
b
o

o
k
 re

vie
w

s

www.scimednet.org

Network Review Winter 2015-16    53

ecosystem collapse and extinction. The 
second part addresses unprecedented 
challenges and failures: climate change 
denial, media failure, political failure, 
moral challenge, religious challenge and 
economic challenge. Part three spells 
out what can be done in terms of the 
transition to clean energy, the abolition 
of dirty energy and mobilisation. In 
some ways, Griffin builds on the work 
of Lester Brown and his formulation of 
Plan B, although he cleverly adds Plan 
C. Plan A is business as usual, which 
is not really a plan at all, while Plan B 
spells out the necessary mobilisation 
process and action that can avert 
environmental catastrophe. Plan C 
is the wait-and-see option which, in 
the end, is not very different from 
Plan A. This leaves Plan B as the only 
truly rational and moral option, but 
it requires a fundamental change of 
course that will not be initiated by our 
current political systems.

Drawing on authoritative sources, Griffin 
spells out in the first part the catalogue 
of evidence for climate disruption, 
focusing primarily on the US but 
bringing in evidence from other parts of 
the world as well. Because we are used 
to thinking in linear terms, it is more 
difficult for us to understand that global 
warming may be a systemic cause of 
many of the disruptions he describes. 
Some of the later chapters illustrate 
the effects of the earlier ones when it 
comes to water and food shortages. 
There is a separate chapter on climate 
refugees, which Sir Crispin Tickell was 
warning about 20 years ago. Here Griffin 
gives a particularly interesting example 
concerning Syria. We already know that 
the whole region is under pressure so 
far as water is concerned, and Syria 
suffered a terrible drought between 
2006 and 2011. This led to widespread 
crop failures and death of livestock, 
reducing 2 to 3 million of Syria’s 10 
million rural inhabitants to extreme 
poverty. Government policy further 
exacerbated water shortages and it 
seems plausible that the government’s 
failure to respond to this humanitarian 
crisis was a trigger of the uprising. At 
the end of each chapter, Griffin spells 
out clearly the options of Plans A, 
B and C so that the reader becomes 
progressively more convinced that we 
must find a way of implementing Plan B. 

The second part opens with a discussion 
of climate change denial, which is 
largely linked to oil interests, particularly 
Exxon Mobil. Griffin lists the principal 
scientists and institutions supported by 
the industry, and has some eye-opening 
quotes from informed politicians. He 
compares the denial campaign with 
that of the cigarette industry, and could 
also have cited the current tactics of 
the food industry in relation to obesity. 
He goes on to document the failure of 
the media and politicians, commenting 
on the huge gap between the public’s 
understanding of the situation and the 
scientific understanding, which has 

actually widened over the last five years. 
The main reason for media and political 
failure is a combination of the power 
of money and ‘economism’, which 
frames the whole analysis in terms of 
the growth of the existing system, in 
spite of warnings from distinguished 
academics like Lord Stern, whose 
views have become more urgent since 
the publication of his initial study in 
2006. Science has been overruled by 
politics and short-term economics and 
I’m sure Jonathan Pershing is right to 
remark that the politics of negotiations 
do not speak in any way to what has 
to be done. A very important factor 
is intergenerational justice, which 
reinforces the moral case for immediate 
action. Griffin also shows how various 
apocalyptic theological perspectives do 
not help the situation: if you rely on God 
to intervene or you are expecting the 
end of the world, then climate change 
can fulfil these aspirations.

The third part goes into considerable 
detail about the possible transition 
to clean energy, using a variety of 
technologies and showing that the 
world could be powered by such 
technologies by 2050. German figures 
have already reached one third. 
Forecasts for keeping global warming 
within 2 degrees mean that  we can only 
burn a further 565 gigatons of carbon, 
while the known reserves of fossil 
fuels are 2795 gigatons. This means 
keeping 4/5 of these reserves in the 
ground. Needless to say, the fossil fuel 
companies have no intention of doing 
this, so governments will have to act 
more vigorously on the carbon front and 
by removing fossil fuel subsidies. Griffin 
shows that none of our existing fossil 
fuel technologies are clean enough to 
make a difference. Like Lester Brown, 
he advocates mass mobilisation to 
address the overall challenge. This 
gives a unique role to the President 
of the United States, but equally the 
office is hemmed in by campaign funds 
given by fossil fuel and other interests. 
Griffin spells out the clear and present 
danger that we face and details a series 
of policies that reverse the trends. In 
doing this, he goes further than Brown 
by showing what various sectors of 
society can contribute, including leaders 
at state and city levels.

