Culture profoundly influences how people think,
communicate, and behave. It shapes our current
collective experience as a society, and its impact
on our reaction and decision-making relative to
every-day facts and circumstances should not be
underestimated. Nowadays, everyday contact with
different cultures and cultural backgrounds is often
presumed to be ubiquitous. It is, however, easy to
forget that for an entire part of society, the international community is not necessarily ‘self-evident’ and
should be remembered as a privileged occurrence.
Today, despite being more common than ever,
cultures and ethnical backgrounds with differing
views are being treated with increasing hostility. This
is a shame. Being exposed to differing opinions and
various viewpoints is crucial to the development of a
myriad of qualities, ranging from social awareness to
empathy.
Dismissing conflicting views in favour of our own
seems a lesser means to grappling with differences.
Instead of the highly preferential ad-hominem
responses, conflicting views can be transformed
into opportunities and it should be our responsibility
to expose ourselves to ideas that challenge our ways
of thinking. We can all benefit from an increasingly
diverse knowledge base and new, insightful views.
The articles in Honours Review provide a journey
along the way to do exactly that, enjoy!
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‘Sire, save us…
please!’
On solidarity in times of
crisisin early modern Privas

The year is 1629. La Rochelle, once the main Protestant fortress in all of France, has been reconquered
by King Louis XIII (1601-1643) and his army, making it
bi-confessional again, Catholic and Protestant. These
events also affect Privas, a small but important strategic Protestant stronghold in the south of France,
where Catholics and Protestants lived together at
odds. The Huguenots 1 endure desperate times
because of the fall of La Rochelle. Despite Louis XIII
and his army having moved to Italy for a military campaign, the Huguenots fear the King’s wish to eliminate
all the remaining Huguenot resistance in southern
France. Earlier, he had shown restraint and clemency
in his treatment of La Rochelle’s inhabitants. Would
he show the same mercy to the citizens of Privas?
He did not. In May 1629, the King returned from Italy
and decided to make an example of Privas. The town
was besieged for two weeks, during which over 600
defenders were killed. After Privas’ capitulation, royal
troops pillaged the town and burned it to the ground.
‘Not a house […] escaped the flames’,(1; 357) reported

Cardinal Richelieu, the King’s right hand. Sixty prisoners were hanged, and hundreds of people who had
previously fled were imprisoned. The property of the
town’s inhabitants was confiscated or burned. When
news of Privas’ defeat spread, other Huguenot towns
in the region quickly surrendered.(2; 152)
The destruction of Privas brought an end to a decade
of severe religious tensions between Protestants and
Catholics during the years of the Huguenot rebellion
(1620-1630).(3) This article will study these tensions
from the perspective of solidarity. It will discuss if
solidarity existed between the Protestant and Catholic communities of Privas, and if this was the case, it
will analyse how this solidarity took shape. First, the
notions of ‘solidarity’ and ‘crisis’ will be investigated
in relation to the early modern period. Then, the
context of the conflict in Privas will be outlined. The
article will conclude with an analysis of contemporary
documents, asking if solidarity is a fruitful concept for
the study of this specific early modern community in
crisis.
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Solidarity in times
of crisis?

1

‘Huguenots’ is
another term for
French Protestants
who were inspired
by the writings
of John Calvin
in the 16th and
17th century.
The Huguenots
endorsed the
reformed tradition
of Protestantism
and revolted
against abuses
and other forms of
corruption in the
Roman Catholic
church. They united
in their criticism of
(images of) saints.
Due to religious
persecution, many
Huguenots fled
France to other
countries. The
exact origin of the
word Huguenot is
unknown.(23 ; 1-2)

The term ‘solidarity’, which derives from the French
word solidarité, the ‘sentiment that encourages mutual
support within a group’, according to the Larousse
Dictionary, entered into widespread usage only in
the 19th century with the rise of social movements
in response to the industrial revolution. However,
solidarity as a phenomenon can be discerned in other
time frames as well, for example in the early modern
era (±1500-±1800).(4) The idea that solidarity played
an important role in times of peace in both urban
and rural communities in this period is not contested by socio-economic historians.(5,6) David Vassberg
has for example noted that ‘throughout Europe,
people displayed a profound sense of loyalty to their
natal village […]’ in the 16th and 17th century.(7; 11)
Particularly in autonomous towns or villages that
were essentially self-governing, feelings of local solidarity and territoriality were relatively strong.(7; 11)
The lively artisanal guilds, religious brotherhoods,
confraternities and neighbourhood associations that
existed in all of Western Europe are prime examples
of solidarity in this period.(8,9) However, the early
modern city also formed a highly fragile society, even
at the best of times. Urban communities in particular
consisted of groups of individuals, whose competing interests and inclinations were sometimes difficult to harmonise.(9,10) It is therefore still debated if
solidarity continued to exist in times of conflict and
crisis in early modern Europe.
Crisis can be defined as ‘a time of intense difficulty or
danger’ (Oxford Dictionary) and for the early modern
period in particular, there is ‘no question that a local
crisis occurred whenever the customary routines
and practices of a community were threatened or
disrupted in a serious and sudden way’.(10) According
to Christopher Friedrichs, it would therefore be even
more difficult to sustain the solidarity of the community in times of crisis.(10; 275)

It is often argued, however, that times of crisis could
create greater social stability among all social levels
by encouraging mutual help in order to endure
difficulties.(11; 138) Historian Jonathan Healey thinks
that micro-historical research 2 could shed new light
on this matter.(5) The reason why Privas has been
chosen for an explorative study of solidarity in times
of crisis, is because the religious conflicts were at
their peak in this town, and because the local events
in the early 17th century have been documented very
well in royal chronicles, contemporary letters, journals and religious pamphlets. The town therefore
forms an excellent case study.

From family
intrigue to
civil crisis
‘Disruptions of routines and practices’ were quite
common in many towns in 16th and 17th-century
France because of fierce religious conflicts between
Huguenots and Catholics. In Privas, organised
warfare would break out time and time again between
the two opposite parties.(12) From 1534 onwards,
the Swiss reformist Jacques Valery had many followers in southern France, among them a considerable
number of nobles. He converted many Catholics,
mainly in Privas.(13; 23) In the following years, the town
of Privas became a Protestant stronghold.(13; 23) From
that moment on, the municipal government of Privas
was dominated by Huguenots.(14; 156-162)
When Paule de Chambaud, a widow and Calvinist noblewoman of Privas, entered negotiations to
remarry in 1619, an uproar ensued among the 2700
Protestant inhabitants of the city.(15; 81)
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Microhistory is the
intensive historical
investigation
and a particular
methodological
approach of a
smaller unit of
cultural or social
history. It studies
most often a single
event, a community
or a village, a family
or a person. The
French historian
Emmanuel Le Roy
Ladurie is one of
the best known
micro-historians
of the century. In
his narrative of
medieval Montaillou
(Montaillou, village
occitan de 1294
à 1324, 1975), he
explores larger
questions that
played a role in
French medieval
society, while
specifically studying
the town of
Montaillou.(24)

De Chambaud was the daughter of a prominent
Huguenot military leader in southern France. Her
deceased husband, René de La Tour-Gouvernet, was
also a Protestant who played an important role in Privas’
politics. Despite these Protestant affiliations, Paule de
Chambaud seriously considered marrying a young
Catholic nobleman, Claude de Hautefort, Viscount of
Cheylane. Paule de Chambaud’s apparent defection
from Protestant practice and her proposed intermarriage with a Catholic were a bitter disappointment
to Privas’ Huguenots. Even more disappointing to
the noble Huguenot leaders, however, were the religious-political implications of this marriage.(14; 156-162)
De La Tour-Gouvernet had been governor of the
town and château of Privas. His new marriage with
De Hautefort would mean that this key military office
would pass to her new Catholic husband. Despite all
the protests, de Chambaud and the vicomte married
in 1620, after which the religious tensions remained
high. Both Protestants and Catholics continued
accusing each other of committing acts of violence.
For example, Protestants were often accused of
attacking Privas’ Catholic soldiers, while the Catholics were accused of attacking innocent Protestants at
the marketplace on a regular basis.(14; 156-162)
It is not surprising that the Protestant nobles who had
important functions in Privas’ government protested
against the marriage and the unacceptable transfer of the political control of their community to
their confessional enemies, as they feared for their
positions. However common people in general did
not perceive the religious differences as problematic.
On a day-to-day basis, people of different faiths
managed to live together in peace. The level
of tolerance of both groups was relatively high,
simply because both parties often needed each
other, for example for commercial reasons. Even
intermarriages were not uncommon.(12) This is what
Philip Benedict describes as ‘religious coexistence’
and ‘toleration’.(16; 279-308) How do contemporary
sources on the situation in Privas reflect on the
perception of religious differences and solidarity?

