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Introduction


Many people who have read early versions of this book have urged me to say more about myself, and to reveal more of what lies behind the text. In response I have laid aside the original ‘very earnest’ introduction to this book and written something more personal.


On the face of it, I have had a rather chequered career. I grew up in the very sheltered environment of a minor public school, attempting to survive emotionally and succeed in all the ways that success was described to me by the school. At the age of 14 we were asked to choose between science and arts. I chose science. After all, it seemed so much easier and more certain than studies like history. Looking back on it this decision was to shape my life.


I won a scholarship to Oxford, took a first in Biochemistry, then a doctorate, and became a research scientist, who was privileged to study in a world-class biochemistry lab in Oxford, where we were developing tools known as monoclonal antibodies that have since become commonplace in medical research. I moved on to apply the same techniques to the human placenta in an attempt to shed light on the mysteries of graft rejection as well as trying to develop reagents for detection and treatment of gynecological cancers.


I think others might judge that, at this stage, I was a fairly narrow-minded individual. Science came easily to me. The adventure of looking down a microscope each day and seeing things that no one had ever seen before was intoxicating. But it was such a small world. There were a few of us in my very specialized field and we would meet every six months or so at conferences, compare notes and go back to work. I was longing for something more.


There was also a tension within me that needed resolving. I had become a Christian at university and was trying to work out the implications of that. The certainties of the scientific approach to truth that I had been brought up with were all that I really understood at this time and I initially tried to translate my scientific approach into a similar certainty in the faith realm. This made me prey to fundamentalists and extremists of various sorts and my wife and I joined, or nearly joined, some catastrophic communities! This experience prompted a deep questioning that has lived with me through the rest of my life and has matured to the sort of position you will see reflected in this book.


I am now committed both to the importance of the scientific method in researching truth relating to the material world, and also to the importance of other means of seeking truth in relation to human society and its working. Readers will notice this particularly in Chapter Three, where I set out a bold position about two types of truth, scientific truth and narrative-based truth. I have come to see that human beings use narrative continually in public conversations that seek truth in the social sphere and that narratives bundle up and express the enormously complex world of our deepest commitments, values and feelings so as to provide a clear basis for human action. I have held this view for more than ten years now, so it has stood the test of time, at least in my mind, and I am frustrated that other thinkers and the general public are so unclear are about these things. This is illustrated in Chapter Five by reference to public arguments about climate change.


My faith journey led me to offer for ordination in the Anglican Church and I was duly appointed vicar of a tower-block estate in inner-city Bristol in 1990. This was quite an experience for someone with such a sheltered upbringing. It was challenging socially, in terms of being with folk who had lived lives that were completely off my previous radar, in terms of the hardship and tragedy they had experienced and also the sheer strength of their community. It was also challenging in terms of faith. Rather than just being a Christian, responsible to myself for what I said about the faith, I was now part of the institution. It was hard enough trying to make sense of the faith itself to people but the Church, with all its tortuous, historical interpretations of how this or that ought to be done, provided another whole layer of challenge if one was to relate meaningfully to people.


So, there I was trying to draw alongside folk in one of the most challenging estates in the UK with a simple faith message, while working for this church which was entangled in a set of rules and procedures that were looking more out of touch by the day. I also lived in the one substantial house in the parish with my wife, growing family and aged stepmother, while many others lived in tower blocks. The contradictions in the role were evident from the outset and the lives of the people I met were a challenge to come to terms with, especially when set against my own privileged upbringing. I recall encountering a quality of goodness in people, which was often set in the context of an adversity and tragedy the like of which I had never previously encountered. The whole experience was life-changing for me. I tried to be of some help to those I met and some would say I was just that. Yet, overall my most profound impression was of a mismatch of expectations. Anglicanism simply was not working as it was designed to do. The culture had shifted so that the old establishment assumptions of faith could no longer be sustained and I was left with layer upon layer of justification that simply did not wash with the folk around me. There was also a considerable weight of grief bearing down on the community and it seemed necessary to shoulder this grief wherever I found it. It was probably this grief, above all else, that got to me in the end and I realized that I needed to leave for the sake of my own wellbeing. I resigned my post as vicar in 1998.