So we come back to Paris and the 
agreement. Elizabeth Kolbert thinks 
that the media have a special role to 
play in keeping world leaders up to 
the mark in fulfilling their obligations 
and aspirations. We do not yet have a 
collective sense of emergency that is 
conveyed in this powerful book, so the 
question becomes how this will come 
about. There is always wiggle room in 
associating a systemic cause with a 
particular effect, so perhaps our best 
bet is to support every effort we can 
not only to move towards clean energy 
but also to support projects that 
regenerate our ecosystems, especially 
in relation to agriculture, and reduce our 

ecological footprint. This also means 
a major campaign on contraception 
and women’s education so as to 
reduce family size as population and 
consumption together determine our 
overall impact on the environment.

Leadership as Service
David Lorimer

SPIRITUAL ACTIVISM
Alastair McIntosh (SMN) and 
Matt Carmichael
Green Books, 2015, 223 pp., £19.99, 
h/b – ISBN 978-0-85784-300-5

As I mention in my review of Terra 
Nova in this section, Dieter Duhm’s 
experience of Marxism in the 1960s 
was that politics alone was not 
enough, and had to be underpinned by 
spirituality and community. The authors 
of this thoughtful and practical book, 
which originates in a university course, 
have not only taken this on board but 
help others tread a path where action 
is informed not only by spirituality in 
general, but by spiritual practice and 
psychological understanding. The ten 
chapters cover the nature of activism 
and spirituality, the implications 
of higher consciousness and the 
structure of the psyche, leadership 
and consciousness-raising, the pitfalls 
of cults and charisma, the practice 
of nonviolence, the psychodynamics 
of campaigning and some examples 
of deeper practice that can inform 
our action.

To be an activist is not comfortable: it 
involves standing apart from and holding 
a mirror to society, having ascertained 
one’s position on an issue and taken 
the decision to act in a particular way. 
One becomes part of a group with its 
own psychodynamics that need to be 
understood for effective campaigning. 
As the authors note, spirituality involves 
values, an inner life and an intrinsic 
relationship between knowing, being 
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and doing. To be authentic in this 
respect means living from the heart 
and manifesting love in all situations, 
however challenging. The authors give 
a number of experiences of their own, 
including a rather dramatic encounter 
with RD Laing on Iona. They justify both 
spirituality and the relevance of higher 
consciousness before exploring the 
structure of the psyche with particular 
reference to Freud, Jung and Maslow, 
but also to Assagioli, Reich and 
Alice Miller. 

I found their discussion of movers and 
movements very helpful, and especially 
the definition of conscientisation as 
‘the raising of the consciousness and 
conscience through action and reflection 
so that people think critically about their 
lives, enabling transformation towards 
a fuller humanisation.’ They use power-
with rather than power-over, although 
these relationships can be very 
complex within the group, for instance 
between visionaries and managers. I 
also liked the definition of a prophet as 
‘a visionary who gives outward witness 
to an inner calling’, often highlighting 
social or environmental injustice. 
They relate this role both to the 
shaman and the bard. The chapter on 
cults contains some useful caveats 
in terms of group dynamics and the 
downside of charisma.

Their discussion on nonviolence draws 
on the work of Joanna Macy and also 
Walter Wink, whom I had not come 
across. His myth of redemptive violence 
is very relevant to our current situation 
in the Middle East and indeed the 
political reaction to it, that ‘violence 
saves, that war brings peace, that 
might makes right.’ However, this all 
takes place within what Wink called 
the domination system characterising 
Western societies. Perhaps our greatest 
spiritual challenge as a species 
is breaking this spiral of violence, 
which is where authentic nonviolence 
comes in. The authors see this as the 
delegitimisation of legitimate power 
through choosing suffering in preference 
to the perpetuation of violence. This is 
the moral power of those, like Gandhi, 
who choose this path of satyagraha 
or truth force. They give examples 
from a number of traditions, including 
Mohammed himself in one of the 
excellent case studies at the end of 
each chapter – these also include Julia 
Butterfly Hill, Desmond Tutu, Gerard 
Winstanley and Sojourner Truth. 