Religious practice
and political
rhetorics
Contemporary printed pamphlets, historical overviews and chronicles offer a window into the
religious tensions in Privas.(17; 31) The inventory of
the materials that concern the situation in Privas
show that pamphlets were written by both Catholic
and Protestant nobles and leaders, often in name of
the entire Protestant or Catholic court. For example,
in one pamphlet, signed in 1620 by the Protestant
heads of the municipal government of the town, (18, 19)
the Huguenot consuls express their severe grievances. They state that the inhabitants of the town
are heavily shocked by the ‘violence and the arms
of Sieur Vicomte de Chailanne’;(19) fifteen or twenty
citizens were killed on the marketplace; many Protestants were severely wounded, and the citizens are still
‘cruelly persecuted’.(19) This suggests that in the local
community, the Protestants faced violent confrontations initiated by the Catholics. This is why the consuls
desperately beg their king for help, exclaiming:
‘Sire, save us from those violators, please!’(19, 20)
If one studies another pamphlet written by a Catholic, the situation appeared to be completely
reversed: here, the Protestants are called ‘rebels’
who shamelessly destroyed the ‘walls of the town’
and who should therefore pay an enormous fine to
rebuild them.(9) In this pamphlet, the Protestants are
accused of initiating violent acts. In the official royal
chronicles, which were written in name of the king,
the same pattern can be discerned as in the latter
pamphlet.
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The collective feelings among the inhabitants of Privas
seemed to have been based on their shared religion,
but in fact, political views and rhetorics probably
dominated the situation. The Protestant inhabitants
apparently grouped together and formed a front
under the leadership of several Huguenot nobles
against the ‘violators and perpetrators of the public
faith’: the Catholics. The Catholics formed a group
by identifying themselves as royalists while depicting
the Protestants as rebels and supporters of the Reformed faith. Accordingly, the Huguenot community
From the angle of solidarity, their use of the personal
of Privas can be characterised by their anti-Catholic
pronouns ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘them’ in the Protestant
confessional solidarity, in which Calvinist orthodoxy
and Catholic pamphlets is particularly striking. It
and strict beliefs seem to have
suggests that a collective sense of
taken precedence over other
community and a sense of being ‘us’
Printed
pamphlets
and
kinds of community solidarity.
existed among the citizens of Privas,
In the case of the Catholics,
both among the Protestants and the
letters were spread
solidarity is created by shared
Catholics. However, this might also be
among the common
royalist and anti-Protestant senconsidered a religious and political
people
by
the
town’s
timents.(12) However, in relation
rhetorical strategy.
governors
and
nobles
to the aforementioned concept
For the Huguenot nobles, the capture
of religious coexistence, espeof the Château of Privas was not objecto create and encourcially the pamphlets could give
tionable from a primarily religious
age confessional
a wrong impression of religious
point of view, but rather from a politsolidarity for a politpractice and the assumed conical perspective. In the years after the
ical cause, although
fessional solidarity. As stated
infamous marriage of Paule de Chamthese
common
people
before, the pamphlets seem
baud, the shared religious views of
to express certain religious
the Protestant citizens became more
still lived together in
and political rhetorics, which
and more an excuse for the Protesharmony.
shows that confessional and
tant nobles to justify and commit
political allegiances were highly
violent acts to reclaim the strategic
intertwined during the Reformation. It is not unlikely
military fortress, in order to establish control over the
that the printed pamphlets and letters were spread
population in the urban spaces in Privas.(14; 156-162)
among the common people by the town’s governors
and nobles to create and encourage confessional solThis political rhetoric is for example expressed
idarity for a political cause, although these common
by the words ‘we have to fortify and defend
people still lived together in harmony. Therefore, it
ourselves, while waiting for your […] protection,
would be inaccurate to depict the religious solidarity
your Majesty’.(19) Although this might seem like
among the common Protestants and Catholics too
an innocent claim at first glance, it implies that the
strongly.
confrontations in Privas were apparently not primarily religious: the authors apparently suggest that all
In addition, during the 1629 siege and the destruction
Protestants were victims and that they all saw the
of Privas, the sovereign did not reproach his subjects
other as their enemy, in order to maximise the impact
for their Protestant religion, which was guaranteed
of their pleas.
by the Edict of Nantes, 3 but for their disrespect of
his authority. According to Hauser, the king observed
In the chronicles, the pronouns are absent, but the
that the Reformation increasingly tended to be a
distinction between the ‘reformers’ and the ‘loyal
political and social revolution.(22)
subjects’ also adds to a very specific idea on solidarity.
Although the two groups are described objectively
as ‘habitans […] fais[ant] profession de la Religion Prétendue Réformée’ (habitants expressing
the Reformed Religion) and ‘[ceux] attaché à la
Religion Catholique’ (those attached to the Catholic Religion), (Catholics,21; 97) the Protestants are
portrayed as troublemakers.(21; 97-100) The discrepancy in the two different perspectives on the
situation in Privas is remarkable, but not surprising.
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The Edict of Nantes,
signed in 1598 by
King Henry IV of
France, granted
the Huguenots
freedom of worship
alongside the
Catholic majority of
France.(12)

1

Conclusion
Solidarity can be a useful concept to understand
times of political and religious crisis, at least for the
situation in early modern Privas, although contemporary sources can also be particularly misleading.
The study of contemporary writings shows that in
fact the solidarity in Privas could, similar to the crisis,
be characterised as being both religious and political of nature, but one should take into account that
the religious practice was still based on religious
coexistence, while the religious and political rhetoric
indeed display a religious and political solidarity.
It was mainly the Protestant religion and the anti-Catholic feelings that formed the base for solidarity
among the nobles in Privas. On the Catholic side,
solidarity was rooted in royalist and anti-Protestant
feelings. Among the Huguenot and Catholic nobles,
political issues thus also played an important role
in their definition of solidarity. Pamphlets that were
written in the name of religion were disseminated by
Protestant and Catholic leaders among the citizens
to encourage social cohesion within the community
and to create solidarity for a specific political cause.
However, this supposed confessional solidarity
among the inhabitants therefore called sometimes
forth among the common people both courageous
expressions of faith and vicious acts of violence.
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Our responsibility for
future generations
Intergenerational equity and the
European Union in theory
and practice
As questions and problems regarding
the environment have become increasingly worrisome, global actors, such as
governments, have been struggling to
put forward solutions to this ecological
crisis. The concept of sustainable development was one such product of these
efforts. In 2009 the European Union
(EU) claimed to have ‘mainstreamed’ the
sustainable development objective and
‘taken the lead internationally in the fight
against climate change’.(1)
References to sustainable development
can be found in primary EU treaties,
the Treaty on the Functioning of the
European Union (TFEU) and the Treaty of
the European Union (TEU), as well as in
the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.

The European Council, one of the main
EU institutions, also confirmed that
sustainable development is indeed a
‘fundamental objective of the European
Union’.(2)
As for what sustainable development as
a concept entails, the EU has embraced
the widely accepted definition by the
Brundtland Commission, coining it,
‘development which meets the needs
of the present without compromising
the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs’.(3) This definition
encompasses the concepts of intragenerational and intergenerational equity.
While the former refers to equity within
a generation, the latter is concerned with
equity between generations with the
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idea that future generations have a right
to a parallel quality of environmental
resources and assets that present and
past generations have had.(4)
This article will focus on intergenerational equity. While the European Union
purports to be a global leader in sustainable development, questions can
be raised as to whether the Union truly
incorporates intergenerational equity
in practice. Is there a gap between their
theory and practice? To find an answer
to this question, one should analyse
the representation of environmental
interests of future generations within the context of European Union law.
There may be potential mechanisms to
safeguard these interests.
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Representation in theory
Although the environment as such was
not addressed in the original EU founding treaties, commendably, it has been
one of the Union’s central issues of focus
since the 1970s, when the Community
adopted their first Environment Action
Programme. Soon after, the 1987 Single
European Act introduced an environment-oriented chapter which used language such as ‘preserve’ – which has clear
future connotations – but lacked specific
reference to future generations.(5)
While the 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam
first dedicated the EU to the sustainable
development objective, the most prominent early reference to future generations
was in the EU Charter of Fundamental
Rights, which states, ‘Enjoyment of these
rights entails responsibilities and duties
with regard [...] to future generations’.(6)
It is worth noting, however, that this
phrase is stated in the preamble, which
‘has no binding legal force’;(7) this is
similar to intergenerational equity references in the Aarhus Convention, to which
the EU is a signing party.(8)
Unfortunately, that is essentially the extent to which intergenerational equity is
addressed in EU treaties, and the EU’s
policy documents do not fare much
better. Indeed, they have been accused
of ‘actually [being] weaker in their treatment of responsibility to future generations’ than the aforementioned Aarhus
preambles.(9) Regarding EU policy, the
most straightforward acknowledgement
of the importance of intergenerational
equity was made by the Council in the

