinary reading is that Lennon was a hypocrite: he preached what he did not practise, and 

the preaching is therefore discredited. I have already said what I think of that move in general. 

Here is what I think of it in this case. 

The gap between what a person proclaims and what that person can actually perform is not 

usually deceit. It is a measurement. It is the precise width of a wound. People do not, as a 

rule, evangelise about what they have. They evangelise about what they needed and did not 

receive. The man who cannot stop talking about loyalty was betrayed. The woman who builds 

an entire practice around safety was not safe. The father who sings about love to hundreds of 

millions of strangers and cannot bring it into one room is telling you, with great accuracy, 

exactly what was missing from his own childhood. 

He was not lying about love. He was describing an absence with the fluency of 

somebody who had studied it from the inside for thirty years. The song was written 

from the hole, not from the having. 

The Aetiology: A Boy Handed Over Twice 

The record here is not in dispute. Lennon's father, Alfred, went to sea and out of his son's life. 

His mother, Julia, handed him to her sister Mimi to be raised. He was roughly five years old 

when both departures were complete. Julia reappeared in his adolescence, began to give him 

something of what he had lost — and was killed by a car in 1958, when he was seventeen, at 

the exact moment the reconciliation had started. 



‘The Letter On The Passenger Seat’ 

 

‘The Letter On The Passenger Seat’: A man drives a country road at evening. Beside him, 
unopened, the envelope. 

A child was handed over twice, and neither handing-over was performed by a monster. It 

was done in a car, on an ordinary road, by an adult with reasons — and the reasons were 

probably good, and the envelope on the seat is still sealed. This is what the aetiology of a life 

actually looks like from the inside: not an atrocity but a series of practical arrangements 

made by tired people, each defensible on its own terms, the cumulative effect of which is a 

boy who will spend fifty years writing songs about it. 

Read that against the taxonomy of this series and there is nothing exotic about it. These are 

Adverse Childhood Experiences of the most classical kind: parental separation, disrupted 

attachment, and then bereavement arriving precisely where repair had begun. This is the first 

fork, and he arrived at it with no more choice available to him than any other child. He 

could not choose authenticity, because authenticity was not on offer. He could only choose 

attachment, to whoever would keep him. That is the choiceless choice, and no blame attaches 

to it whatsoever. 

What the child then builds is the armour. In his case the armour was extraordinary: wit 

weaponised into cruelty, a public persona of total confidence, and eventually a global platform 

on which to say the word love to more people simultaneously than anyone in history. The mask 

was once mercy. It always is. It kept a small, twice-handed-over boy alive in a house that was 

not his mother's. 



‘The Empty Chair, And The Man On The Television’ 

 

‘The Empty Chair, And The Man On The Television’: A front room in the nineteen-sixties. 
The band is on the screen. The armchair is empty, the blanket is thrown back, and the child’s 

wooden toys are on the rug. 

This is the inversion that makes the third witness indispensable, and it is why the image is 

placed here rather than beside the broadcast chapter. Four hundred million people are 

watching a man sing that love is all you need. One room is not watching, because the person 

who lives in it is the reason the song had to be written. The chair is the argument. It is not 

empty because somebody was cruel; it is empty because somebody was on television, which 

is a form of absence that a culture rewards and a child cannot distinguish from any other. 

The Dose–Response Inversion 

Now the finding that this third witness exists to establish, and which I do not think has been 

stated in this form before. 

 

 

 

 



Table 20. The dose–response inversion. In every other relationship listed here, more 
of the thing produces more of the effect. Idolatry is the exception, and the exception is 
the finding. 

Relationship 
Direction Of 

Effect 
What Rising Dose Produces 

Adverse childhood 
experience and adult 

disease 

Conventional 
dose–response 

More exposure, more disease, in 
orderly graded steps. 

Insulin and glucose 
uptake in a resistant 

system 

Inverted More signal, less response. The dose 
must rise to achieve nothing. 

Regulation applied to 
a defended profession 

Inverted More audit, more revalidation, no 
change in outcome and greater 
resistance. 

Adoration applied to a 
wounded person 

Inverted More love delivered, less love 
received. The pedestal raises the 
person out of reach of the thing 
being offered. 

Evidence applied to 
epistemic idolatry 

Inverted The better the evidence, the more 
precisely it is experienced as an 
attack. 

 

Arthur Janov, whose primal therapy Lennon undertook in 1970 — roughly four weeks in 

London and some four months in Los Angeles — later summarised his most famous patient in 

a sentence that could stand as an epigraph to this entire volume: 

“This was someone the whole world adored, and it didn't change a thing. At 

the center of all that fame and wealth and adulation was just a lonely little 

kid.” 

Arthur Janov, on John Lennon. 

Read it as a clinician would read a drug trial, because that is what it is. Here is the largest dose 

of adoration ever administered to a single human being, delivered continuously for seven 

years, and the outcome measure did not move. Not slightly. Not partially. It didn't change a 

thing, in the words of the man who had him in the room. 

That is not a sad anecdote about fame. It is a result, and the result is the same shape as the one 

in the previous section. 

Adoration is imitation love administered intravenously, and it is fatal for exactly the 

reason a sugar infusion is fatal to a man with insulin resistance: not because the 

substance is bad, but because the receptor is gone. 

This is the dose–response inversion, and it is what makes idolatry categorically different from 

ordinary neglect. In every other relationship, more of what looks like love produces more of 



what feels like love, up to some ceiling. Idolatry is the only arrangement in which 

increasing the dose decreases the amount received, and it does so for a structural reason 

rather than a psychological one: the adoration is directed at the shape, and the person is inside 

the shape, and the shape is precisely what was built to prevent anything reaching the person. 

The more accurate the worship, the more exactly it addresses the armour. The more of it there 

is, the more thoroughly the interior is sealed. 

Which is why the phrase in this series is the Temple of Emotional Anaesthesia (as shown in my 

Map of my Meta-Framework below), and why I have always insisted that one must overdose 

on imitation love before the mechanism becomes visible. Lennon received the largest dose in 

recorded history. He is therefore not the exception to the model. He is the experiment run at 

maximum dose, and it came out where the model says it comes out. 

‘My Map of my Meta-Framework of the ‘Unified Field of The Human Condition and 

How to Heal It’’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



We Are All Guilty of BEing Human 

 

‘Guilty As Charged: BEing Human’ 

 
Doctors, parents, and society forget that before conditioning, we are the unconditioned child who simply 

wants to be unconditionally loved. This is undeniable. What complicates life is that denial is the first 

symptom of the human condition. 

 

We are all guilty of being human. Fortunately, the Universe gives us an infinite number of 

chances of getting it right. The only ‘sin’ is to sacrifice your authenticity. Making mistakes 

makes us more human, not less. Making mistakes are what define us as a species. What could 

also define us if forgiveness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘The Ego: The Petrified Inner Child Wearing Heavy Cognitive Armour’ 
 

The always screaming petrified inner child wearing heavy cognitive armour. This child is still running your 

life. This is the “Tyranny of the past”, a phrase used by Professor Bessel van der Kolk, in his brilliant book, 

considered the ‘Bible’ of trauma, ‘The Body Keeps the Score’, which describes how childhood Trauma 

keeps survivors captured by prior experience rather than being available to present reality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘Insight Is Not The Crossing’: The map, fully drawn, perfectly accurate, 

spread out on the table of a man who has not moved. 
 

He is not lying and he is not lazy. He can name the mechanism, cite the evidence, identify the 

wound, and describe the door with more precision than the people who have already walked 

through it. That is the trap this article exists to warn about and the one I am least able to claim 

exemption from. Understanding is not a smaller version of change. It is a different activity, 

and it is the most sophisticated anaesthetic in the building, because it produces every 

sensation of progress while leaving the person exactly where they were. 



‘The ‘Petrified Inner Child Wearing Heavy Cognitive Armour’ Grows up, 
But Never Becomes a Real Boy’ 

 

Unhealed ACEs mean that we all become ‘Pinocchio making Pinocchios’ 

Awareness Was Not The Crossing 

Here is where this third case becomes indispensable, and here is where almost every popular 

account of it stops short. 

John Lennon understood what the therapy had shown him, and said so with disarming 

precision: 



“You are forced to realise that your pain, the kind that makes you wake up 

afraid with your heart pounding, is really yours and not the result of 

somebody up in the sky. It's the result of your parents and your environment. 

As I realised this it all started to fall into place.” 

John Lennon, on primal therapy. 

And then, to Rolling Stone, the sentence that should be read slowly by everybody who has ever 

mistaken insight for cure: 

“He showed me how to feel my own fear and pain, therefore I can handle it 

better than I could before, that's all. I'm the same, only there's a channel.” 

John Lennon, Rolling Stone. 

I'm the same, only there's a channel. Hold that against the Eight ‘A’s in Table 4 below. He had 

reached the fifth: Awareness. He had seen the mechanism with a clarity most people never 

achieve, and he reported honestly on how far it had carried him, which was to a channel for the 

pain and no further. He did not claim transformation. He claimed drainage. 