The last two chapters provide further 
tools for the activist including circles 
of trust for feedback and growth, 
the importance of eldership and the 
need to work on inner transformation 
and maintain one’s integrity. Alastair 
tells a delightful story about a pedlar 
coming to the door in Darjeeling with 
the number of offerings, among which 
was a Buddhist prayer wheel. The man 
pronounced the formula Om mane 
padme hum, and when Alastair asked 
him what these words really meant, he 

replied ‘God come to my heart’. The 
authors also explain how to practise 
the metta meditation for compassion, 
extending it not only to friends but also 
strangers and those we dislike. Alastair 
recounts a significant dream that 
uncannily mirrors the situation of one 
of the workshop attendees.

Many readers will find themselves 
somewhere between the spiritual and 
the activist part of the title. Regardless 
of where you are, this book will help 
infuse your activism with spirituality 
or awaken your spirituality to the need 
for a more active expression. We are 
all in the business of relating inner 
knowing and being to outer action and 
need to gain the maximum clarity in this 
respect if our motives and actions are 
to be consistent and anchored in moral 
values and ethical principles. The book 
takes the reader on an inspiring and 
hopeful journey. 

For fur ther details see www.
a las ta i rmc in tosh .com/sp i r i tua l 
activism/ 
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Any book that quotes Thich Nhat Hanh 
and Master Nan’s reinterpretation 
of Confucius’s Great Learning in a 
discourse on the evolution of Economics 
and Business has to be worth at least 
a second look. In fact I read it (very 
nearly) cover to cover. As someone who 
fine-tuned the art of rapid reading and 
scanning of books during my PhD, this 
is huge compliment to Otto Scharmer 
(a senior lecturer at MIT) and Katrin 
Kaufer, co-founder with Scharmer, of the 
Presencing Institute. 

Charting the formation of the ecological, 
social and spiritual-cultural divides, 
the authors identify the underlying 
disconnects in the various systems 
that have, until recently, kept the 
world’s governments and businesses 
running. This message is not new, but 
this presentation of it is both succinct, 
readable and, most importantly, offers a 
solution that not just satisfies logic but 
also heart and soul. Even more usefully, 
they include many real-world examples 
of how their ‘presencing’ and ‘Theory 
U’ approaches have led to major shifts 
in how old-paradigm organisations have 
becomes shining examples of what can 
happen when all parties co-sense and 
work with the new future which they are 
convinced is emerging. In many ways 
this book reflects many of the themes 
of my own thesis: how courage and 

compassion, feeling a situation from 
another’s perspective and connecting 
to our common humanity is essential in 
changing behaviours.

The trouble with many books, no matter 
how insightful or full of worthwhile ideas 
they might be, is that they’re taken in 
as facts and theories and remain in 
our minds as just that and no more. 
This book practices what it preaches: 
describing a way of co-creating a more 
aware, connected, future; enabling 
and encouraging the application of the 
theory in the real world and daily lives. 
It does this in a number of ways. Firstly 
it is linked to a free on-line course 
which itself is linked to U-Lab (see www.
presencing.com/ulab/overview ) which 
encourages students of the course 
to meet with fellow students in their 
locality and apply the theory to their 
own communities or organisations.

Secondly, each chapter includes a 
‘Conclusion and Practices’ section 
which prompts you, the reader and 
student, to reflect on key issues and 
personalise the ideas presented in a 
journal. Then you are asked to share 
your perspective with your group and 
suggest ways of ‘prototyping’ what 
you’ve learnt, in your own office, home, 
organisation or community. Thus, 
the gist of the text, which emphasis 
experiential, inner engagement over 
objective analysis, is immediately 
grounded in practical application.

There are, of course, many alternative 
approaches to the specific processes 
and techniques offered by Scharmer & 
Kaufer, but they do admit that the intent 
in such activities is usually far more 
important than the detailed procedures. 
That being said, the exercises given and 
support provided by U-Lab and its local 
hubs, when added to the theories and 
insights in this book, together offer a 
rare, workable, approach to turning an 
ego-based organisation to one in tune 
with the needs of society and the planet 
as a whole. If the idea of an ‘emerging 
future’, to replace our current dying 
reality, appeals to you, then don’t just 
read this book: open your heart and 
mind and you’ll find others you can work 
with to co-create it!

Keith Beasley is course director 
at the Body Mind Institute (www.
bodymindinstitute.com) 