1990 Declaration on the Environmental
Imperative, which states that ‘[m]ankind
is the trustee of the natural environment
and has the duty to ensure its enlightened stewardship for the benefit of this
and future generations.’ However, this
‘duty’ is non-binding due to its declaratory nature.(10)

Mankind is the
trustee of the natural
environment and has
the duty to ensure its
enlightened
stewardship for the
benefit of this and
future generations.
Since then, the term ‘intergenerational
equity’ has been absent from most EU
environmental policy documents and the
transparency in the key decision makers’
respective institutions exposes the
Union’s hesitation in using this terminology. When the European Commission
proposed their 2005 Draft Declaration
on Guiding Principles for Sustainable
Development, it used the phrase ‘intraand intergenerational equity’.(11)
Upon comparison with the final strategy
adopted by the Council in 2006, a notable amendment was the excision of this
term.(12) Despite the Union legislator’s
decision to refrain from using the term
‘intergenerational equity’, it is debatable
whether or not this actually matters when

it comes to determining the Union’s legal
obligations toward future generations.
The reason is that the EU already purports to actively embrace the principle of sustainable development, which
incorporates intergenerational equity
as an aspect of its definition (‘without
compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs’).(3)
Due to the fundamental nature of
intergenerational equity within the
sustainable development concept, it
can therefore be argued that the EU has
already legally committed itself to this
endeavour countless times. Hence, as
sustainable development – encompassing intergenerational equity – is so heavily
ingrained in EU law, the EU legislator’s
attempts to detract from the emphasis
to be placed on intergenerational equity
are futile.
While the EU has a clear legal commitment to intergenerational equity, and
‘has explicitly identiﬁed sustainable
development as the overarching policy
governing all of its activities,’ in practice,
little has been done to ensure future
generations are left with equivalent
environmental opportunities that the
past and present generations have
benefitted from. In reality, ‘the overall
trend is one of ongoing environmental
deterioration’.(9)
What is the reason behind this? At least
one causal factor plays a significant role
in this theory-practice gap: political
short-termism.
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EU political short-termism
and sustainable development
Because environmental impacts of human
activity are generally only apparent in
the long-term,(13) short-term approaches
and solutions are counterintuitive. The
Union itself has learned this the hard
way, in their ongoing debate over the
use of biofuels to reduce transportation
carbon emissions, with the overarching
objective of sustainable development.
Unfortunately, while biofuels may bring
short-term reductions and improvements,(14) recent studies indicate that
the 365% increase in the use of palm oil
biofuels from 2006-2012 has ‘Indirect
Land Use Change’ effects,(15) which is
detrimental in terms of emissions in
the long-term and eliminates at least
two-thirds of the proposed savings.(16)
Regrettably, environmental law, from
the local to the international level, is
victim to political short-termism,(17)
and the European Union is no exception. Since the EU’s original call for
increased use of these energy sources,
the abovementioned biofuel project
has been heavily influenced by biofuel

producers, and the Union has been
accused of even ‘inventing an artificial
market for the biofuel industry’.(18) It
has been recognized countless times
that a long-term approach is essential in
achieving sustainable development,(19)
and, consequently, the classic issue of
short-termism that exists within the Union
can indeed be seen as a threat to climate
change.(20,21)
On a positive note, in the September
2015 midterm review of the Europe
2020 strategy, the European Political
Strategy Centre (EPSC) addressed the
need to ‘fight against the inherent risks
of short-termism in political decision
making, creating incentives for actions
and disincentives for inactions’.(22)
Although the EPSC did not make an
express link to the protection of the
future generations’ rights, an ‘inherent
risk of short-termism’ is indeed the fact
that ‘economic growth [is] given primacy’
and ‘environmental limits [are] not generally taken into account’ in existing liberal
democracies.(23)

Ultimately, the existence of such a
decision-making structure results in
the environmental interests of future
generations being ignored. Interestingly, the acknowledgement of the
effect of short-termism on sustainable
development is seemingly more prevalent in the corporate sector, due to
newfound appreciation for the long-term
value of sustainable approaches.(24)
It is logical, however, considering the
fact it has been shown that corporate
decision-makers can directly benefit
(financially) from invoking long-term
sustainable practices.(25) In contrast to
the private sector, the representatives
of EU institutions serve fixed terms:
five years for the Parliament and the
Commission,(26) and a varying amount
for the Council depending on the
legislation of the Member States with
respect to their ministers. What is the
solution to this issue? To entrust the
EU politicians with terms of unlimited
duration? No – this is evidently inefficient
and undemocratic. There may be other
reasonably attainable alternatives.

2

Towards a better attainment of
intergenerational equity
To ensure that future generations’
interests are not disregarded in the
European Union’s decisions of today,
an independent body tasked with the
pursuit of intergenerational equity is
needed; or, as articulated by the Institute
for European Environmental Policy, a
‘Guardian for Future Generations’.(27)
This independent representative could
ensure that the European Union’s environmental practices comply with their
legal commitments to intergenerational
equity. The establishment of an EU body
specifically charged with representing
future generations could promote the
development of a practice consistent
with intergenerational equity.
On the international level, the bestknown example of such a body is the
Oxford Martin Commission for Future
Generations. While the Commission is
not an advisory for any specific country
or government, their influence is undeniable. Just one year after publishing
Now for the Long Term, a report focusing
on the effects of political short-termism
on future generations,(28) it had already
been accessed over one million times,
‘showcased at 34 events across the globe
and [...] endorsed by a range of world
leaders’.(29)
Another paragon of such a body exists in Hungary, which established a
Parliamentary Commissioner for Fundamental Rights. Within this body there
is a Deputy-Commissioner tasked with
the protection of the interests of future
generations which monitors and reports

on the enforcement of these interests,
highlights infringements, and directs
the Commissioner to initiate judicial proceedings with the Constitutional Court
when necessary.(30) The duty to preserve
the environment for future generations
is specifically enshrined throughout the
Fundamental Law.(31) The Commissioner
has succeeded in protecting future generations’ interests in significant ways; for
example, by preventing the privatisation
of public water utilities, initiating a forest
law that strengthens nature protection,
and by preventing construction plans
spanning ‘thousands of hectares of green
areas’.(26)
On the Union level, a body regulated
in a similar manner could be incredibly
beneficial in ensuring the promotion of
intergenerational equity. Currently, there
are numerous Parliamentary committees
which are able to provide recommendations on the initiation of legislation.
However, as they are composed of
Members of Parliament, similar short-termism issues would likely arise; thus it is
unadvisable to appoint such a committee
to represent future generations. On
the other hand, the establishment of
an EU Agency to fulfil this purpose may
be plausible. Although there exists a
European Environment Agency (EEA),
they do not have a mandate to promote
intergenerational equity and their role
is purely advisory.(32) A sub-division of
the EEA with a specific intergenerational
equity mandate could be established, or
an entirely new agency could be created.

Safeguards should be implemented in either scenario that ensure protection from
severe infringements by legislators – this
could materialise in a variety of forms.
One option is to give such an agency the
competence to initiate judicial proceedings with the Court of Justice (CJEU).
While gaining standing under Article 263
TFEU to initiate annulment proceedings
is challenging due to the stringent
Plaumann criteria,(33) if the Court were
willing to accept that such an agency is
in fact representing future generations
as a legal person, the Court could perhaps accept that in certain instances the
agency is indeed directly and individually
concerned.
An alternative solution would be to enact
a protocol similar to the Protocol ‘on
the application of the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality’,(26) which
incorporates a political safeguard that
allows national parliaments to challenge
EU compliance with these principles by
forcing the Commission to further justify their legislative proposals. A similar
protocol could be enacted to allow the
proposed EU agency to engage in similar
challenges regarding the compliance
of EU legislation with the principle of
intergenerational equity (or perhaps sustainable development as a whole). These
two proposed safeguard mechanisms
have potential to fit within the Union’s existing structure and would undoubtedly
contribute to the objective of ensuring
protection of these interests.