This is the single most important correction this case has to make, and it is a correction to a 

comfortable modern belief. Seeing the mechanism is the beginning of healing. It is not the 

completion of it. Awareness without Acceptance, and Acceptance without the Crossing (see 

my Map above), leaves a person articulate about their own wound and still entirely governed 

by it. He could name the fracture on a record heard around the world, and the fracture went on 

operating in his kitchen. 

Insight is not integration. The map is not the walk. 

The album that came out of that therapy is one of the most naked documents of childhood 

Trauma in popular art. Its opening track addresses the mother who left and the father who did 

not come home; its closing fragment is about her death; between them he dismantles, one by 

one, every belief he had been using as a substitute for having been loved. I reproduce none of 

it, and the reader who does not know the record should simply go and listen to it. It is the 

sound of a man arriving at the fifth ‘A’ and stopping there. 

The Transmission, And The Cruellest Detail 

What follows is the part that is hardest to read without reaching for blame, and it is the part that 

most needs the framework. 

Having seen his own abandonment with total clarity, he went on to be an absent father to Julian. 

And then, in the second half of the 1970s, he withdrew from music for roughly five years to 

raise his second son, Sean, attentively and at home. He gave the second child a version of 



exactly what the first had been denied — and the first child was old enough to watch him 

do it. 

In the grammar of this series that is Legacy Imposed: the wound not merely held but 

transmitted, with the cost falling on the person it was transmitted to. But notice what it is not. 

It is not malice, and it is not hypocrisy in the cheap sense. It is the ordinary, terrible shape 

of partial healing. A parent who has begun to thaw very often becomes able to give to a later 

child what they could not give to an earlier one, and the earlier child is left holding the 

difference. He was not withholding love from Julian in order to give it to Sean. He was, by 

then, marginally more able to give it at all — and the arithmetic of that improvement fell 

cruelly. 

Understanding this does not dissolve Julian's grievance. Nothing should. Explanation is not 

absolution, and this series has never asked anybody to forgive on the grounds that the 

mechanism was understood. It asks only that we stop calling a wound a character flaw. It asks 

only that we stop judging each other for being human. 

The Witness Outside The Family 

There is one more figure in this story, and he performs the function that this whole work is 

written to describe. 

In 1968, as the marriage was ending, Paul McCartney drove out to see Cynthia and Julian, and 

wrote a song in the car on the way. He first called it ‘Hey Jules’. It was not a rebuke to his 

songwriting partner and it was not a statement about parenting. It was one adult noticing that 

a five-year-old was about to lose his father, and saying so, in the only language he had. 

This is unconditional regard arriving from outside the family system — which is very often 

where it does arrive, and is the reason a teacher, an aunt, a coach or a neighbour can alter the 

whole trajectory of a childhood. The child was not entirely unseen. He was seen by somebody 

who was not required to see him, and in the entire literature of this series there is no more 

reliable predictor of survival than that single sentence. 

And then the arithmetic becomes strange in a way that only the twentieth century could 

produce. The song, retitled, became one of the most successful recordings ever made. Millions 

of people who had no idea what they were singing sang a lullaby of unconditional reassurance, 

composed for one particular frightened boy, back at the world for decades. Julian has spoken 

since of a love–hate relationship with it: it is simultaneously the kindest thing anyone did for 

him and a permanent public monument to the worst thing that happened to him. Both are true. 

That is what it is like to be given something real inside a situation that is still wrong. 



And Then The Idolatry Became Literal 

I have deferred this and I am not going to defer it any further, because the title of this article is 

not a metaphor and this is the paragraph in which it stops being one. 

On 8 December 1980 John Lennon was shot dead outside his home in New York by a man who 

had, hours earlier, asked him for an autograph and received it. 

I am not going to give that man's name here, and I want to explain why, because the omission 

is an argument rather than a squeamishness. He wanted the name. The name was the point. 

To write it is to perform, in miniature, the exact operation this article is about: the conversion 

of a human being into a function, and of the function into a commodity that anybody may carry. 

He is available to any reader who wants him in about four seconds. He will not be carried here. 

What I will say is what the case discloses about the mechanism, and I will say it carefully, 

because I am reasoning about a mind I have no access to and I will not pretend to a diagnosis 

I am not in a position to make. 

Idolatry is not admiration turned up. It is a different operation, and it contains its own 

reversal. The idol is a person with the interior removed and a function installed. The scapegoat 

is a person with the interior removed and a function installed. The traverse between them 

requires no new information, because the preparatory work has already been done — and the 

preparatory work, in this case, had been done by an entire civilisation, continuously, for 

seventeen years, with the willing participation of everybody reading this who ever owned one 

of the records, including me. Somebody who has never met a person, and who is in relationship 

only with the shape, is a person for whom the two columns of that chart sit immediately 

adjacent. Nothing has to be rebuilt in order to move from one to the other. In the 

overwhelming majority of cases nothing does move, and the idolatry simply remains what it 

has always been: a low-grade, universal, socially rewarded failure to meet anybody. In this case 

it moved. 

I want to be clear about what I am and am not claiming. I am not claiming that idolatry 

causes murder; the overwhelming majority of idolisation ends in nothing worse than 

disappointment, and any model that predicted otherwise would be false within a week. What I 

am claiming is narrower and I think unanswerable: that the operation performed on him by 

his killer was the same operation the rest of us had been performing on him for seventeen 

years, differing in degree and in consequence but not in kind, and that this is precisely what 

he had been telling us, in interviews, in songs, and to his therapist, for the whole of that period. 

He said he was not what we were taking him for. We heard it as depth. 

That is the third fatality, and it completes the set. Joan shows that idolatry kills the person it is 

performed on. Semmelweis shows that it kills the third parties in the care of the idolisers. And 

Lennon shows the thing that ought to frighten us most, which is that the crowd is not a 



bystander to the mechanism. There is no safe distance from which to admire somebody out 

of existence. 

The Eighth ‘A’: Where The Chain Actually Broke 

If this section stopped there it would be a tragedy, and it would also be incomplete, because 

the most important event in this family happened afterwards and is routinely left out. 

Julian Lennon forgave his father. He has said so, repeatedly and publicly, over many years 

— not in the sense of pretending the injury did not occur, but in the sense this series means: he 

stopped requiring the past to have been different in order to be able to live now. He has also 

spoken warmly of Sean, the brother who received what he did not. There is no inherited feud 

there. 

Look at what that means against the model. The father reached Awareness and stopped. The 

son went all the way to the eighth ‘A’ — Action, which in this framework means compassion, 

forgiveness, and love enacted rather than merely felt. 

The chain did not break in the man who was famous for singing about love. It broke in 

the child who did not receive it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 21. One family, two generations, and the point at which the mechanism was interrupted. The 

rows are the Eight ‘A’s. The finding is in the last two rows, and it is not where anybody expects to find it. 

The ‘A’ In John Lennon In Julian Lennon 

1. ACEs 

Abandoned by his father; handed to an 

aunt by his mother; bereaved at 

seventeen at the moment reconciliation 

had begun. 

Father departs between the ages of 

three and five; contact thereafter 

sporadic and, on his own account, 

tense. 

2. Attachment 

The choiceless choice: attachment to 

whoever would keep him, at the cost of 

authenticity. 

The choiceless choice, compounded 

by a public expectation that he be 

his father's son before he was 

allowed to be himself. 

3. Addiction 

Fame, substances, work, and the pursuit 

of adoration at unprecedented scale. 
The pressure to prove himself 

inside his father's shadow, in the 

one industry guaranteed to 

measure him against it. 

4. Anaesthesia 
Adored by the world and, in Janov's 

words, still a lonely little kid at the centre 

of it. The maximum dose, and no effect. 

Not the pattern of this life. The 

wound was named early rather 

than numbed. 

5. Awareness 

Reached, and reported with precision: 

I'm the same, only there's a channel. He 

got no further, and said so. 

Reached. The 1998 interview is an 

act of seeing, and it is scrupulously 

hedged, which is what seeing 

sounds like. 

6. Acceptance 
Partial. He could describe the wound 

accurately and could not stop 

transmitting it. 

Reached. He stopped requiring the 

past to have been different. 

7. Awakening 
Not reached in the terms of this 

framework, and he never claimed it. He 

claimed drainage. 

Reached, on the public record and 

over decades rather than in a 

moment. 

8. Action 

The love was enacted for the second child 

and not for the first. Partial healing, 

cruelly distributed. 

Forgiveness, publicly and 

repeatedly, and no feud with the 

brother who received what he did 

not. This is where the chain broke. 

 



‘Four Hundred Million Listeners And One Empty Chair’ 

 

‘Four Hundred Million Listeners And One Empty Chair’: A television studio in 1967, seen from an unusual 

angle — not from the audience, but from the wings, so that the viewer is standing where nobody is looking. 

In the centre, under lights, a man singing about love to a camera whose red lamp is on. Around the walls, 

monitors showing the same face repeated to the edge of the frame. And in the very front of the picture, 

close enough to touch and entirely out of focus for everybody in the room, a small empty chair of the kind 

a four-year-old sits in. The caption of the image is the caption of the whole article: the signal was enormous, 

the transmission was flawless, and the one room it never reached was the one nearest to it. 