The one thing that had really burnt itself in on me in my life to that point, was that our society was losing the benefits of religion, but had nothing to replace it with. As a way into thinking about this, I wrote an MPhil on the subject of ‘Individualism and the Breakdown of Community Life in Western Society’ and began to run courses in pubs on themes like Weapons of Mass Delusion (referring to the Iraq War), A Surveillance Society, Immigration – Threat or Opportunity?. I was able to use narrative actively now, in the form of public discussions, to ask the primary questions of our society, as I saw them. Faith perspectives could take their part in these conversations, as a deep-level commitment and a way of seeing the world that could appeal as narrative without demanding allegiance. That was back in 2001 and I am shocked to see how relevant these questions remain today. It was all part of feeling my way towards a new manner of relating what I saw as the insights coming from my faith position to the post-Enlightenment society. In the process I founded a small charity known as Project Agora, named after the public space in the center of a Greek city, which was about active citizenship and provoking conversation on important issues. Agora, from the outset, was committed to nurturing social change without attracting attention to itself and it has quietly supported many of the initiatives I have been involved with in the following years.


It was around this time that I laid the foundations for thinking that are exemplified by the early chapters of this book, such as the inadequacy of simple rationalism and the need to incorporate emotions, deep-level commitments, drives and empathy into our public decision-making. I also began to see society as a trust and recognized the importance of trustworthiness, challenge and creativity. I have lived and worked with these great themes for many years now and am sure of their value. This book is a synthesis of that work and I hope that the earlier chapters will offer some philosophical and emotional clarity and confidence to many people who work for change today.


This whole process of change in my own perspectives seemed to pave the way for the shocking revelation about our relationship with the planet that hit me with full force around 2005. Suddenly I realized that our relationship with the Earth would be the big narrative of the twenty-first century and that solving this was possibly the greatest challenge that human beings had ever faced. Many others had seen this before, but when this truth finally dawned on me, it came as a sort of epiphany. I had often wondered what my life had achieved up to that point. In my worst moments I would fear that I had achieved little as I had hopped from one career to the next without ever really accomplishing anything obviously significant. Yet now I could think of nothing better to do with the rest of my life than dedicating myself to addressing the challenge of finding a way to live in harmony with the Earth.


I hoped, of course, that the Church would embrace this new challenge and formed an initiative known as EarthAbbey to encourage a process of living more in harmony with the Earth from a faith perspective, but, sadly, I have to report that the Church has not responded with anything like the interest or vigor that I had hoped. Chapter Eight presents my reflections on why this might be the case.


Yet that is not the end of the story. I happen to have lived, for the last thirty years, in an extraordinary city. Bristol, UK won the accolade of European Green Capital for 2015, not because it is already very green. It is not. It has a dreadful transport system, for a start, with shocking levels of air pollution. No, it won the title because it is a seed bed for creativity in green initiatives and has a community of hundreds of people looking for different ways of living, some of whom are living on very little money in order to become properly communal and in touch with the Earth. It is to these people that this book is particularly dedicated. They have been my inspiration and my challenge, as I have joined in teams with others to do things like found our own local currency, known as the Bristol Pound, develop a community-supported agriculture project on a shared-risk, shared-harvest basis, open up the very vicarage I used to live in as a community garden project and, most recently, launch a food and enterprise cooperative known as Real Economy.


It is these experiences that form the basis for the reflections about good practice in the last section of the book. There are some key ideas in these chapters about how we can creatively harness our passions and interests and incorporate new approaches to the sacred in the service of the planet. At the same time there are vital watchwords about avoiding burn-out and creating a strong inner life.


This book is written for those who want to achieve social change. Some are existing activists, who I hope will find encouragement, confidence and clear ways of thinking that will undergird their search for a different kind of human society. Some are waiting in the wings of the theatre of change, aware that something new is coming to the world, but not clear what they can do to help bring it to birth. Sometimes they feel overwhelmed, sometimes guilty. They long to do something, but cannot quite see what or how. I hope these people will find here something like a manual for social change that will help them get stuck in with all the passion and energy that is beating within.