2

Conclusion
In order to maintain a habitable world,
sustainable development must be at
the forefront of EU policymakers’ and
legislators’ agendas and a guiding
principle for decision making. The present
approach to sustainability within the
Union essentially disregards the principle
of intergenerational equity, which makes
sustainable development inconceivable,
as this principle is fundamental to its very
definition. The EU is in grave need of a
mechanism to protect the interests of
future generations, preferably in a more
influential rather than advisory manner.
The creation of an EU agency tasked with
safeguarding the principle of intergenerational equity could influence decision
making by giving it the capacity to
initiate annulment proceedings with the
CJEU, or to enact a protocol which can
require the Union to further consider its
legislative drafts. Evidently, the interests
of future generations can be affected
in a plethora of ways, and the Union
should assess all potential options and
combine complementary approaches.
Overall, in environmental endeavours
the EU and the larger global community
should abide by one overarching maxim,
as expressed by philosopher John Rawls:
‘Do unto future generations as you would
have past generations do unto you’.(34)
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Virginia Stuart-Taylor // Colonial History

The dangers of
historical amnesia
Colonialism’s impact on
British identity

The United Kingdom is undergoing a national identity crisis, as demonstrated by two recent significant
decisions on sovereignty: the 2014 referendum on
Scottish independence and the 2016 referendum
on European Union membership. While these referendums appear on the surface to provide a clear
political answer to the question of British identity, the
close nature of the results of these two referendums
however depicts a highly divided situation in terms of
Britain’s national identity.
One significant but often overlooked factor in the
question about Britain’s national identity is historical:
the impact of the former British Empire and its subsequent decolonisation. Scotland’s current Culture Secretary, Fiona Hyslop, recently said: ‘the UK has lost an
Empire, and has not managed to decide who and what
it is yet over the last few decades, and needs a new
identity’.(1) A journalist also recently remarked: “Britain is wrestling with its identity, stuck between nostalgia for an Empire lost and an uncertain future”.(2)
This imperial nostalgia is a direct result of a trend of
historical amnesia on the part of official government

institutions, in whose official representations of Britain there are virtually no references to the Empire.
An unofficial policy of conveniently forgetting, or deliberately excluding, shameful remnants of colonialism from the collective memory has shaped the way
Britain views its past. This institutionalised selective
memory fosters a misinformed pride in the Empire
and affects the political mood in Britain even now, in
the 21st century. However, the role of official institutions in crafting post-colonial narratives and national
identity is rarely recognised and is therefore worthy
of deeper scrutiny, as attested to by cultural anthropologist Aleida Assmann.
Assmann’s theory on collective memory details how
nations and governments construct a national identity through selection and exclusion of historical
events. As a result, it is vital to question the norms
and biasses involved in the selection of historical
events and to consider the political consequences
of such choices, in particular focusing on ‘forgotten
episodes and shameful moments […] that society has
decided are better forgotten’.(3) In the case of Britain,
the elephant in the room is its imperial past.

Illustration by Sanne Boekel
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Historical overview of British
decolonisation
To better understand the journey towards the imperial nostalgia present in 21st century Britain, it is helpful
to cast an eye back over the transition that Britain
underwent during the post-World War II decolonisation period, which spans from Jordan in 1946 to Hong
Kong in 1997.
After World War II, there was both a rise in anticolonial nationalism inside the colonies themselves
and simultaneously an increasing ‘disenchantment’
with the Empire felt by the population in Britain.(4)
Despite a rise in patriotic sentiments inspired by Britain’s victory in World War II, in the 1950s and 1960s
Britain declined in power and importance on the
global stage, which was now dominated by the two
Cold War superpowers, the US and the USSR. In an
era where nuclear capability surpassed the power
of a colonial empire, the Empire ceased to be such
an indispensable asset for Britain. It thus shifted
its strategic attention away from the colonies, and
towards trade and investment with North America
and Europe instead. In addition to Britain’s changing
commercial focus, historian Nicholas J. White claims
that an ‘ethical revolution’ took place after 1945, with
many Britons starting to regard colonialism and the
so-called ‘dirty wars’ in colonies such as Malaya and
Kenya as ‘morally bankrupt’ and an ‘international
embarrassment’, which further paved the way for an
imperial withdrawal.(4)
Once the end-of-Empire process became an inevitable reality in the new bi-polar world order, Britain’s
pragmatic decolonisation strategy in the 1950s and
1960s was to preserve its post-colonial influence

through a surrogate system for the former Empire:
the Commonwealth. This proved a far more palatable solution in the eyes of the British population
and the international community. However, in terms
of trade and investment, the transition from Empire
to Commonwealth did little to diminish the economic dependence of the former colonies on Britain,
leading some to view it rather as a policy of ‘neocolonialism’, designed to continue the imperial vision
under a more democratic and humanitarian guise.(4)
During the end-of-Empire period the British public’s
attitudes transformed from embarrassment at the
former Empire into patriotism for Britain’s new
status as ‘primus inter pares’ (‘first among equals’) in
the Commonwealth.(5) This transformation explains a
root cause for: firstly, the absence of colonialism
in contemporary British identity, due to historical
embarrassment; and secondly, the continued pride
that Britons attach to the Empire in opinion polls, due
to the patriotism that swiftly replaced their feelings of
embarrassment.(6)
The British Empire played an undeniably significant
role in the world up to 1945, at one point covering
25% of the globe and also 25% of its population.(4)
However, its decolonisation occurred at a rapid
pace, with the colonial population under British rule
falling over one hundred times from 700 million
in 1945 to just 5 million in 1965.(7,8) It is therefore
understandable that this rapid and relatively recent
end-of-Empire phenomenon, paired with Britain’s
parallel decline in global status, would have had a
sizeable impact on British identity formation.
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Institutionalised
historical amnesia
1

The Foreign and
Commonwealth
Office: The
FCO is the UK
government’s
foremost ministerial
department for the
promotion of its
national interests
overseas. Its origins
date back to 1772
and lie in two
separate offices:
the latter of which
was formerly called
the Colonial Office
until 1966, when
it evolved into the
Commonwealth
Office, before its
merger two years
later in 1968 into the
FCO department
that still exists
today. While the
FCO’s name does
reference the
Commonwealth,
this is merely a
historical remnant.
Nowadays the FCO
is in fact an entirely
separate body from
the Commonwealth
Secretariat,
the principal
intergovernmental
agency that runs
the Commonwealth
association of 52
member countries
(50 of which
were once British
colonies) that
together represent
2.2 billion people, a
third of the world’s
population.(22)

A number of official institutions engage in the
promotion of a historical amnesia across 21st
century Britain. They do this either actively, through
deliberate attempts to conceal and forget about
the negative colonial past (e.g. The Foreign and
Commonwealth Office), or passively, through the
conspicuous absence and exclusion of references to colonialism (e.g. the BBC). By not addressing
and correcting the continuing misinformation and
under-education of the British public on the topic of
the Empire, this trend of historical amnesia contributes to an underlying sensation of imperial nostalgia.
This residual imperial nostalgia plays a role in the
ongoing difficulty in distinguishing what the British
identity really represents, leaving the population
stuck in limbo between the country’s past glory and
its uncertain future role in the world.

The Foreign and
Commonwealth
Office 1
There are examples in the 21st century of the Foreign
and Commonwealth Office (FCO) engaging in convenient historical amnesia and exclusion from the UK’s
collective memory of certain less savoury aspects of
its colonial past. This deliberate attempt to forget the
past is evident in the case of the 2012-2013 release of
colonial administrative documents, which had been

hidden in a secret government archive at Hanslope
Park. The existence of this so-called ‘migrated
archive’ was repeatedly denied by the FCO until
2011, when it was used in a court case against the
British government by a group of former Mau Mau
detainees in Kenya, representing some of the 41,000
Kenyan claimants who had been subject to beatings
and abuse.(9) One such note written in 1957 by the
attorney general in Kenya even admits, ‘If we are
going to sin, we must sin quietly’.(10)
The admission from the FCO of this ‘migrated archive’
prompted a surge of academic research into the
20,000 newly released documents, and a conference
on ‘The Hidden History of Decolonisation’ was held at
the Institute of Commonwealth Studies (ICWS).(11) At
this conference, ICWS Director Philip Murphy ‘raised
the question of institutional memory in the Foreign
Office, asking if it could possibly be so poor as to
explain entire “lost” collections’ or whether it rather
represented a ‘conspiracy’ to keep these documents
away from public knowledge.(12) The link between the
FCO’s supposed concealment of unsavoury evidence
and the British identity formation process can be
demonstrated by a statement from John Lonsdale at
this same conference:
‘The release is provocative, moreover, for illuminating
the difficulty the British public continues to have in
coming to terms with this dark episode of its history
and the manner in which events around the Mau Mau
rebellion clash with the country’s post-imperial national
image’.(12)
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59% of Britons in 2014 felt proud of the Empire and only 19% felt
ashamed. Even more shockingly, 34% of Britons in 2014 would have
liked it if Britain still had an Empire.