Warm tungsten studio light is seen against the cool shadow in the wings.  This is a parable 

about a role, not a portrait of a man. We are in a crowded 1967 television gallery: cameras on 

pedestals, cable runs taped to the floor, a small orchestra, technicians with headsets, floor 

manager with a stopwatch, a bank of black-and-white monitors along the back wall. Everybody 

in the frame is looking in the same direction. Everybody appears happy. The atmosphere should  



be one of genuine, uncynical excitement — these are people who believe they are doing something 

good, and they are. 

In the extreme foreground, in the wings, on the unlit side of the room: one small wooden child's chair, 

empty, with a child's coat folded over the back of it.  

The Line Of Inheritance 

I have set out three cases and I have argued that they share a mechanism. I now want to trace the 

mechanism backwards, because everything in this article depends on a claim I have so far asserted 

rather than established: that the machinery which burns a girl at Rouen, silences a physician at Vienna 

and shoots a songwriter in New York is assembled, in the first instance, on a nursery floor. 

This is the point at which a reader is entitled to become suspicious, and should. The move from 

institutional behaviour to childhood experience is the move at which a great deal of otherwise careful 

writing becomes unfalsifiable. So I am going to make it slowly, with the witnesses named, and I am 

going to mark every step that is inference. 

Lear, And The Oldest Recorded Case 

Begin with the clearest statement of the mechanism in the language, which is four hundred years old 

and was written by a man with no access to developmental psychology whatever. 

In the first scene of King Lear, a father divides his kingdom according to the quantity of love his 

daughters will declare. Two perform. The third declines to price her love, and says that she loves him 

according to her bond, no more nor less. She is disinherited within a hundred lines. 

That scene is a complete and exact clinical description of conditional regard, and it contains every 

element of the mechanism. There is a supply of something the child cannot survive without. There is 

a price attached. The price is not material but performative: what is required is not obedience but the 

appearance of a feeling. Two children pay it and are ruined by paying it, in ways the play then spends 

five acts demonstrating. One refuses and is cast out. 

The tragedy is not that Cordelia refused. The tragedy is that a price was named at all, and 

that all three daughters were damaged by the naming, including the one who would not pay. 

Shakespeare gets one further thing right which the modern literature took until the twenty-first century 

to measure. Goneril and Regan are not villains who happen to be Lear’s daughters. They are the 

predictable product of Lear’s household. They have learned, correctly and early, that in this family 

love is a currency and its declaration is a transaction. They then conduct the rest of their lives on that 

basis, including with each other, including at the cost of their own capacity for anything else. The play 

is an aetiology, and it is a better one than most of what was written between 1606 and 1998. 



The Correction: It Is A Debt, Not An Absence 

Here I must make a correction to my own earlier formulation, and it is a substantial one. This is the 

second of the three corrections I said I would make in my own name. 

In earlier drafts of this material I described conditional love as the withholding of love — as an absence, 

a deprivation, a thing that did not arrive. That is wrong, and it is wrong in a way that matters clinically, 

because it produces the wrong prediction and therefore the wrong treatment. 

Conditional regard is not the absence of love. It is the conversion of love into a debt. Something does 

arrive. A great deal arrives, sometimes lavishly. What is installed alongside it is an invoice, and the 

invoice is never itemised and never settled. The child of an absent parent has a wound shaped like a 

hole. The child of a conditionally regarding parent has a wound shaped like a ledger, and is running a 

lifelong overdraft on an account he was never told he had opened. 

This distinction predicts different adults, and I think it is why so many people who had, by any external 

measure, a good childhood — present parents, adequate money, no violence, real affection — arrive 

in a consulting room at forty-five unable to explain why they cannot stop working. They are not looking 

for something that was missing. They are servicing a debt. And a debt cannot be filled, only paid, 

which is why achievement does not touch it, and why the arrival at each summit produces not 

satisfaction but the discovery of a further instalment. 

Ferenczi: The Confusion Of Tongues 

The first clinician to describe this precisely was Sándor Ferenczi, and the story of what happened to 

his description is itself a Semmelweis case, which is why he belongs in this article rather than merely 

in its footnotes. 

Sándor Ferenczi was a Hungarian psychoanalyst, Freud’s closest collaborator for two decades, and 

by common consent the most gifted clinician of the first analytic generation. In 1932 he delivered a 

paper to the International Psychoanalytical Congress at Wiesbaden titled ‘Confusion of Tongues 

Between Adults and the Child’. 

Its argument was that the language of tenderness in a child and the language of passion in an adult are 

different languages; that when an adult responds to a child’s tenderness in the adult register the child 

is overwhelmed; and — this is the part that mattered and the part that was punished — that the child’s 

characteristic response is not resistance but identification with the aggressor. The child does not 

fight. The child adopts the adult’s view of the situation, including the adult’s view of the child, and 

thereby takes the guilt into himself, because the alternative — that the adult on whom he depends is 

dangerous — is not survivable. 

The child chooses to be bad in a safe world rather than good in a terrifying one. Every 

subsequent structure is built on that choice. 

The reception of the paper is the Semmelweis Reflex in miniature and at speed. Ferenczi was, by 

contemporaneous accounts, urged not to deliver it. Relations with Freud, already strained, did not 



recover. The paper was not published in English until 1949, seventeen years after it was given and 

sixteen after Ferenczi’s death. A body of professional commentary formed around the suggestion that 

Ferenczi had become mentally unwell towards the end of his life — a suggestion that has been 

substantially contested by later scholarship, and which performed, whatever its accuracy, the exact 

function that such suggestions always perform. 

I mark as inference any claim about the motives of those involved. What is documented is the delay, 

the estrangement, the seventeen years to English publication, and the subsequent rehabilitation. The 

pattern of a discipline pathologising the messenger whose message would require the discipline to 

revise its own account of itself is, however, no longer a pattern I am obliged to argue for. It is the 

subject of the preceding chamber. 

The Measurement: Assor, Roth And Deci 

Shakespeare described it. Ferenczi theorised it and was punished for it. In 2004 it was measured, and 

the measurement is one of the most important pieces of empirical work underlying this entire series. 

Avi Assor, Guy Roth and Edward Deci published ‘The Emotional Costs of Parents’ Conditional 

Regard: A Self-Determination Theory Analysis’ in the Journal of Personality. It is open access and I 

have placed it in the Open The Earth library, because it is the paper I would most like every parent in 

the world to read and the one they are least likely to encounter. 

The design does the thing that makes it matter here: it examines two generations. Adult participants 

reported on their perceptions of their own parents’ conditional regard, and reported separately on their 

own conditional regard towards their children. 

Conditional Regard, Measured Across Two Generations 

What Was Examined What Was Found What It Establishes For This Article 

Perceived parental 

conditional regard in four 

domains — academic, 

athletic, emotional control, 

prosocial behaviour. 

Perceived conditional regard was 

associated with enactment of the 

parentally approved behaviour — 

the technique works, in the 

narrow sense that the child does 

the thing. 

Conditional regard is not a parenting 

failure in the sense of being 

ineffective. It is effective. That is 

precisely why it persists across 

generations and why nobody stops. 

The internal quality of that 

compliance. 
The compliance was accompanied 

by introjected, internally 

controlling regulation: acting from 

internal compulsion rather than 

from choice, with feelings of inner 

pressure rather than volition. 

The distinction between a person who 

does the right thing and a person who 

cannot do otherwise. This is the origin 

of the fear-organised structure this 

series calls the ego. 

Associated affect. Short-lived satisfaction after 

success, shame after failure, 

fluctuating and unstable self-

worth, and resentment towards 

the parent. 

The Arrival Fallacy in its 

developmental form: the satisfaction 

is designed to be brief, because a 

permanent satisfaction would end the 

compliance the mechanism exists to 

secure. 

https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/2004_AssorRothDeci.pdf
https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/2004_AssorRothDeci.pdf


What Was Examined What Was Found What It Establishes For This Article 

Transmission across 

generations. 
Adults who reported having 

experienced parental conditional 

regard were more likely to report 

using conditional regard with their 

own children. 

The transmission is measured, not 

asserted. This is the single most 

important row in this article for the 

claim that the mechanism is inherited 

rather than invented afresh in each 

generation. 

Resentment alongside 

compliance. 
Resentment towards the parent 

coexisted with the approved 

behaviour and did not extinguish 

it. 

Goneril and Regan, measured in a 

laboratory in 2004. The performance 

and the resentment are not 

alternatives; they are produced 

together by the same operation. 

Table 22. Assor, Roth and Deci (2004), Journal of Personality. Empirical ledger. The design is correlational and relies on 

retrospective report of parental behaviour, which the authors state; the two-generation structure substantially strengthens 

the transmission claim without establishing causation. 

I want to be careful about what this licenses. It is a correlational design using adult retrospective report, 

and it cannot establish causation. What it does establish, and what nothing else in the literature 

establishes as cleanly, is that the thing being described is a transmissible pattern with measurable 

internal costs, and that the costs are borne by people who are, by external measure, complying 

successfully. 

The mechanism does not produce failures. It produces high-functioning people who cannot 

stop, and who will pass it on while sincerely intending not to. 

The Desolation At The Destination 

Which brings the argument back to the third witness, and to the thing about his life that I find hardest 

to write about, because it is the part that cannot be solved by success and therefore cannot be solved 

by anything most people are pursuing. 