The book begins with a restatement of some human capacities and how our present culture has fixed on certain human abilities, but has ignored or denigrated others. Building on the magisterial work by Ian McGilchrist, The Master and His Emissary: the divided brain and the making of the Western world, it suggests that what we call ‘Western’ society is now seriously lacking in several areas, including our capacity to communicate in non-verbal ways, our ability to create cohesive communities, our ability to imagine the feelings of others, our recognition of the commitments that predetermine our decisions and our ability to perceive life as a whole, including the interconnectedness of all things. I draw on the extensive work of Frans de Waal on primate and other animal societies to remind us of some of these capacities and suggest that non-verbal communication is a route to a renewed sense of the ‘spiritual’ as we have come to understand it. It becomes clear that the human species is nothing like as rational as it pretends to be. We have to approach the world using pre-formed commitments in order to deal with the complexity of life and we treat these commitments with a profound defensiveness. We hate to change them. I review Jonathan Haidt’s seminal work in this area, particularly the importance of pre-formed commitments in the world of politics.


In the central section of the book, I outline how science, politics, economics and religion are all failing to respond to the challenges of this moment in human history. It is possible to define immediate causes of these institutional failures and I review the findings of some of the most astute commentators of our time in each of these fields. Yet understanding the logic of institutional failure does not solve the problem, because something else is going on here. The reason for our institutional failures is not simply that science has been undermined by sceptics, who are fueled by a media hunger for controversy, nor that economics is intrinsically short-sighted, nor that religion is human-centered; the deeper reason for each of these institutional failures is the inner weakness of the general populace. In each case I attempt to define what particular weakness is exacerbating the failure of our great institutions. It may be that democracy itself is both a great strength of our societies and a pernicious weakness. As all institutions become more responsive to the people then the institutions can find themselves locked in a tragic embrace with the people’s own inner failures, responding reflexively to the latest trend in language and behavior and unable to defend the people against their own worst excesses. It is like society becomes a body without a backbone.


The last section of the book begins a process of addressing the issues that have been revealed. It is clear that we need a new strategy for our common life. The established ways of coordinating human society are tired and ineffective. Only a new strategy can give us hope and overcome the sense of being overwhelmed by the environmental challenges with which we are faced. So this section argues for a shift in perspective from the nation as the focus for change, to the city region. It proposes that we need to localize those parts of the economy that can be localized by taking concern for the cities of the world and their hinterland. Such a process of localization will not only create local wealth, but also make for strong and diverse expressions of community within and around our cities. Sustainable city regions may provide us with the new focus we need to imagine global sustainability.


It also considers our inner lives, which are the source of our energy to work with others, yet are so often dogged by internal contradictions that weigh us down. We are called to acknowledge ‘The Fire Within’ our lives, those root beliefs, values and commitments that we hold so important, then learn to understand and work creatively with this sacred center within us.


The renewal of a sense of working together is a subject of vital importance in our individualistic, pleasure-seeking world. There is a real possibility that the world could unite around the challenges that we are faced with today, but to do so will require a new approach, which recognizes the values we share, and engages in new enterprises that together change the fabric of society. Imagination, empathy, dedication, community and celebration are the hallmarks of this new approach. Examples are given of how this can work out in practice, including the use of music on a global scale and the consecration of land as sacred in a new sense. People are encouraged not to just turn the handle in paid but meaningless work, but to take the risk of stepping out and embracing ‘meaningful work’, co-operating with others around ‘Shared Values’ and ‘Clear Purpose’ with the overall aim of social transformation.


In the end, it is up to us. We can shuffle off quietly to our own demise or we can rise up as individuals and communities to reshape the world. The last chapter is a call to creativity and purpose drawing together the threads of the book into an appeal to live life to the fullest.


February 2016





Part I


Contours




High in the sky


the eagle soared


with watchful eye


on the hills and valleys


rivers and streams








Chapter One


Life beyond Words


In a Nutshell


In this opening section of the book, I want to consider how we perceive the world around us. I am going to suggest that there are vast realms of human experience that we currently do not notice, or tragically undervalue, because of the culture that dominates the Western world. Bringing our whole set of perceptions into balance may give us a much better grasp on reality. One way to open up this subject is to consider those elements of our lives that are ‘beyond words’; that is, existing prior to language, because these remain of vital importance to us.