2

The British
Broadcasting
Corporation:
The BBC came
into existence as
a public service
2
broadcasting
organisation
in 1922 around
the time of the
Empire’s greatest
territorial extent.
Now reaching a
global audience
of 348 million
people per week,
it is governmentowned and funded
primarily through
a television license
fee paid by UK
taxpayers.(23)
Among the six
public purposes
set out in its Royal
Charter, the
BBC commits to
‘promote education
and learning’,
‘build a global
understanding of
international issues’,
and ‘broaden
UK audiences’
experience of
different cultures’(24)

Looking specifically at the impact of this on British
identity, it must be acknowledged that the structural
violence imposed by the British administration in the
colonies is widely unknown to the British public.(13)
Little of the history of the British Empire is taught in
schools, depicted in the media, or widely publicized
by the UK government, which has led to an atmosphere of imperial nostalgia, in which 59% of Britons
in 2014 felt proud of the Empire and only 19% felt
ashamed.(6,14) Even more shockingly, 34% of Britons
in 2014 would have liked it if Britain still had an Empire,
such is the misunderstanding and lack of remorse felt
by the British population even in the 21st century.(6)
In this context, the actions of the FCO to conceal
archives that contain embarrassing and contradictory evidence can be considered a direct contribution to the post-imperial national image, through the
continuing misinformation and under-education of
the British public about the injustices and structural
violence inflicted under the British Empire.

The BBC

2

With such extensive global reach and the dominant
audience share in the UK, the BBC today can be
considered a significant public diplomacy actor in
Britain’s soft power strategy and a prominent influence on British identity formation.(15,16) While colonialism is a much-studied field in the UK’s academic
circles, little of this academic research is presented
in an easily digestible format to the British public:
not in school curriculums, nor in the UK’s heritage
film industry, whose overwhelming focus on period

dramas, World War I, and World War II, promotes a
‘fake nostalgia’.(17) Therefore, the BBC’s representation of the Empire to its UK audience is one of the
principal sources of information and education on
the Empire. A search of the BBC’s online archive,
however, yields few results that focus on the Empire
overseas. The only significant BBC programme since
2000 to deal with Britain’s imperial past is Empire, a
five-part documentary series broadcast in 2012.(18)
The series does paint an honest and critical picture
of the colonial period, not nostalgic or sentimental,
but it attracted criticism for being overly politically
sensitive and a ‘wasted chance we need to take’ to
acknowledge the darker sides of the Empire.(19)
Unfortunately the Empire series stands as a lone
example of such a documentary broadcast by the
BBC in the 21st century. Theologian Robert Beckford
explains this absence of media attention as follows:
‘Colonial history is not a popular subject for general
inquiry partly because of what Professor Stuart Hall
calls a selective historical amnesia at the heart of
our national consciousness. […] British apprehension
towards the colonial past (even the most well intended) is partly the result of an irrational fear of opening
oneself to a history of shame’.(20)
It is understandable that this ‘selective historical
amnesia’ in the media would contribute to distorting
the narratives of British national identity. Regardless of the reasons for broadcasting so little on the
subject of British colonialism – whether due topolitical sensitivity or embarrassment – by doing so, the
BBC contributes to the knowledge gap that allows
misinformed and uneducated imperial nostalgia to
linger in Britain.
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Miniature innovations
with monumental
implications
An interview with
Professor Ben L. Feringa

In 1999, Ben Feringa, together with several other
scientists, published an article on unidirectional molecular motors in Nature. On Saturday 10th
December 2016, he became the fourth Dutchman 1
to receive the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for ‘the design
and synthesis of molecular machines’.(1) Feringa is
one of the most creative and prolific chemists alive,
who has so many awards he is forced to put some on
the floor, lest they take the shelf space of his beloved
chemistry books. Despite his successes, he remains a
down-to-earth person who revels in doing research

and supervising students. Feringa‘s biggest strength
is his love for his field, with which he turns even the
most scientifically illiterate interviewer into a potential chemist through his infectious enthusiasm and
barrages of knowledge and insight.
Honours Review sat down with the man who has been
described as ‘a bit of an Einstein’ (2) by his daughters,
in order to pick his brain on topics ranging from
his horses to his view on the future of science, and
several things in between.
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Knowledge
valorisation is
the endeavour to
finding real world
applications for
scientific
developments.

Standing on the
shoulders of giants

Foundations
of the future

When asked about the importance of history in
science, Ben Feringa referred to a proverb with
origins in the 12th century, and immortalised by
Isaac Newton in 1676: ‘Scientists stand on the shoulders of the giants before them’. After receiving the
Nobel Prize in Chemistry, Feringa finds himself in the
company of these giants; people such as Marie Curie,
who initiated the search on radioactivity; and Linus
Pauling, one of the most influential chemists of the
modern era. While Feringa‘s research is at the razor’s
edge of science, he is fully aware of the benefits of
letting oneself be inspired by one‘s predecessors. ‘If
you stand on their shoulders, you can look further.
That is what I did with my professor, Hans
Wijnberg. He was a very forward-thinking man, and wanted to do things which
nobody else had done, and I have benefited
a lot from that.‘ He continues by mentioning
the scientists who have had the most influence on him. ‘One of my biggest heroes
is definitely professor Cram from UCLA
[University of California, Los Angeles]’, a
Nobel laureate who pioneered the potential of building molecules, ‘and Woodward, a Harvard professor
who was the world‘s top synthetic chemist‘, another
Nobel laureate. Feringa‘s greatest hero, however,
the one he regards as his ‘absolute hero, above all
those others’ is fellow Dutchman Jacobus van ‘t Hoff,
who was the first ever recipient of the Nobel Prize in
Chemistry for discovering the tetrahedral model of
carbon in 1901. ‘He discovered that molecules have a
three-dimensional structure and that you have mirror
images of molecules, and mirror images is what my
research has been about the last thirty years.’ Feringa
pauses, smiles, and quips, ‘He made this discovery
when he was twenty-three years old, so hurry.’

In today‘s society, speed is king. We have the
knowledge of all of mankind in our pockets, and we
have been conditioned to expect research to produce
quick results and clear applications. Popular perception of the sciences is no different, a development
Feringa considers to be slightly worrying. ‘There is a
tendency to put more emphasis on what is important
for today‘s society and its direct, real-world applications, where we spend research money to achieve
short term results.’ He argues that there should be
a balance, and underlines the role of universities in
achieving this. ‘It is an important duty for universities to advance the sciences, and that means you
need to emphasize the fundamentals of
science. If we don‘t confront students with the
frontiers of current knowledge, we, as a university, are not doing a good job. If there is
not enough room for fundamental research,
we are not moving forward, because a good
fundamental basis is required to make new
discoveries.’ As a result of his working experience for Shell prior to returning to the University of Groningen, Feringa can base his statements
on both practical and theoretical perspectives, and
understands the importance of balancing fundamental and applied research. ‘In the science department,
we always keep in mind that there are big industries
who need chemistry-based science. However, for my
research, while my peers and I can look at opportunities for application, it is not our primary concern. We
always keep an eye on the real world, asking ‘what
can we do with it?’, and while I consider valorisation 2
of research important, I do not think it should be
the dominant factor at universities.’ Highlighting the
unpredictability of scientific development and the
difficulty of estimating the value of new discoveries,
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he reminds us of the history of the now-ubiquitous
smartphones. ‘The transistors were developed in the
forties, and the liquid crystal display materials of the
screen were made in the fifties by chemists. It took
fifty years before we had developed the technology
to such an extent that we could build smartphones.
Today, we almost cannot imagine life without them,
they have changed the world. You cannot predict how
important an invention will be, I cannot predict how
the fact that we can control dynamics on a molecular
scale will affect our future.’ Feringa also has concerns
about the potential lack of sufficient funds to keep
the fundamental basis of university research afloat. ‘I
think we should invest more in fundamental research
with the perspective of innovation over 20 to 30
years, and not only look at how it might fit into the
world of today, or our perceived world of tomorrow.’