John Lennon arrived. Whatever the destination is — recognition, wealth, creative achievement, the 

love of a very large number of strangers — he reached it comprehensively, early, and for a sustained 

period. The mechanism this series describes predicts that arrival will not resolve the debt, and his life 

is as clean a test of that prediction as history offers. 

He was, on his own account and repeatedly, in public, throughout: still looking for the thing. The 

interviews are available. The songs say it in terms so explicit that they have been mistaken for a pose. 

And the year in which he seems to have come closest to setting the debt down — the domestic years, 

the withdrawal from production, the ordinary business of bread and a child — was ended by a man 

who required him to be a shape. 

I want to name what that man did in the vocabulary of this article, precisely, without the sensationalism 

the case usually attracts and without naming him, because naming him is the one thing he wanted and 

this series does not distribute that. 



He had constructed an idol. He then discovered, as every idolater eventually discovers, that the idol 

was a person: that the shape had an interior, that the interior did not match the shape, and that the 

mismatch was intolerable. The literature of the case is full of his complaint that Lennon was a phoney 

— a hypocrite, a man who sang about having no possessions from a building full of them. 

The charge was not false. The charge was irrelevant. He was not punishing a hypocrite. He 

was punishing an interior for existing. 

That is the idol and the scapegoat shown to be one mechanism running in two directions, on one body, 

within a single mind, over a period of months. The construction and the destruction were not two acts. 

They were one act with a discovery in the middle, and the discovery was that the object of the 

construction was a human being. 

‘The Front Door At Ten Minutes Before Eleven’ 

[ IMAGE PLACEHOLDER — drop high-resolution artwork here ] 

Figure 6. The Dakota, 8 December 1980. 

Commissioning brief. Photorealistic, night, wet pavement, sodium street lighting. A New York apartment-building archway 

photographed from across the road at a distance, so that the entrance is small in the frame. No people at all. No car, no 

crowd, no police. The building is ordinary and the light is ordinary and the wet stone reflects the lamps. In the foreground, 

out of focus, the top of a railing. The image must contain no violence, no suggestion of violence, and no memorial 

iconography — no flowers, no candles, no glasses. It is a photograph of a front door that somebody was walking towards. 

Its entire force is that nothing is happening in it. 

One Mechanism, Three Scales: The Fatality Law 

I now want to state, as plainly as I can, the structural claim that the three cases were assembled to 

support. I put it forward as a proposition, in the strong sense: a claim I hold, which is argued from 

mechanism, which is not established by the three cases alone, and which I am setting out in a form 

designed to be attacked. 

The lethality of idolatry increases with the scale at which it operates, and it does so because 

the operators become progressively less able to know what they are doing. 

The Scale–Fatality Relationship 

Scale 
The Idolising 

Party 

What Is Removed 

From The Person 
The Fatality 

Why The Operators Do 

Not Know 

Person to 

person 
One individual 

constructing 

another as a 

shape — the 

fan, the acolyte, 

the idealising 

patient, the 

lover in the first 

year. 

The right to be 

inconsistent. The 

person must 

remain the shape 

or the relationship 

ends. 

Ordinarily non-

fatal. The 

relationship fails; 

both parties 

survive; the idoliser 

generally reports 

having been 

deceived. 

The operator is a single 

mind and can, in principle, 

be told. This is the only scale 

at which a conversation is a 

plausible remedy. 



Scale 
The Idolising 

Party 

What Is Removed 

From The Person 
The Fatality 

Why The Operators Do 

Not Know 

Profession 

to person 
A credentialed 

body 

constructing an 

individual as a 

category — the 

heretic, the 

difficult 

colleague, the 

non-compliant 

patient, the 

litigant in 

person. 

The right to be a 

source of evidence 

about themselves. 

Testimony is 

converted into 

presentation, and 

presentation is 

data about the 

person rather than 

about the world. 

Frequently fatal, 

and the fatality is 

deniable. Nobody 

in the Vienna 

faculty killed 

anyone. The deaths 

appear in the 

mortality returns 

as puerperal fever. 

Responsibility is distributed 

across a procedure. Each 

participant performs a 

defensible fragment. No 

participant performs the act, 

and so no participant can 

locate it in themselves. 

Crowd to 

person 
A population 

constructing an 

individual as a 

symbol — the 

saint, the 

martyr, the 

icon, the 

national 

heroine. 

The interior in its 

entirety. What 

remains is a shape 

that anybody may 

fill, and which two 

mutually 

murderous parties 

may fill 

simultaneously. 

Fatal, and the 

fatality is 

retrospectively 

reframed as 

meaning. The death 

becomes the point. 

Martyrology is 

idolatry with better 

manners. 

There is no operator at all. A 

crowd has no interior and 

cannot be addressed, 

apologise, or revise. The 

mechanism runs with no one 

at the controls, which is why 

it cannot be stopped by 

informing anybody. 

Table 23. Proposition, not finding. The three cases are illustrations of the proposed law, not tests of it. A test would require a 

larger and systematically sampled series, and I have not conducted one. 

The mechanism of the proposed law is the fifth column, and it is what I most want examined. The 

fatality does not rise because larger groups are more malicious. It rises because responsibility 

disperses faster than harm. At the individual scale there is someone to tell. At the professional scale 

there is a procedure that no single participant authored. At the crowd scale there is nobody there at all. 

René Girard’s requirement, which I set out earlier in this article, is the necessary condition for the 

whole system: the operators must not know. A scapegoat mechanism that its participants can see is 

a lynching, and a lynching can be prosecuted. A scapegoat mechanism its participants cannot see is a 

verdict, and a verdict is enforced by the state. The scale law and Girard’s requirement are the same 

finding approached from two directions: the mechanism becomes more lethal exactly as it becomes 

less visible to the people operating it, and it becomes less visible to them because it has been divided 

into pieces small enough that each piece is innocent. 

Absorption: The Confident Form Of Retaliation 

One further proposition, and it is the one I expect to be argued with most, and the one I would most 

like to be wrong about because it closes a door I would prefer to leave open. 

I have described retaliation as the mechanism’s response to an unassimilable truth. But retaliation is 

expensive, visible, and generates martyrs, and martyrs are inefficient because they keep the question 

alive. A confident institution has a better instrument available, and it is the one used most often, and it 

is almost never recognised as a defence at all. 



Absorption is what retaliation becomes when an institution stops being frightened enough to 

need it. 

Consider what happened to Semmelweis. He was destroyed in his lifetime: contract not renewed, 

reputation dismantled, and a death in an asylum of a sepsis indistinguishable from the disease he had 

spent his life preventing. That was retaliation, and it was crude, and it was recognisable as what it was. 

Then look at what happened next. He is taught in every medical school on earth. His portrait hangs in 

institutions that would not have appointed him. A university in Budapest bears his name. He is the 

profession’s favourite story about itself — and the story is told as a story about the ordinary friction 

of scientific progress, in which a good idea took a while to catch on, and the profession is cast as the 

eventual hero of the anecdote for having caught on at all. 

The absorption completes what the retaliation began. Retaliation removes the man. Absorption 

removes the question. And absorption is more effective, because a profession that has retaliated may 

one day be asked to account for it, whereas a profession that has canonised its victim has already, in 

its own account, done the accounting. 

This is the mechanism running in the idol direction on a body it earlier scapegoated, and it is why the 

two directions must be understood as one thing. Joan burned in 1431 and was canonised in 1920 by 

the successors of the men who burned her. Semmelweis was destroyed in 1865 and is honoured now 

by the successors of the men who destroyed him. In neither case did the institution have to change its 

account of what kind of institution it is. The victim was promoted, and the promotion functioned as 

the settlement of the claim. 

I mark this as a proposition. What would falsify it: a documented case in which an institution 

posthumously honoured a person it had destroyed and simultaneously altered the structural feature that 

produced the destruction, in a way that measurably reduced the recurrence rate. I have looked and have 

not found one. That is not the same as there not being one, and I would be grateful to be sent it. 

One Mechanism, Three Scales 

Three witnesses, three centuries, three continents of activity, and one operation performed in each of 

them. What changes across the three is not the mechanism. What changes is the magnification, and 

what changes with the magnification is who dies. 



Table 24. The same operation at three scales. Read the fourth column downwards. The fatality moves further 

from the idolater as the scale increases, which is why the largest instances are the ones nobody notices and nobody 

is ever charged with. 

Scale 

What Is 

Emptied And 

Made Into A 

Function 

What The 

Idolater 

Receives 

Who Dies The Diagnostic Tell The Witness 

One 

Person 

A named 

human being, 

with an 

interior, a 

family and a 

file. 

Somewhere to 

put an unlived 

possibility, so 

that it need not 

be lived. 

The person. 

There is 

nobody to 

ransom a 

function. 

Their own testimony 

about themselves is 

received as modesty, 

as depth, or as a 

further facet of the 

greatness. 

Joan of Arc, 

1431–1920. 

One 

Profession 

A method, 

whose interior 

is its fallibility 

— the list of 

things that 

would show it 

to be wrong. 

Standing, 

jurisdiction, 

and the 

settlement of 

disputes 

without 

argument. 