The Workings of the Mind


My thinking in this area has been profoundly shaped by the work of Ian McGilchrist on the structure of the brain. His book The Master and His Emissary: the divided brain and the making of the Western world1 reveals some extraordinary features of the human brain and its impact on culture. He has no time for the populist and simplistic statements that are so prevalent in our media about left- and right-brain activities, and yet he is convinced that more careful thinking about the structure of the brain can give us important insights into our behavior and our culture. The brain, it seems, should not be considered as a static structure, but in terms of its complex processes and flows, or ‘ways of working’ that it can adopt. It is also clear that the workings of the mind and the cultures of human society affect one another such that changes in one can reinforce changes in the other.2 It seems that Western Society is currently working with a very odd and inadequate set of mind processes.


The story goes something like this. The brain is structurally divided into a right and left hemisphere joined at their base by the corpus callosum which mediates relations between the two sides. Most brain processes involve activity in both parts of the brain, but the importance of each hemisphere to a particular process is not necessarily equal and can be revealed by a combination of imaging techniques and studies of the brain in people with particular lesions due to trauma or stroke etc. It seems that the left hemisphere is particularly concerned with representing the world in terms of signs and symbols and their interrelationship. It categorizes and classifies. It provides ‘focused attention’ on detail and constructs a static view of the world from a sum of its parts.


By contrast the right hemisphere is about experiencing the world. It perceives the world in relationships, connecting disparate ideas and emotions, working with metaphor and holding big-picture views of the world. It seems that all new ideas originate in the right hemisphere and it is the source of creativity.


The evolutionary origins of this distinction between the hemispheres can be seen in the bird feeding on the lawn. Have you noticed how it tips its head so as to turn its right eye to the ground and its left eye to the sky? The right eye connects to the left hemisphere and gives the bird ‘focused’ attention on the ground so that it can spot its food, while the left eye, connecting to the right hemisphere, gives it a very different ‘vigilant’ attention all around watching for predators. Vigilant attention is an open process watching everything for what might be unusual, right into the extremities of vision.


Careful analysis of brain processes leads to the following understanding of the roles of the two hemispheres in terms of our perception of the world.




Left hemisphere-dominated perception:


creating a representation of reality


tendency to abstract things from context


using signs and symbols


categorizing people and things


sees science as a mechanism


science creates a manufactured world of unconnected objects







Right hemisphere-dominated perception:


experiencing the world as a totality in context


connectedness


including relationships and emotions


working with big-picture ideas


using metaphor, poetry, creativity, humor


nature presents reality to us as an unmanufactured whole





So it is that we have two quite different ways of perceiving the world available to us as humans. They are both important to a properly functioning society but they are not equally important. It transpires from studies of people with particular brain lesions that the left hemisphere serves the right hemisphere, but does not do well without it. So a person with a stroke in the right hemisphere ‘perceives’ the world through their left hemisphere only. Their eyesight might be OK, but they may only recognize the right-hand side of the field of view before them. So, clocks appear without a left side. They can even consider their body to be missing its left arm or leg. By contrast when there is a left-hemisphere lesion the right hemisphere perceives the whole field of view, albeit lacking some detail, due to the absence of focused attention.


These very strange observations have important repercussions in terms of the way our minds are working today. It is apparent that our focus on science and technology, and our view of the world as a machine, is a left brain-dominated process and produces a very skewed society. As a result we see the world as a mass of constituent objects that we must categorize and reason from. People are viewed as ‘categories’ not as unique individuals and society becomes formulaic. After a fascinating review of human culture through the ages and the impact of the left and right hemispheres of the brain, Ian McGilchrist sums up the left brain-dominated society in phrases like:




…loss of big picture, focus on detail, specialized pursuit of knowledge, information gathering, failure to value skills or experience, importance of paper qualifications, bureaucratic domination of workplace, control, quantity replaces quality as goal, people defined by categories, morality/values measured only by utility, talk of liberty but increased surveillance, lack of willpower/self-motivation except for greed and desire to manipulate, people are passive, religion as mere fantasy, power and control through ‘factual’ worldview, spectators rather than actors, history not important.3





I don’t know if you recognize our society in that description? I certainly do. It suggests that many of our issues today have to do with a lack of balance in our minds and in our culture. Why do we hear the science about climate change, but not feel its implications? Maybe it is because we have lost the capacity to feel these things. We no longer feel for our relationship with the Earth. Why do we feel so unhappy and unfulfilled? Perhaps it is because we are failing to provide a proper focus on developing a rich set of relationships between people? Why are we so obsessed with our bodies? Perhaps it is because we see them as things or worry about our self-image? Why do we feel an antagonism between science and religion? Maybe the heart of it is that there are two quite different ways through which human beings can pay attention to the world? We need to correct this balance if we are to function well as a society. These themes will echo through the chapters that follow in this book as I try to work out their implications for a reform of our lives and our society.