‘If you want to
write a book, write
a book’
People regularly give each other advice, some of it
good, some of it bad. In an academic career spanning
almost 40 years and numerous international awards,
Feringa has also dispensed his fair share of wisdom
to more than a hundred PhD students. Of course, he
has also been the recipient of a great deal of advice,
good and bad. ‘The most useless advice actually
came from a professor, who said “that‘s too difficult
for you”. When you are a young student, you want to
be challenged. I wanted to work on many different
things, but the advice was to stay focused and only
pick one path to follow’. He leans back for a second,
grins, and continues, ‘maybe it was very good advice,
because after he said that I thought “damn it, I will

do it”. I wanted to prove the naysayers wrong.’ Since
then, Feringa has published important papers on a
wide variety of subjects, ranging from catalysis to
nanotechnology. Echoing the advice given to him by
his own PhD supervisor, Hans Wijnberg, Feringa puts
on his best American accent and drawls ‘If you want
to write a book, write a book, you can listen to everybody and listen carefully. You can learn a lot from
your seniors, you can learn from me, but in the end,
you have to go your own way, follow your dreams,
and make your own decisions. Be daring.’ However,
brains and advice can only get you so far. For Feringa,
a scientist needs to perseve, while also having open
mind. ‘I believe in serendipity, but you have to be
able to see when something is special. Of course, 99
times out of 100 it is nothing, but now and then you
find something beautiful by accident and you need
to recognise it for what it is.’ At this point, he admits
that the molecular motor was the result of exactly this
kind of event. ‘The motor, we found it by accident.
We were making molecular switches, and for some
reason a certain switch always moved a certain way.
We couldn‘t explain what was happening, but it was
clear it was not going backwards, only forwards, so
then we had the first 180 degrees of a rotary motor.’

‘Imagine the
unimaginable‘
– Ben L. Feringa, Nobel Lecture in
Stockholm, December 2016
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The Nobel Prize
and the
Elfstedenkruis

3

Jip and Janneke are
the main characters
in a series of Dutch
children‘s books
written in the 1950s
by Annie M. G.
Schmidt.

The discovery of a unidirectional rotary molecular motor driven by light was first published by
Feringa and his co-workers in 1999, and in 2016
he received the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for his
work on this concept. Unsurprisingly, getting the
Nobel Prize was his biggest scientific achievement. ‘To get the Nobel Prize is a dream come true
for any scientist, it‘s the best you can get. One of the
most memorable moments in my life was signing the
book with the names of the previous Nobel laureates,
and seeing the names of all my heroes in front of me.’
Similarly, finding the molecular rotary motor was ‘of
course an amazing discovery’, although he is quick to
mention the scientific successes the Feringa Group
has had in other fields, which, while less glamorous
than the idea of a molecular motor, have also been
highly influential.
‘I always work on different lines of research, and while
there is a connection between them, they are not
closely related. I have several research
teams, including a smart materials- and
biological applications-team. In the
latter team, for example, we work with
drugs which can be switched on and
off, with possible uses being selective
tumour treatment.’
Feringa‘s scientific achievements are
world-famous, and have been cited
thousands of times, but he has also
succeeded at being quintessentially Dutch. De
Elfstedentocht (Eleven City Tour) is a near-mythical
Dutch event with thousands of participants who skate
200 kilometres in less than 24 hours, but happens
irregularly due to the generally warm Dutch winters.

In 1997, Feringa was one of the
fifteen thousand participants. ‘I was
one of the latest starters, beginning
at quarter past nine in the morning,
but I managed to finish safely within
the deadline, exactly 12 hours later,
at quarter past nine in the evening.
Unfortunately, I spent almost half that time
skating in the dark, but despite the wind and
the freezing temperatures, I enjoyed it a lot
and got the Elfestendenkruis’, referring to the
medal awarded when completing the Tour.
In addition to skating, Feringa is also an avid
biker. ‘Every morning I bike to the lab, which is a 28
kilometre return trip. Snow, ice, I don‘t care. That‘s my
exercise.’ This, combined with his love for gardening
and his ownership of a horse named Janneke, the
surviving member of a pair of horses called Jip and
Janneke, 3 caused an interviewer to comment on
Feringa‘s archetypal Dutchness. ‘Yeah, I am a typical
Dutchman. I love gardening, biking and skating, but
I don‘t have enough time to do everything, that is the
problem’.

From 1493 to 1988
Bookshelves tend to say something about the person
who owns them. Bono had Lord of the Flies and The
Picture of Dorian Grey while John Lennon had books
by Tolstoy and Alice in Wonderland. When prompted
with this question, Feringa looks around the room.
‘As you can see, there are a lot of chemistry books
here’. With wall-to-wall shelves overflowing with
papers and books, that is a severe understatement.
‘I am reading all day to keep up with the new literature within my field, but I enjoy reading, especially
historical style books.’ First to be mentioned were
Buddenbrooks, by Thomas Mann, a novel narrating
a German merchant‘s family‘s fall from grace, and
Barbara Tuchman, a non-fiction author most famous
for her works relating to the First and Second World
Wars.
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‘At the moment, I’m reading 1493 by Charles Mann,
which is fantastic, every student should read it. It
describes how the world changed after Columbus’
voyage to the New World, and gives context to why
the world looks like it does today.’ Despite his love
for history, Feringa‘s inaugural lecture quoted a very
different sort of book. ‘I think one of my favourite
books is the Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy. I think
it‘s take on order and chaos is beautiful, and I opened
my inaugural lecture with a quote from it in 1988.’
Translated from Dutch, the opening line is: ‘order and
chaos, opposed as each other‘s mirror images, but
yet so intimately intertwined’.

Science is for
everyone
‘I value the great diversity of disciplines in the
academic world. You have everything from history
and psychology to astronomy and chemistry.’ For
Feringa, this diversity should also extend to the practitioners within those fields. ‘Saying that there is a
difference between males and females in academia
is absolute nonsense. Several of the most accomplished, distinguished scientists in chemistry are
women.’ Potentially hinting to Marie Curie, the first
person ever to get two Nobel Prizes and the only
person to win them in two different sciences. ‘Women
can be brilliant and great scientists. I have several
women in my group, and they do amazingly well, be
it in academia or in industry. There is no difference
between the genders.’
When asked about the gender differences in certain
programmes, he stated ‘I think that will change, but
of course, it is a process. Look at the medical field, for
many years it was dominated by men and now 60%
of the medical faculty is female. We should always
encourage women to look at the sciences, the diversity is important for our culture and for our education.

The least we can do is to help young women and
young families to combine their studying and running
a family.’ To emphasize the point, Feringa said ‘I would
strongly discourage the idea that there are fields
which men or women cannot do, it is preposterous.’

Science is a global
language
This fear of uninformed opinions was also present
in Feringa’s view on recent political developments
across the pond. ‘I’m worried by the attitude people
have towards science. The idea that you sometimes
hear politicians say that science is an opinion is
shocking, frankly. Science and education is based on
facts and insights. One should always be critical of
data, but that does not mean it is something one can
disregard. I do not want to mention Trump exclusively, as there are many advocates of this kind of thinking, but this is where universities should stand up and
challenge these attitudes.’ He emphasized that this
thinking is not only dangerous for academics, but for
society as a whole. While walls might be all the rage
for some people, Feringa considers them anathema
to the academic world. ‘We have a global community.
In my research group, there are 14 nationalities, and
people everywhere, be it Asia or Africa or America,
speak the language of chemistry, the language of
science. If we don‘t bring critical thinking to students,
we are undermining the success of future generations.’ Instead of being afraid of the unknown, people
should be fascinated by it and should advocate scientific research. ‘We do not know what the world will
look like in 20 years, but we know what we want it to
look like, and that is what we should strive for.’
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On the way science
proceeds
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions
as an invitation to change perspective

Book review: Thomas S. Kuhn. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962. Second Edition, enlarged 1970.