Third parties 

in the 

profession's 

care, who were 

never party to 

the dispute and 

are counted 

afterwards. 

‘Our method cannot 

detect it’ has quietly 

become ‘it is not 

real’, and nobody in 

the building can date 

the change. 

Ignaz 

Semmelweis, 

1847–1865. 

One 

Civilisation 

A human 

being 

converted into 

a shape, and 

the shape into 

a commodity 

that anybody 

may carry. 

Belonging, at 

no cost. You 

need not be 

anything, build 

anything or 

risk anything: 

you need only 

adore. 

Anyone the 

shape is 

eventually 

turned against 

— and the 

shape is always 

eventually 

turned. 

Two enemies can 

invoke the same 

figure at the same 

moment for opposed 

purposes without 

either feeling any 

contradiction. 

John 

Lennon, 

1963–1980. 



Table 25. The three witnesses, one mechanism. The final column is the test: in every case the 

operators were sincere, the procedure was correct, and the verdict was lethal. 

 Joan of Arc Ignaz Semmelweis John Lennon 

What Was 
Worshipped 

The verdict of a 
lawful ecclesiastical 
court, and 
afterwards the 
symbol it created. 

An authorised 
method, and the 
standing of the men 
who held it. 

The song, the 
message, and finally 
the man who 
delivered them. 

What 
Recognition 
Would Have 

Cost 

The legitimacy of 
an occupation, and 
later the legitimacy 
of a crown. 

Every obstetric 
physician in 
Europe accepting 
that he had carried 
death on his own 
hands. 

The audience 
conceding that the 
anthem had been 
sung from inside the 
wound, not from 
above it. 

The 
Instrument 

Ecclesiastical 
procedure, 
correctly followed. 

Peer review, 
correctly followed. 

Adoration, correctly 
delivered. 

Interval to 
Reversal 

Twenty-five years 
to nullity; four 
hundred and 
eighty-nine to 
sainthood. 

Roughly two 
decades to 
vindication; he did 
not see it. 

Reversal within his 
lifetime, and it did 
not protect him. 

Who Paid 

One woman, and 
every mother in the 
First Clinic of her 
century’s 
equivalent. 

The women of the 
First Clinic, in 
numbers he had 
himself calculated. 

A boy who was 
handed over twice, 
and then a second 
boy after him. 

Was 
Anybody 

Lying? 

No. No. No. 

 

Why The Fatality Moves Outward 

There is a reason for the pattern in the fourth column, and it is not moral. It is structural, and it 

can be stated in a sentence. 

At every increase in scale, the distance between the person who performs the operation 

and the person who pays for it increases, and the accountability decreases to match. 

A man who idolises his wife will meet the consequences at his own kitchen table within the 

year. A profession that idolises its method will meet the consequences in an aggregated 

mortality statistic, thirty years later, in a population nobody in the room has met, at a level of 

causal attribution too diffuse for any individual to feel implicated by. And a civilisation that 

idolises a person distributes the responsibility so finely that the share falling on each 

participant is genuinely, literally negligible — which is why every participant is 

genuinely, literally innocent, and why the aggregate is nevertheless lethal. That is not a 



paradox. It is the arithmetic of crowds, and it is the reason moral language performs so badly 

here and mechanical language performs so well. 

Girard's Requirement: The Operators Must Not Know 

René Girard supplies the layer beneath all of this, and I want him introduced properly rather 

than cited, because he is the one witness in this article who saw the whole mechanism and 

named its operating condition. 

Girard was a French historian and literary critic who spent a career at Stanford arguing that 

human communities resolve internal crisis by converging — spontaneously, unanimously, 

contagiously — on a single victim. In The Scapegoat (1982; English translation 1986) he set 

out what happens next, and it is the part that matters. 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. 

“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.” 

René Girard, The Scapegoat. 

And then the sentence that joins his theory to everything in this article: 

“Naive persecutors are unaware of what they are doing.” 

René Girard, The Scapegoat. 

That is méconnaissance, and the crucial point, which is very frequently missed, 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 that the invisibility you keep encountering whenever you try to name any of this 

is not a failure of institutional perception, and it is not obtuseness, and it is not bad faith. 

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. 

Apply that to all three witnesses at once and the sincerity stops being a puzzle. The men at 

Rouen had to not know, or the verdict would not have held. The Viennese faculty had to not 

know, or the ward would have had to close for a week and reopen as a different kind of place. 

And a civilisation adoring a man to the point of erasure had to not know, or the adoration would 

have had to become a relationship, and relationships are expensive and slow and cannot be 

conducted at a distance of four hundred million. 

https://www.press.jhu.edu/books/title/2141/scapegoat


The Retaliation Test 

If the mechanism must be invisible to those running it, then asking them about it is useless, and 

asking them nicely is worse than useless, because a courteous denial is more convincing than 

a rude one and closes the question for longer. So this series does not ask. It measures. 

The Retaliation Test is the instrument, and it is a single question applied at every scale: what 

is done to the person who names it? Not what is said about the naming; what is done to the 

namer, and how quickly, and by whom, and with what apparatus. The virtue of the test is that 

it does not require anybody to be honest about their motives, and it therefore survives the 

méconnaissance that defeats every other form of enquiry. 

Run it on the three witnesses. Joan named the standing of her own judges and was burned for 

a change of clothing manufactured by her guards. Semmelweis named the hands of his 

colleagues and his assistantship was not renewed. Lennon named the emptiness at the centre 

of his own adoration — in interviews, on record, to a therapist — and was not retaliated against 

at all, which looks like a failure of the test until you notice what happened instead. He was 

absorbed. The naming was received as further material. The confession became part of the 

product, and the product was the shape, and the shape was the thing preventing anybody from 

reaching him. 

That is the finding I would most like a reader to carry out of this article, because it is the one 

that generalises to their own life: 

Absorption is what retaliation looks like when the mechanism is confident. It does not 

need to punish what it can digest. 

And Now The Stone Comes Back 

I have written throughout this series of books that I would rather be argued with than believed, 

and a man cannot spend four volumes on idolatry and then decline to be examined. So here is 

the examination, and it is not comfortable, and it is not meant to be. 

Everything in this article is available for misuse, and the misuse is obvious, and it is mine to 

guard against. Any author who assembles three cases of institutions rejecting people who 

were right, and who is himself an ex-surgeon writing outside the profession that trained 

him about a truth that profession will not absorb, has constructed a machine for 

converting every criticism he receives into further evidence that he is correct. If hostility 

confirms that I am Semmelweis, and indifference confirms that they are not yet ready, and 

agreement confirms that I was right all along, then there is no state of the world in which I am 

wrong, and I have built precisely the mirror this work warns about, only with footnotes. 

Science must be falsifiable. That is the scientific method. If it is not then it is self-idolatry. 



The whole of the Temple of Emotional Anaesthesia is furnished with people who have made 

their positions immune to evidence, and a great many of them are certain, and a great many of 

them are gentle, and not one of them can be reached. So my own line has to be turned round 

on me and it has to hurt: the ones in denial have no idea that they are not from Domrémy. 

Quite. And the only thing that keeps me out of that sentence is remaining genuinely able to 

discover that I am not from Domrémy either. Not performing that discovery. Not writing a 

modest paragraph about the possibility of it. Actually being able to find it out, and knowing 

in advance what would show it to me. 

Which requires an instrument. Here is one. It is set out as a differential because that is the only 

way I know how to think, and because a differential is honest in a way that a disclaimer is not: 

it commits you in advance to what would change your mind. 



Table 26. The Domrémy Test: a differential for anybody, myself first, who suspects they are carrying an 

unwelcome Truth. The middle two columns are the diagnosis. The fourth is the only one that does any work, 

because it is the one you have to answer out loud, to somebody who is not obliged to be kind to you. 

The Criterion 
Carrying A Truth The 

Institution Cannot Afford 
Carrying A Self That 

Requires An Audience 
How To Test It On 

Yourself 

Relation to 

contradiction 

Contradiction is metabolised. 

A specific counter-argument 

changes a specific claim, and 

the change is visible in the 

next draft. 

Contradiction is fuel. 

Every objection is 

absorbed as further 

proof of the resistance 

already predicted. 

Name the last thing 

somebody said to you that 

made you alter a sentence. 

If nothing comes, that is 

the finding. 

Falsifiability 

You can state, before the 

event, what would show you 

to be wrong — and it is 

something that could actually 

happen. 

No such statement is 

available, and the request 

for one is experienced as 

an attack. 

Write the condition down. 

Show it to someone. Check 

that it is not a condition 

you have privately made 

impossible. 

Relation to the 

institution 

You want it to absorb the 

finding and go on existing. 

You would regard adoption 

without credit as a success. 

You want it to be seen to 

have been wrong, and by 

you. 

Ask honestly whether 

quiet, uncredited 

implementation would 

satisfy you. Notice the first 

answer, not the second. 

Relation to your 

own error 

Corrections are published on 

the same page as the claim, in 

your own hand, before 

anybody demands them. 

Corrections are conceded 

privately, late, and only 

under pressure. 

Count the places in your 

own work where you have 

withdrawn something. If 

the count is zero, the work 

is not honest. 