Life beyond Words


I was standing behind a screen. I slipped a very uncomfortable red blob onto my nose and stepped out. Our task was simple. It was to walk across the makeshift stage to the safety of a screen on the other side, while turning just once toward the eager audience. “It can’t be that hard,” I thought. I was used to public speaking after all. But here you did not speak. You just looked. And they looked back. And something happened.


I was on a clowning course led by my friend Angela Knowles. As the weekend progressed so we engaged in more and more sustained acts of ‘clowning’. I rapidly found that if I tried to be funny, it appeared hopelessly contrived, but sometimes I would do something, almost by mistake, that the audience found interesting. I would play on that theme by doing it again, or doing it differently, and soon the people were in fits of uncontrollable laughter. I was learning to respond to people without using words.


It is easy to imagine that clowning is a light thing, a superficial pursuit to distract us from real life, but Angela did these courses because she was convinced that clowning somehow connected with spirituality. By getting in touch with life beyond words we could reach into forms of self-awareness and expression that are simply not available to us in our modern culture. That evening she told us of a man who visited a psychiatrist in Paris with a deep depression that had dogged him for years. The psychiatrist was at the end of her tether. What could be done to help this man, now that all the conventional therapies had failed? The psychiatrist said, as a last resort, “There is a clown in Paris. He is one of the most famous clowns of all time. Why don’t you go and see him perform?” The man looked at the psychiatrist with his deep doleful eyes, and he said, “I am that clown.”


That little story points us to a deep truth about clowning. Sometimes the clown is a grief bearer. We laugh at the clown’s misfortune. We are captivated by their sorrow. I once saw this expressed in theater. Pete Postlethwaite was taking the part of Scaramouche Jones, a one-act play written by Justin Butcher that takes us through the life, and the tragedy, of a clown as the events of human history cross his path. It was a tour de force of acting. Pete Postlethwaite held the audience for an hour and a half, just him, talking through the life of this clown. At the end the audience rose to their feet and roared their approval. The play was, of course, expressed in words, but it was so much more than words. Great actors pour themselves into their characters, so that every nuance of their body, their movements, their eyes and their actions express the role they are inhabiting. Actors know about life beyond words. And they know about spirituality.


Laurence Anthony lived in South Africa and came to hear about a rogue herd of elephants that were in danger. They were behaving badly and considered a danger to humans. Some were calling for them to be shot. A terrible deadline was set. If Laurence could not receive them within two weeks, then they would be disposed of. Laurence had no experience of elephants, but he was a remarkable man. He rapidly built a ‘boma’, a small compound, to hold them within the Khula Khula reserve, which he managed. Then he sent for the elephants. By the time they arrived, they were seriously disturbed. The original matriarch and her young calf had been shot and killed during the capture. The very first night the elephants broke out of the compound by deliberately felling a tree so as to collapse and disable the electrified fence. Local people went out looking for them. They had guns, because now the elephants were considered ‘fair game’. After a traumatic chase Laurence Anthony managed to drive them back to the boma with the help of a friend with a helicopter. It was then that he realized that his only chance of saving this herd would be to get deeply in touch with these animals. One more breakout would be the end of them. He camped just outside the fence waiting to see what would happen. Every morning the new matriarch, known as Nana, would approach him at the fence, ears flapping in an aggressive pose as if she was about to break out and attack him. He knew that, if she decided to, she could just walk through the flimsy fence. So he tried to soothe her, speaking to her in gentle tones, using words he knew she did not understand, but hoping that she would pick up on his intention to help her and her herd. Each morning this stand-off at the fence repeated itself. Laurence would back off as she approached, showing deference, but staying relatively close. Finally, there came a morning when Nana approached without the usual aggressive body language. Laurence noticed, and retreated less than usual. Then, very gently, the elephant reached her trunk over the fence. Laurence gingerly put forward his hand. And they touched. It was a moment of obvious trust, evidenced by the trail of pachyderm slime that Laurence found on his shirt afterwards! The elephants were released into the nature reserve shortly afterwards and began an extraordinary relationship with this man, who said, “I did not adopt the elephants, they adopted me.” The full story is told in his fascinating book The Elephant Whisperer.4