Since its publication in 1962, Thomas S. Kuhn’s The
Structure of Scientific Revolutions keeps influencing scientists and lay-people. It is still regarded by
many as one of the most important landmarks ever in
intellectual history. According to science journalist John Horgan, Kuhn’s work is ‘the most influential
treatise ever written on how science […] proceeds’
(1) and philosopher Richard Rorty called it ‘the most
influential English-language philosophy book of
the last half-century’.(2) The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions also figured outside academia, as the 6th

book in Mark Zuckerberg’s A Year of Books (2015), an
online reading club with Zuckerberg in the lead.(3)
What what makes Kuhn’s work, for students and
young academics, so relevant to understanding
science today, in a world that is so rapidly changing
and where science communities are more and more
connected and encouraged to share their findings
in digital, open access environments? After a short
introduction to Kuhn’s ideas on scientific change,
their relevance will be discussed in this review.
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What is The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions about?
In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas
Kuhn brought the word ‘paradigm’ into our common
language and changed our conventional way
of looking at scientific change. Kuhn’s work still
represents perhaps one of the most extensive studies
on how scientific transformation takes place, who
drives it, what it brings forth, and what it really asks of
people, but what does this exactly mean? Kuhn starts
his argument by explaining how the development of
science works: scientists, from those of the ancient
world to those of the Enlightenment, right up to the
researchers of today, build upon the work of those
before them in order to make scientific progress.
Until here, there is nothing new. Bernard of Chartres
already stated in the middle of the 12th century that
‘we are like dwarfs on the shoulders of giants, so that
we can see more than they, […] because we are carried
high and raised up by their giant size’.(4) What is then
so revolutionary in Kuhn’s book? Research, according to Kuhn, is ‘a strenuous and devoted attempt to
force nature into the conceptual boxes supplied by
professional education’. (5; 5) These conceptual boxes
altogether form a paradigm: the ensemble of ‘universally recognized scientific achievements that for a
time provided model problems and solutions for
a community of practitioners’.(5; X) Normal science
consequently consists of solving the puzzles that that
paradigm proposes and exists within that paradigm.
Kuhn argues that research outside of that paradigm
can even be said not to be science as paradigms
form the basic fundamentals of a scientific field.
Tellingly, Kuhn contends that ‘[normal] science does
not aim at novelties of fact or theory and, when

successful, finds none’.(5; 52) The scientific method
is one of trying to find confirmation rather than
falsification of one’s beliefs. In addition, a paradigm
also includes the agreement of the field on what is
worth a research question, and therefore a research
project, and what is not. A paradigm is thus a constellation of facts, theories, methods, and assumptions about reality that allows researchers to study
data, elaborate theories, and solve problems they
encounter. Research thus exists in frameworks, Kuhn
argues, which are only valid for a particular period of
time or under specific circumstances or assumptions.
Aristotle’s ‘Physica’, Newton’s ‘Principia’ and Lavoisier’s ‘Chemistry’ are thus examples of scientific
classics that eventually gave rise to new paradigms
with new scientific theories.
Kuhn also explains the process by which a new
candidate for a paradigm can replace its predecessor: Kuhn points out that as long as a paradigm is
successful at explaining observed phenomena and
solving the appearing problems, it remains dominant.
However, when new phenomena begin to contradict
this paradigm, it increases doubts. As anomalies
multiply, it is eventually thrown into crisis. At this
stage, a radically new theory or insight is needed,
such as Einstein’s theory of relativity in the beginning
of the 20th century, a theory that can explain the
apparent contradictions. In this way, we can say that
long periods of ‘normal’ science are followed by brief
intellectual, scientific revolutions that reorder the
basic theoretical assumptions and concepts of the
field.
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Any new interpretation of a phenomenon, whether
a discovery or a theory, emerges first in the mind of
one or a few individuals. These few people first learn
to see science, their field, and the world differently.
Their ability to facilitate a paradigm shift is supported
by circumstances that are not common to most other
members of the profession: usually, the researchers
that want to introduce the new paradigm are so
young or so new to the field that practice has committed them less deeply than most of their contemporaries to the world view and rules determined by the
old paradigm (after a number of years in a certain
discipline, a scientist tends to be too emotionally and
habitually rooted in the paradigm). Consequently, the
established leaders of the older tradition may never
accept the new view of reality proposed by the young
scholars. As Kuhn wrote, ‘Copernicanism made few
converts for almost a century after Copernicus death.
Newton’s work was not generally accepted, particularly on the Continent, for more than half a century after
the Principia appeared. Priestley never accepted the
oxygen theory, nor Lord Kelvin the electromagnetic
theory, and so on’.(5) New paradigms are thus never
immediately accepted by the scientific community.
The choice between competing paradigms ultimately comes down to personal conviction since, as Kuhn
puts it, ‘the competition between paradigms is not
the sort of battle that can be resolved by proofs’.(5)

How relevant is The
Structure of Scientific
Revolutions for young
researchers today?
Kuhn develops his argument gradually and competently over the course of his book in a series of very
readable chapters – bar the occasional use of terminology and the old-fashioned insistence of referring
to all scientists as men. Kuhn’s work thus invites its
readers to a further study of the history of science

to see Kuhn’s philosophy at work in different fields.
For one particular weakness of The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions, as Kuhn admits,(5; IX) is that it
deals almost exclusively with physical science. His
definition of paradigms therefore works particularly
well for these fields, but should be seen in a different
light for social sciences and the humanities. As Kuhn
states, it is not so much the fact that ‘practitioners of
the natural sciences possess firmer or more permanent answers […] than their colleagues in social
science, [but that these fields] normally fail to evoke
the controversies over fundamentals’ that can be
found in the social sciences.(5; VIII) This indicates that
these fundamentals perhaps do not exist in the same
way as in the hard sciences. The answers provided
by the physical sciences can change, being dependent upon their foundational paradigms in order to
operate, yet these paradigms are usually adhered to
by a large portion of a particular field’s community.
However, Kuhn’s theory of scientific revolutions
stays interesting, thought-provoking and is even still
innovative today. In fact, one of the most fascinating
aspects of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions is
that this entire book can be considered a kind, but
strong invitation for students and young researchers
to actively play a role in the development of science
in all disciplines. Kuhn makes his point even stronger
by confirming that young scholars have a crucial role
in bringing this science further: this specific group
has the important task to detect the anomalies in
older theories and to notice the deviant phenomena
in their particular field of study.
Young researchers should thus critically reevaluate
the concepts of the existing paradigms in their field,
in order to provide eventually a new one, if this is
necessary. This is not an easy nor a light responsibility, it is a strong encouragement or even an obligation
for students and young scholars to be critical with
regard to the work of those whom they often see as
their scientific ‘heroes’: their supervisors, teachers
and professors. This certainly demands a certain
level of courage, especially when one considers
Kuhn’s remark on the acceptance of a new paradigm:
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it is possible that others, who work in the same field
as the young researchers, but already much longer,
will never accept the proposed new theories and
viewpoints.
What is also important to take into account is that the
development of science is not at all a linear process.
Kuhn shows that the history of science is not a rational
development going towards an ever more correct and
complete knowledge of an objective truth or reality.
A paradigm shift is indeed a radical shift of vision, but
the previous vision is not better than the new vision: it
is only a different vision. Each new theory should be
considered a revolutionary break from the previous
theory, resulting in the arbitrary replacement of
one paradigm or worldview by another. Once the
paradigm has changed, the way science was done
and applied is fundamentally different from the new
paradigm. Consequently, this means that after the
replacement of one paradigm by another, it is almost
impossible to go back in time and to restore the
old paradigm. For students and young researchers,
this is something important to consider: all young
academics often start their research project with the
feeling that they will now starting to reveal the truth,
or at least contribute to a better understanding of the
truth. In this context, it is a pitfall for young scholars
to write off too easily works of previous scholars and
their theories and interpretations of a phenomenon.

This image also perfectly demonstrates how for
example humanities’ scholars still make use of Kuhn’s
concept of paradigm change: scholars in this field
might study the same collection of manuscripts, the
same works of art, the same poems, the same cultural
phenomena as dozens of scholars before them,
but if they succeed in offering a completely new
perspective on the same matter, they could speak of
a paradigm change or a shift in thinking, on a smaller
or a larger scale. Again, this shows that a reevaluation
of earlier research is extremely important to take into
account when starting a research project.
In short, it can be argued that The Structure of Scientific Revolutions demonstrates that research in all
scientific disciplines is all about being able to change
perspective and being willing to change perspective.
As Kuhn himself mentioned, this role is mainly meant
for those who are considerably new in the field. In
other words: students and young academics should
take this responsibility very seriously and constantly
evaluate and reevaluate everything that happens in
their specific field of research. If necessary, these
young people should also have the courage to
invent new theories and concepts that better fit the
observed phenomena than the old paradigm. To
all young scholars, ranging from the humanities to
physics, and from the social sciences to the spatial
sciences, Kuhn therefore says: dare to change your
perspective and dare to challenge the established
truths.
Let’s change perspective!
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How to cope with
urban shrinkage?
Introducing right-sizing, urban
greening and public participation

What do the cities of Detroit (US),
Adelaide (Australia), Dresden (Germany)
and Osaka (Japan) have in common?
Effectively they have all lost a significant
amount of their inhabitants since the
mid-twentieth century.(1) This process
can be referred to as urban shrinkage: ‘a
densely populated urban area or city that
faces significant population losses over
a longer period of time’.(2) Furthermore,
this process seems to have accelerated
in the past ten years.(3) Many cities and
urban areas from all over the world could
have been added to the example above.
Urban shrinkage is a process that is
influencing many citizens world-wide by
changing the built environment they live
in. It is an important topic that has often

been discussed within the discipline of
urban planning. Interestingly, however,
the focus has been mainly on causes and
explanations of urban shrinkage rather
than on policies that offer options on
how to cope with it. This is evident in the
fact that ‘urban planners have still little
background experience or recourse to
deal with it’.(4) How can urban planners
deal with this process and reinvent
declining cities, and what role can new
concepts such as ‘urban greening’,
‘right-sizing’ and ‘public participation’
play? These concepts have recently
emerged or gained more prominence
within the context of urban shrinkage in
the US and are promising in dealing with
the process.