Relation to the 

wound 

You know exactly which of 

your injuries is powering the 

work, and you have said so in 

print. 

The injury is invisible to 

you and is doing all the 

steering. 

Ask the person who knew 

you before the work began 

whether they recognise the 

motive you are giving. 

Behaviour 

toward 

opponents 

They remain persons: 

nameable, addressable, 

capable of being right about 

something. 

They become a category, 

and the category has a 

moral colour. 

Read your own last three 

paragraphs about them 

aloud. Listen for the point 

at which a group noun 

replaces a name. 

What the 

position costs 

you 

It costs standing, income, 

invitations, and old 

friendships, and you would 

still rather be corrected than 

admired. 

It pays. In attention, in 

identity, in the pleasure 

of being the one who sees. 

You are reading this. 

Notice whether you are 

enjoying this table or being 

examined by it. 

 



I do not pass every row of that table. I put it in the work so that a reader may hold it against 

me, which is the only arrangement under which a piece of writing of this kind is safe to publish 

at all. The scapegoat requires that nobody looks; the idol requires that nobody checks. A work 

that invites both looking and checking cannot be used for either purpose, and that, rather 

than any claim to standing anywhere near Domrémy, is the only protection I have and the only 

one I want. 

One further thing, because the pairing matters more than either half. The Semmelweis Reflex 

— the observation that institutions reject disruptive evidence when it threatens their account of 

themselves — is a genuine phenomenon, and it is also, on its own, a shield. Deployed without 

its partner it converts every rebuttal into a confirmation. So the two must always be printed 

together and in this order: 

The Semmelweis Reflex: institutions can reject disruptive evidence because of what 

accepting it would cost them. 

The Domrémy Test: rejection cannot be used as evidence that the person rejected was 

right. 

Together they make an open epistemology. Separately, the first one makes a fortress. 

The Domrémy Test, Set Out So That It Can Be Used 
Against Me 

An article which argues that institutions cannot examine themselves, written by a man who has 

built an apparatus, is in an obvious difficulty. I named the difficulty earlier and conceded that 

I cannot escape it. What I can do is hand you the instrument. 

The Domrémy Test is named for the village Joan came from, because the question it asks is the 

question nobody at Rouen asked: what would have to be true for this person to be right, 

and what would have to be true for them to be wrong, and which of those things can be 

checked by somebody who is not them? 

I set it out below with my own answers filled in. I do not pass every row. I want to be explicit 

about that before you reach the table, because a table presented as a clean bill of health would 

be the exact failure this article is about, and because a reader who found the failures for himself 

would be entitled to conclude that I had hoped he would not. 



The Domrémy Test, Applied To This Article 

The Test Why It Matters My Own Answer 

Is the claim falsifiable? 

Can you state what would 

prove you wrong? 

An unfalsifiable framework 

is not a theory. It is a mood 

with citations. 

Partially passed. The specific 

propositions are falsifiable and I have 

stated the falsifying conditions for the 

uptake-interval prediction, the 

absorption claim and the vacancy 

law. The overall architecture — the 

idol/scapegoat mechanism as a single 

thing running in two directions — is 

not sharply falsifiable and I have not 

managed to make it so. That is a real 

weakness and I do not have an 

answer to it. 

Do you profit from being 

believed? 

The incentive structure of 

the person making the claim 

is evidence about the claim. 

Failed, in part. I am a coach. People 

pay me. An article arguing that the 

professions cannot see what I can see 

is, whatever else it is, marketing, and 

a reader is entitled to weight it 

accordingly. Mitigation, offered 

rather than urged: the books are 

free, the evidence library is free and 

open access, the deposits are 

permanent and citable, and nothing 

here is behind a wall. That reduces 

the conflict. It does not abolish it. 

Have you published a 

correction against your 

own interest? 

A framework that has never 

cost its author anything has 

never been tested. 

Passed. Three in this article, in the 

body rather than an erratum: the 

withdrawal of the fourteen-years-of-

silence formulation on Semmelweis, 

the inclusion of the rational objection 

to his thesis, and the correction of 

conditional love from an absence to a 

debt. Also the retirement of Soul 

across the whole series, which cost 

me a great deal of already-published 

text. 

Do you name the strongest 

objection to your own case 

in your own text? 

Selecting the weak objection 

to answer is the oldest device 

in polemic. 

Passed, I believe. The self-refutation 

objection is stated in its strongest 

form, conceded, and answered only 

partially, because only a partial 

answer is available. A reader may 

judge whether the partial answer is 

enough. 



The Test Why It Matters My Own Answer 

Are you doing to anyone 

what you accuse others of 

doing? 

The mechanism converts 

persons into functions. An 

article about it can do this 

on every page. 

Failed, at least once. I have used 

three human beings as illustrations of 

a thesis. Joan of Arc, Ignaz 

Semmelweis and John Lennon did 

not consent to being my evidence, 

and in converting each of them into a 

case I have performed a version of 

the operation I am describing. I have 

tried to mitigate it by restoring 

interior detail wherever the record 

permits. I have not escaped it, and I 

do not think an article of this kind 

can. 

Would you accept this 

evidence if it pointed the 

other way? 

The test of a standard is 

whether it survives an 

inconvenient result. 

Untested, honestly. I do not know. I 

have accepted findings that qualify 

my case — the Swedish 

administrative data on doctoral 

distress, the failure of Illich’s strong 

iatrogenesis thesis, the rational 

objection to Semmelweis. Those were 

relatively cheap. I have not yet been 

presented with a finding that would 

require me to abandon the central 

claim, and I therefore have no 

evidence about how I would behave. 

Do you have a stake in the 

wound you are 

describing? 

Not disqualifying — but 

concealed, it is fatal to the 

argument. 

Yes, and I state it. I am describing a 

mechanism I was inside. I was a 

surgeon. The somatic decapitation 

section is autobiographical, and the 

account of what a training costs is an 

account of what mine cost. This is 

inferential ledger material about 

myself and should be weighted as 

such. It is also, I think, why I can see 

the shape of it — which is a reason to 

read me and equally a reason to 

check me. 

Is the evidence available 

to someone who wishes to 

check it? 

A claim whose evidence is 

unreachable is not a claim; it 

is an assertion with a 

bibliography. 

Passed. Every empirical source in 

this article is open access or is named 

precisely enough to be located. The 

library is maintained free and 

without login. This is the protection I 

actually want, and it is the only one I 

trust: not that you should believe me, 

but that you should be able to find 

out. 



Table 27. Eight rows. I pass four, fail two, partially pass one, and cannot honestly report on one. The table is 

printed so that it can be held against me, which is the only function it has. 

The reader’s ability to check is the only protection I want. It is also the only one that 

has ever worked. 

I want to say one further thing about the fifth row, because it is the failure that troubles me 

most and I have not found a way past it. 

This article converts three people into evidence. That is what it does; that is the operation; there 

is no version of the argument that does not perform it. Joan of Arc is here because her case is 

unusually well documented and unusually clean. Ignaz Semmelweis is here because the 

mortality figures are unarguable. John Lennon is here because the case is recent enough that a 

reader can feel it. Each of them was a person with a Tuesday afternoon, and each of them has 

been made, by me, into a function — which is the definition of idolatry given on the second 

page of this article. 

The only mitigation available is the one I have attempted throughout: to keep putting the 

interior back. To say what Semmelweis was like to work with, which was difficult. To say that 

Joan was funny and rude in the transcript and out-argued men who had spent their lives in the 

schools. To say that Lennon was, by his own account and his family’s, sometimes cruel. Every 

one of those details makes them worse as evidence and better as people, and I have included 

them for that reason, and it is not enough, and I know it is not enough. 

The Council Of Disciplines: What Would Actually Help 

A diagnosis without a proposal is a complaint. I have argued that no discipline can hear its own 

case; I am therefore obliged to say what could hear it, and to say it in terms concrete enough to 

be attempted by somebody on a committee next month rather than admired in the abstract. 

The proposal is not interdisciplinarity, which has been tried for fifty years and which has largely 

produced a fresh discipline with its own journals and its own closure. The proposal is narrower 

and stranger, and it follows directly from Asch. 

The remedy for a self-exempting tribunal is not a better tribunal. It is a second 

person in the room who is not paid by the first. 



The Council Of Disciplines, Specified 

Element What It Requires Why It Works What It Costs 

External 

standing 
At least one participant whose 

livelihood, promotion and 

professional standing are 

wholly independent of the 

discipline under examination. 

This is the Asch ally. The 

single dissenting voice 

collapsed conformity by 

roughly three quarters — but 

only when the dissenter was 

not subject to the same 

pressure as the subject. 

Genuine discomfort, 

and the loss of the 

pleasant fiction that a 

colleague can perform 

this function. A 

colleague cannot. A 

colleague is in the 

experiment. 

The practitioner 

in the sample 
That any study of a 

population’s adversity, 

distress or formation include 

the practitioners 

administering it, on the same 

instrument, with the same 

confidentiality. 

It fills the Blank Row. It also, 

immediately and without 

further argument, converts 

the practitioner from sorter 

into sorted, which is the single 

structural change everything 

else in this article is asking 

for. 