Part of the wonder of elephants is their extraordinary abilities of communication. Our phrase ‘a rumble in the jungle’ relates to the deep sounds that elephants use to communicate among the herd. A rumble can carry through deep forest for 2.5kms or even further in particular seasons and places. It seems that the rumbles allow them to clock each other’s presence, and communicate things about their situation. Elephants also seem to have a special ability to sense when rains have come, even hundreds of miles away. Setting out on a migration in such inhospitable terrain spells certain death unless there is water at the end of the journey. How they know about the rain is a mystery, but human tribes in Africa have learnt to set out when the elephants do. They trust that the elephants know when they should go.


Laurence Anthony’s life came to an end unexpectedly when he died of a heart attack at age 61. At the time of his death, there had been no elephants around his home for a year and a half. They were spread across the vast nature reserve. Yet, when he died, they came. How could these great animals know that this human, whom they had adopted, had died? Within 48 hours of his death, two herds visited his home. They stayed for two days, as if in memory of him and, according to his wife, they have returned each year on the anniversary of his death.


Elephants may be showing us something of the amazing world of communication that is known by social animals. Some of these things we understand and some we don’t. Animals clearly have abilities we don’t have. They may also show us some abilities that we have lost through our word-dominated culture. Think of creatures like the whale, the dolphin, the meerkat, the wolf or even our domestic dog. They have phenomenally complex and successful social systems, all of which are mediated without words. Could it be that we human beings have allowed words to supplant some of our natural abilities in this area? Do we simply fail to appreciate the importance of the touch, the glance and the smile? Have we lost the ability to read the concerns and interests of others from their demeanor? These are important questions and they may be a clue to that other failing of modern Western culture, namely the loss of any meaningful spirituality.


I was recently on holiday in Fowey, a delightful port in Cornwall. We had crossed on the pedestrian ferry from Polruan and sat down with some others by a coffee shop looking out onto the Fowey estuary. There were, perhaps, a dozen other couples doing the same thing. And I wondered just what it was that was going on? People were staring at the view. There were snippets of conversation, but somehow it was more than that. We were sat there experiencing life. We were there in a whole sense, hearing, seeing and feeling together with the whole complex of emotions that moved within us like the waves of the sea that lay before us.


Then it occurred to me that this is most of what we do in life. We are in it, immersed in it, as whole beings and we experience it as a whole. Most of our conversations are not really ‘about’ much. They are superficial, merely encouraging that great flow of experience within us and between us. This explains why the higher social animals can do so well without language. We may still have all those capabilities, but have grafted on language in such a way that we tend to forget that great undertow of subconscious communication that is going on within us and around us. As I walk around the park with my dog, I make casual remarks to strangers about the weather, or some local happening, while my dog greets another dog with a mutual sniff of the backside. Both are really the same thing. A hallo, how are you, don’t be afraid, everything is okay. In one sense they are just a ripple on the surface of our lives, but they are also an enrichment, giving a sense of place and belonging.


Music and Art


It is clear that some animals have a facility for music. Birds, whales, dolphins, elephants and even mice use pitch and rhythm as a means of communication. Elephant vocalizations actually span four octaves even though we cannot always hear them. It seems that music existed prior to language in evolution and grew among some social animals as a means of managing their society. Music has a similar, but less complex, structure than language, as shown by the fact that children have the capacity to sing before they can speak.5 More importantly for the collective, music conveys emotions. Humans are well aware of the emotional stirrings that music provides, but we may not have recognized how important this is in cultural formation. McGilchrist suggests that music was originally passed on between people in a process of mimicry. It was not taught, as we have come to assume, by applying pupils to a series of written notes on a page, but by people hearing music and trying to repeat it, or respond to it. The joy of the choir, which many still experience today, is the joy of a collective act of mimicry. In traditional societies the musical celebrations, dirges and dances were part of what made the community. McGilchrist says that music “is a vital way of binding people together, helping them to be aware of their shared humanity, shared feelings and experiences, and actively drawing them together.”6 He speculates that music may have taken over as the primary means of bonding between people when the community became too large for physical acts, like grooming, to be affective. An interesting animal analogy for this process is the Siamong Gibbon, where male/female pairing is accompanied not only by mutual grooming but by ‘duetting’, where the normal territorial call is enhanced responsively as the pair announce the strength of their relationship or, we might say, celebrate their love.7