Findings the 

profession will not 

like, about itself, in 

public. This is the 

Dissolution Clause 

and it is the whole 

difficulty. There is no 

version of this that is 

comfortable. 

Declared ledgers That every claim in a 

professional document state 

whether it is finding, 

inference, value or belief, on 

the page, in the sentence. 

It makes Sovereign Grammar 

impossible. A discipline 

cannot state its values as facts 

if the form requires it to say 

which is which. 

Length, and the loss 

of rhetorical force. 

Documents get longer 

and less quotable. I 

regard this as a 

benefit and I accept 

that others will not. 

Published 

correction as 

ordinary 

practice 

That corrections appear in the 

body of subsequent work, in 

the author’s name, rather 

than in an erratum nobody 

reads. 

It converts being wrong from 

a catastrophe into a routine 

event, which is the only 

condition under which 

anybody will risk it. Manchon 

told the truth when the truth 

became affordable. Make it 

affordable. 

A period during 

which corrections are 

read as weakness, 

until enough people 

do it that they are 

read as method. 

The second 

sentence 
That when a person in a 

meeting says the 

uncomfortable accurate thing, 

one other person says so. 

The highest-leverage act 

available to any individual in 

any institution, on the Asch 

evidence. The first dissenter is 

an eccentric. The second 

creates a faction, and a faction 

must be processed. 

Ordinary social risk, 

distributed across a 

career. Not nothing. 

Far less than the risk 

borne by the first 

speaker, which is 

exactly why the 

second sentence is the 

one to volunteer for. 

Table 28. Five elements, each independently implementable. Normative ledger throughout: these are proposals, not 

findings. The Asch reasoning behind elements one and five is empirical; the recommendation drawn from it is 

mine. 



Notice that none of the five requires anyone to abandon a discipline, dissolve an institution, or 

accept a word of my metaphysics. They are procedural. They could be adopted by a department 

that thought the whole of the rest of this article was nonsense, and they would still work, 

because they operate on the structure rather than on the beliefs of the people inside it. That is 

deliberate. A remedy that requires agreement with the diagnosis is not a remedy; it is a 

recruitment drive. 

‘The Second Sentence’ 

[ IMAGE PLACEHOLDER — drop high-resolution artwork here ] 

Figure 7. The most consequential act available in an ordinary room. 

Commissioning brief. Photorealistic, fluorescent overhead light, an entirely unremarkable modern meeting room 

— laminate table, stacking chairs, a whiteboard with the ghost of previous writing on it, a plate of biscuits. Nine 

or ten people seated. One person is mid-speech and is being looked at by nobody; the others are studying papers, 

screens, the table. At the far end, one other person has just begun to lift their head, and their mouth is fractionally 

open. That is the entire subject of the photograph and it must be almost invisible. No drama, no shafts of light, no 

heroic composition. Faces should be ordinary, tired, middle-aged, and mixed. The image succeeds if a viewer has 

to look twice to find where the event is. 

What This Asks Of You On Tuesday Morning 

I have kept the practical section short on purpose, because a long one would be a further 

imposition and because the whole argument of this article is that more material presented to a 

resistant system is not the mechanism of change. 

Four questions. They are the same four I put at the end of the earlier version of this article and 

I have not improved on them. They are not a programme. They take about ten minutes and they 

are considerably more uncomfortable than they look. 

Who Are You Currently Unable To Disappoint? 

Not unwilling. Unable. There will be a name, and the name will arrive faster than you expect 

and will be accompanied by a small physical sensation somewhere between the sternum and 

the throat. That sensation is the debt. It is the ledger from the nursery, still open, still being 

serviced, in a body that is now an adult body with a mortgage and a professional indemnity 

policy. 

Whose Testimony About Themselves Are You Currently Overriding? 

Somebody has told you what is happening to them and you have decided that you know better. 

Sometimes you do. Professional judgement is real and the whole of this article concedes it. But 

run the check: when you decided that their account of themselves was data about them rather 

than information about the world, what did that decision cost you, and what did it save you? If 

it cost nothing and saved something, that is the Vienna answer. 



What Does Your Own Discipline Refuse To Look At? 

Every discipline has a question that is not asked, and it is never at the frontier. It is at the 

foundation, in the place so obvious that asking it reads as naive rather than as radical. If nothing 

comes to mind, that is not evidence of absence. Von Foerster’s point was precisely that the 

blind spot does not present as a gap. Ask a colleague from another field what strikes them as 

strange about yours, and do not explain why it is not strange, and notice how hard the not-

explaining is. 

And What Would Change Your Mind? 

About the thing you are most certain of. If no answer arrives within thirty seconds, you have 

located an idol. Not a belief — beliefs have edges and you can say what would erode them. An 

idol is a belief with the edges removed, and it will be defended with an energy entirely 

disproportionate to its content, and the defending will feel, from the inside, exactly like 

integrity. 

The Child In The Midst 

I want to end where this series always ends, and I make no apology for the source, which is the 

only place I have found the whole mechanism described in a single gesture. 

A dispute arises about rank. The question is which of them is the greatest, which is the question 

the ego always asks and the only question it knows how to ask. And the answer given is not an 

argument. A child is set in the midst. No syllogism, no rebuttal, no counter-claim about who 

is in fact greatest. A person who is not competing is placed in the middle of the room, and the 

presence of that person makes the question unaskable. 

The remedy for the mechanism is not a better answer to its question. It is the 

presence of somebody who is not asking it. 

That is what Isabelle Romée was in 1455, standing before the legate with no Latin and no 

standing and no argument except that she knew her daughter. It is what Manchon became in 

1456 when the price of the truth fell to nothing. It is what the second person in the meeting is, 

on the Tuesday morning when they say the second sentence. 

And it is what you were, before the debt was opened, and before the shape was required, and 

before the training installed the anaesthetic for good and sufficient reasons and forgot to say 

that it had. That person is not gone. Nothing here needs to be manufactured. Re-Collection 

restores a coherence; it does not create a Self. The parts were always yours. They were merely 

filed somewhere you could not reach, by a child who was doing the best available arithmetic 

with the information he had, and who was right, at the time, and who is not required to be right 

about it any longer. 



You do not have to become anybody. You have to stop paying an invoice that was 

never itemised, issued by a creditor who is no longer in the room. 

The Question Shaw Left In The Room 

Bernard Shaw wrote Saint Joan in 1923, three years after the canonisation, and he did 

something with it that no hagiographer would have permitted himself. He wrote an epilogue in 

which the newly made saint offers to come back — to return to the world that has just finished 

praising her — and one by one, courteously, with excellent reasons, everybody in the room 

backs away. The king. The soldier. The archbishop. The very men who have canonised her. 

Not one of them wants the actual girl. They want the statue, and the statue is a great deal easier 

to live with. 

And Shaw has her ask, at the end of it, whether a Christ must perish in torment in every age in 

order to save those who have no imagination — before turning the question outward and asking 

how long the world will take to make itself ready to receive its saints. 

That is the diagnostic question of this entire volume, put by a playwright to an audience 

in 1923, and it has not been answered since. The canonisation did not solve the problem. The 

canonisation is the problem, arriving in its second and more flattering form. We do not need a 

nineteen-year-old to be a saint. We need to be the kind of people who could have listened 

to her at seventeen, when she was inconvenient, unqualified, wrongly dressed and correct. 

The same epilogue could be written for the other two without changing a line of its structure. 

Offer the Vienna faculty of 1848 a Semmelweis who is alive, employed, right, and in the room 

every morning, and they will decline him courteously and with excellent reasons, exactly as 

they did. Offer four hundred million listeners the actual man rather than the shape — tired, 

funny, cruel sometimes, in therapy, and reporting accurately that the adoration is not reaching 

him — and watch how fast the audience reduces. We do not want the person. We have never 

wanted the person. The person is the expensive option. 

What This Asks Of You Tomorrow Morning 

This series does not end sections with exhortations, because exhortation is a way of discharging 

feeling rather than changing anything, and because a reader who has been told what to do has 

been relieved of the harder job of noticing. So this is not a call to action. It is four questions, 

and they are diagnostic rather than moral. 

Who Are You Currently Unable To Disappoint? 

Find the person in your life whose good opinion you could not survive losing, and ask whether 

you are in a relationship with them or with a shape. The test is simple and unpleasant: when 

did they last tell you something about themselves that altered your perception, and what 



did you do with it? If nothing comes, you are not close to them. You are worshipping in their 

vicinity. 

Whose Testimony About Themselves Are You Overriding? 

Somebody in your life has told you plainly what they are, and you have decided that they are 

being modest, or hard on themselves, or depressed, or too close to see clearly. Sometimes that 

judgement is correct and is an act of love. Sometimes it is the exact operation performed on 

Lennon by an entire civilisation, at a scale of one. The difference is whether you can say 

what evidence would make you accept their account instead of yours. 

What Does Your Own Discipline Refuse To Look At? 

Every profession has a category of thing it does not see, and the way to find yours is not to 

think harder. It is to notice what happens to the people who raise it. If a question in your 

field reliably damages the career of whoever asks it, you have found the boundary of your 

method being defended as though it were the boundary of the real, and you have found it by 

measurement rather than by introspection, which is the only way it can be found. 

And What Would Change Your Mind? 

About the thing you are most certain of. Not in principle: specifically. Write the condition 

down, and show it to somebody who is not obliged to be kind to you. If you cannot write it, 

you are not holding a conviction. You are holding an idol, and you are its priest, and the two 

of you will get along beautifully for the rest of your life. 

The Child In The Midst 

There is one figure who ends this argument and it is not any of the three witnesses. 

Every one of these people was a child first. Jehanne was a girl in Domrémy who could not 

write her name. Semmelweis was a boy in Buda, the fifth child of a grocer. Lennon was a five-

year-old in Liverpool being handed from his mother to his aunt. Not one of them chose the 

first fork. Every one of them was handed a set of conditions and adapted to it as intelligently 

as a child can, and every one of them was then converted, by adults acting sincerely and for 

reasons that felt to them like duty and like love, into a function. 

The whole of idolatry is a failure to keep a person in the room. It is what happens when the 

interior is inconvenient and the shape is useful, and it is fatal precisely because the interior is 

the only part that could have been helped, or corrected, or loved. 

There is no such thing as a safe distance from which to admire somebody. There is only 

meeting them, or not meeting them, and one of those two is what love has always been. 



And so the practical instruction, which is the only one this article contains, and which costs 

nothing and is almost never done: 

Put the person back in. Ask them something they were not expecting and be willing to 

hear the answer. That is the entire treatment, and it works on saints, on surgeons, on 

strangers, and on you. 

 

What Is New Here 

The dose–response inversion. Idolatry is the only relationship in which increasing the dose 

decreases the amount received, and that this is structural rather than psychological, because the 

adoration addresses the shape and the shape is what was built to prevent anything reaching the 

person. It marries the Lennon case to the insulin metaphor and it makes both stronger. 

The scale–fatality law. That the distance between the operator and the casualty increases with 

the scale, and that this is why the largest instances are the ones nobody is ever charged with. 

Table 5 is the argument. 

Absorption as the confident form of retaliation. The Retaliation Test appeared to fail on 

Lennon, and the reason it appeared to fail is the finding: a confident mechanism does not need 

to punish what it can digest. That extends the instrument to cover a case it previously could not 

read. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



‘One Human Story. Two Cathedrals. One Real Choice.’ 

 

‘One Human Story. Two Cathedrals. One Real Choice.’: The master diptych — the Field of 
BEing on the left, the Kingdom of Fear on the right, and the two wills that build them. 

This chart closes the article because it holds, on one sheet, the claim that the three witnesses 

were assembled to establish. Both cathedrals are built by human beings and neither is built 

by monsters. The one on the right is constructed by many hands and entered by anyone; the 

one on the left is built by nobody and entered one at a time. The choice between them is not 

made once, at a threshold, in a moment of drama. It is made continuously, in small and 

unremarkable decisions about whether the next person you deal with must earn the right to 

be treated well. 

Prefer to Listen? 

Listen to my Free Audio Library and Podcast Episodes 

This piece belongs to my wider audio library about my life’s work on 
success, superabundance, the Human Condition, the ‘Pivot’, the 

‘Crossing’ and all my tools. You can listen here: 

  
For the audio summary of this book, click on the companion podcast in 

the audio library above called ‘The Human Condition and the '10 Cs'. 

Prefer to Watch? 

https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/audio-library
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/audio-library
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/videos


Watch my Free Video Library 

 
See you in the next article, the next book, the next video, the next audio 
podcast, the next stage of the journey: The first step, which you have 
already taken..  
I will be here, right beside you, as your guide and your witness, if you so 
wish. 
Olly Alexander 
 
Explore the Wider Map 

Start Here For The Way Back to You 

An Invitation to The Real You 

The Map of Your Life 

My eBooks 

Audio Library & Podcasts 

My Videos 

 

 

 

Here are a few of my other 500 articles: 

·      Carl Jung and the Self. 

·      Carl Jung Knew God. 

·      Carl Jung: Spiritual Master. 

·      Carl Jung, The Meaning of Life, and Writing. 

·      Jesus. 

·      Jesus Was a Super Coach. 

·      Psychospirituality and Carl Jung, The Ego, Individuation, and The Higher Self. 

·      Psychospirituality and Childhood Trauma: Mental Health, Psychology, Philosophy, 

Spirituality, and Healing - The Return to Wholeness. 

·      Psychospirituality is The Union of Positive Psychology and Spirituality: Is it The 

Future of Healing? Remaining Forever Jung. 

·       Psychospirituality: Psychological and Soul Healing Explained: Carl Jung’s 

‘Shadow’, Debbie Ford’s ‘Shadow Work’, and Eminem’s Clarion Call for ‘The Real 

Slim Shady’ to "Please Stand Up". 

·       Psychospirituality - "You are Bothering Yourself About the Moment in Front of 

You": The Malign Legacy of Childhood Trauma. 

·      The Human Condition and How To Heal It: Series Introduction. 

·      The Human Condition and How To Heal It: When Childhood Trauma Starts As 

Just One Word Part I. 
·       The Human Condition and How To Heal It: Childhood Trauma, 'Identity 

Fracture' & Roles Part II. 
·      The Human Condition and How to Heal It: The ‘Seat of The Soul’, ‘The Glass’, 

and ‘The Hula Hoop’.  
·      The Three Principles. 

·      Wisdom and Truth. 

·      Was Jesus Funny? 

·      Suggested Reading. 

https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/videos
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/start-here
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/an-invitation
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/video-overview
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/ebooks
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/audio-library
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/videos
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/blog
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/carl-jung-and-the-self
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/carl-jung-knew-god
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/carl-jung-spiritual-master
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/carl-jung-the-meaning-of-life-and-writing
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/jesus
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/jesus-was-a-super-coach
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/carl-jung-the-ego-the-higher-self-and-individuation
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/you-are-bothering-yourself-about-the-moment-in-front-of-you-part-2-childhood-trauma-and-psychospi
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/you-are-bothering-yourself-about-the-moment-in-front-of-you-part-2-childhood-trauma-and-psychospi
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/psychospirituality-is-the-union-of-positive-psychology-and-spirituality-is-it-the-future-of-healing
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/psychospirituality-is-the-union-of-positive-psychology-and-spirituality-is-it-the-future-of-healing
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/psychological-and-soul-healing-explained-carl-jung-s-shadow-debbie-ford-s-shadow-work-and-emi
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/psychological-and-soul-healing-explained-carl-jung-s-shadow-debbie-ford-s-shadow-work-and-emi
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/psychological-and-soul-healing-explained-carl-jung-s-shadow-debbie-ford-s-shadow-work-and-emi
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/you-are-bothering-yourself-about-the-moment-in-front-of-you
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/you-are-bothering-yourself-about-the-moment-in-front-of-you
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/the-human-condition-and-how-to-heal-it-series-introduction
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/the-human-condition-and-how-to-heal-it-when-childhood-trauma-starts-as-just-one-word
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/the-human-condition-and-how-to-heal-it-when-childhood-trauma-starts-as-just-one-word
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/the-human-condition-and-how-to-heal-it-when-childhood-trauma-starts-as-just-one-word-part-ii
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/the-human-condition-and-how-to-heal-it-when-childhood-trauma-starts-as-just-one-word-part-ii
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/the-human-condition-and-how-to-heal-it-the-seat-of-the-soul-the-glass-and-the-hula-hoop
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/the-human-condition-and-how-to-heal-it-the-seat-of-the-soul-the-glass-and-the-hula-hoop
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/the-three-principles
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/wisdom-and-artificial-intelligence
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/was-jesus-fuck-ng-hilarious
https://www.transformativelifecoach.co.uk/post/suggested-reading


Master Reference List 

This is the single amalgamated list for both parts of this volume. The two lists carried by Version 5.0 and Version 

5.1 have been combined, audited entry by entry, and de-duplicated: 214 entries stand where 151 and 77 stood 

separately. Each title is itself the link. Where a source is behind a wall I have said so rather than pretending 

otherwise, and where I could not open a source at all I have declined to quote from it. 

I have made a deliberate decision, which some scholarly readers will dislike, to weight this list heavily towards 

open-access material. An argument about epistemic enclosure which hid its own evidence behind paywalls would 
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Disclaimer 

This book is educational and reflective. It does not provide personal medical diagnosis, 
treatment or emergency advice. The author trained and practised as a doctor and surgeon for 
approximately three decades and holds medical and senior medical qualifications, a PhD in 
Natural Sciences (Bio-engineering), and an MA from Cambridge, but no longer practises 
surgery. Readers with physical or mental-health concerns should seek appropriate individual 
professional assessment. 

If you are in immediate distress, please do not wait to finish this book. In the 
United Kingdom you can call the Samaritans free on 116 123, at any hour. Elsewhere, your 
local emergency number or a trusted person will do. This map was written for the long walk; 
it is not a substitute for a hand held now.  

This essay discusses childhood adversity, professional burnout and psychological distress. If 
any of it lands close to home, please treat that as information rather than as indictment — 
and consider speaking to a doctor, a therapist, or someone you trust. In the UK, LawCare 
supports legal professionals; general support is available through your GP and the NHS. 
Reception precedes achievement. That includes you. You are worthy. 
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