It is worth noting here that communal dancing, which is, of course, related to music, is an important feature of the life of every society.8 Why should every society find music and dance important? In this vital realm of life beyond words, actions as well as rhythm and tune can unite us. To move in time with music is to allow the music to unite us. It is for that one glorious moment to let go our individuality and relax into being a community. The joy of such unity can be overwhelming.


It is hard to write about art. It needs to be experienced rather than analyzed, but it must certainly feature in any discussion of this realm. Turner, one of our greatest UK artists, was a man of few words, who poured himself into his painting. He found himself painting in a style and fluency like no one else around him at the time and he was occasionally mocked by the public. Within him, it seems, was an enormous emotional/spiritual drive to express himself through art. It is a drive that can be recognized in others, who devote their lives to the arts as a calling. Michelangelo’s life, for example, is a profound example of dedication to sculpture. Such people feel the world and see the world in a way that they know to be beyond words. Their works are to be experienced, not talked about, not reduced to components – but experienced as a whole. They are not about simple material representation. That is the domain of science. They present us with their whole experience, including their inner emotions and passions. For example, as Turner bears down on an old and revered sailing ship being towed to its final destruction by a black, steam-powered tug, it evokes his most famous Fighting Temeraire painting with a sense of confusion and depth and with a light that seems to trigger an emotional perception of what is going on as old worlds fade and new, suspicious yet powerful realities dawn upon us. Such is the stuff of art.


The application of artistic sensitivities is particularly obvious in the architect, who tries to imagine not only the shape and function of buildings and spaces, but how such a building or community will feel when people live or work there. This process, at best, engages with the right-brained, relational and imaginative side of our thinking and feeling and is very much beyond simple verbal definition. Many of us know bleak and dull spaces that have been designed by architects, as well as others that are vibrant and full of hope. Some areas seem unable to escape from their tragic history without wholesale architectural redevelopment. What is it then about architecture and architects that is so important? Perhaps it is that a good architect can feel the outcome of their work. They can translate from drawings on a page and consultations with a community, to a powerful practical imagination of lives being lived in all their complexity.


In Bristol, UK, where I live, we appointed our first ever elected mayor in 2012. We chose a person who was independent of party politics and was an architect of many years’ experience. I mention it because his election caused a certain frisson of expectation, even excitement, in the city. I have thought about why this happened and I think that some of the attraction of this man was that he was not your regular political type. He was not bowed down by years of political infighting. He did not spout the usual party lines and yet was clearly aware of realities of power. And I guess some of our interest came from the fact that he was an imaginative person, interested in design, who was not afraid of fun and creativity and who could make new things happen in the city. I suspect that it was partly because of his leadership that we were awarded the accolade of Green Capital of Europe for 2015. Creative people can change things. We need to recognize that much that is of value to us as human beings exists in the realm of life beyond words. And people who know that are important to our future.


The contrast to good design may be found in the modern GP surgery. As you walk into my surgery there are no people to greet you. A computer screen on the left wall invites you to enter your date of birth, then tells you to sit down and wait for your appointment. Chairs are arranged to face a screen, which carries warnings about things, tells you not to behave badly, and occasionally pings and a notice comes up: “So-and-so to the see Dr… in room number 5.” Such designs are based on ‘efficiency’ as measured by staff time and money. Someone has taken the view that having a person in the room to welcome patients is not the best use of money. And yet, the warmth of a human greeting is surely a vital component of healing? Much of that greeting is expressed in body language, the smile, the reassuring tone that conveys “it’s alright now, you will be seen, we can help” etc. The patients express their discomfort about my surgery by not recommending it to their friends. It is rated as one of the worst (25%) in the country for referrals from friends.
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