Illustrations by Debora Westra
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Why do cities shrink?
On a global scale we can recognize
several drivers that contribute to the
process of urban shrinkage. The most
prominent ones are suburbanization,
deindustrialisation, a decrease in number of jobs, and a decrease in fertility.(5)
As one might expect, the very outcomes
of these drivers of urban shrinkage are
locally contingent, meaning that the process of urban shrinkage has a different
impact on different cities embedded in
different spatial contexts. For example,
urban shrinkage in Eastern-Germany
can mainly be explained by a declining
fertility rate, job-oriented outmigration
and suburbanization,(5) whereas urban
shrinkage in the Industrial Belt (Ohio, US)
has, to a large extent, been caused by the
replacement of the manufacturing industry to regions such as Southeast-Asia.(5)
Although the causes of urban shrinkage
may differ per city, population loss is the
resembling phenomenon that can be
seen in each shrinking city, often with
negative outcomes.

Negative consequences of urban shrinkage:
A multidimensional perspective
The negative consequences of urban
shrinkage are not only spatial, but also
psychological, economic and social in
nature. The first and most prominent
outcome is vacancy. In Detroit (Michigan,
US) 1 vacancy leads to an interrupted
pattern of streets missing one or more
houses.(6) This corrodes the image of
the neighbourhood given that people
often have negative experiences with a
pauperised built environment. Moreover,
drug addicts or beggars often use abandoned buildings to live in, which might
contribute to the fact that inhabitants feel
alarmed. Although vacancy is a spatial
phenomenon, urban shrinkage therefore
also generates psychological effects.
Secondly, tax revenues decrease due to
the outward movement of people. The
city needs money in order to invest in
strategies dealing with urban shrinkage,
but faces a decline in tax revenues due
to the outward migration of its citizens.
In the American Rustbelt, ‘many cities
have shrunk by more than half from their
mid-twentieth century peak undermining

the tax base needed to pay for a sprawling infrastructure of utilities, roads, and
transportation services’.(4) Thus, a lack of
tax revenues in shrinking cities generates
financial issues. Thirdly, socio-spatial segregation often emerges when a city is in
decline. Citizens who can afford migrating to suburbs or other cities will leave,
while those less fortunate are forced to
stay. This creates a pattern of relatively
poor people living in the shrinking areas,
whereas the relatively rich people live
in the suburbs. Although vacancy might
be the most obvious spatial outcome of
urban shrinkage, several social, cultural,
economic and psychological dimensions
can be linked to this process as well. Summarized, ‘the shrinking city phenomenon
can thus be seen as a multidimensional
process, comprising cities, parts of cities,
or entire metropolitan areas that have
experienced dramatic decline in their
economic and social bases’.(7) Through
spatial interventions in shrinking areas
several spatial, psychological, economic
and social issues can be addressed.
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Dealing with urban shrinkage in the US
’Urban planning in the United States
focuses almost exclusively on controlling
and shaping the effects of growth and is
ill-equipped to deal with cities or neighbourhoods experiencing sustained disinvestment and depopulation’.(7) In other
words, in order to cope with urban shrinkage, a new approach in urban planning
is desirable that not necessarily focuses
on growth, but also on urban shrinkage
if that is the case in a city. There seems
to be a first step towards acknowledging
the fact that planners should plan for decline instead of growth. The concepts of
‘right-sizing’, ‘urban greening’ and ‘public
participation’ can be regarded as promising in this context.
Right-sizing can be viewed as a strategy that is currently emerging within the
context of urban shrinkage. The central idea of right-sizing is ‘to avoid the
trap of growth-oriented planning by restructuring the urban landscape around
mixed-income, mixed-used clusters’.(4)
Furthermore, it is a ’watchword for the
perceived mismatch between shrinking

city populations, physical and infrastructural plans, and budgets’.(4) In this sense,
one could argue that this strategy can be
seen as a paradigm shift. Rather than focusing on growth, the emphasis should
be placed on the improvement of existing parts of the city.
Another more content-focused definition
emphasizes right-sizing as ‘stabilizing
dysfunctional markets and distressed
neighbourhoods by more closely aligning a city’s built environment with the
needs of existing and foreseeable future
populations by adjusting the amount of
land available for development’.(8)
Thus, there seems to be consensus
about the fact that right-sizing is a strategy that does not necessarily assume
growth, but rather looks at the context
of the city. An example of a relatively
successful implementation of right-sizing policies can be seen in Philadelphia
(NTI Program), where the demolition of
abandoned houses, the implementation
of affordable housing strategies, the

involvement of political leaders and the
redevelopment of vacant properties led
to a successful right-sizing approach to
urban shrinkage.(8) However, right-sizing
plans have also produced disappointing
results. Evidence from Detroit, Flint,
Rochester, Saginaw and Youngstown
in the US shows that right-sizing lacks
‘the utopian modernism and Keynesian
interventionism of urban renewal, and
the progressive equity-oriented environmentalism idealized by its proponents’.(4)
Thus, right-sizing is neither successful nor
unsuccessful. Nonetheless, the fundamental idea of right-sizing, abandoning
the idea of growth, is promising. In
addition, it is the local context of a shrinking city that decides what actions are
needed in order to apply right-sizing in
a city in decline. Moreover, an important
role can be played by urban planners and
policy-makers. If they can leave the habit
of assuming future growth and develop
new plans that are able to restructure
and renew cities, right-sizing could be a
success.
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Another promising example of a more
practical approach to urban shrinkage is
urban greening. Generally we can refer
to urban greening as a strategy to deal
with urban shrinkage that focuses on
spatial, green solutions that improve the
urban environment.(8) In this context, one
could for example think of the creation of
parks, waterways, working farms, floodplains and forests. In doing so, negative
outcomes of urban shrinkage such as
vacancy and the pauperization of the
built environment are being dealt with.
As a result, greening these vacant and
pauperised areas in cities provides
opportunities for recreation. Families can
have a picnic in the park, or sports can
be performed. Furthermore, it increases
property value, reduces stormwater
runoff, and increases access to healthy
local foods.(8) More importantly, urban
greening can also increase and improve
social networks within neighbourhoods
by engaging residents actively into the
planning process.(8) This might enhance
the ‘community feeling’ in a city. Thus,
urban greening can be regarded as a
very positive tool that is used to deal
with deal with urban shrinkage. However,
some difficulties do exist. The most critical one is funding.
As outlined above, the tax revenues of
shrinking cities have declined due to the
outward migration of citizens. Therefore,
city councils have less money to invest in

(greening) projects like the NTI Program
in Philadelphia. By establishing public-private partnerships around urban
greening projects, this issue could
potentially be solved.
The last concept is public participation.
Public participation can be broadly
defined as the active involvement
of residents into planning and decision-making processes that affect their
neighbourhood.(9) Rather than being a
concept that has been designed to deal
with urban shrinkage, public participation can be regarded as a more general
concept emerging within the discipline
of urban planning. The concept has the
potential to contribute to strategies
such as right-sizing and urban greening,
thereby dealing with urban shrinkage.
In the context of public participation in
the US, the main argument in favour of
public participation is that ’urban planning’s approaches to involving citizens
in making decisions about the future
of their cities and neighbourhoods can
encourage processes that leave residents
and civic leaders committed to working
toward a better future while realistically
accepting that a city will not return to its
past’.(7) In this sense, involving citizens in
decision-making processes that deal with
urban shrinkage seems to be a promising
strategy. Furthermore, public participation in decision-making processes also

increases the legitimacy of the outcome
of spatial decisions because stakeholders have been involved from the very
beginning of the planning process.
However, some scholars have negatively emphasized the role of power in
decision-making processes that involve
the public.(9) They argue that, although
residents are now more often involved in
decision-making processes concerning
their neighbourhoods, power expressed
through knowledge, language and actions is still at play. In this sense, public
participants in decision-making processes still lack the power to decide about
spatial plans.

In order to make public
participation a real
success, a more equal
distribution of power in
the planning process is
needed.
To be more concrete, if residents believe
in plan A, but the more powerful local
government is aiming for plan B, the
ultimate decision will be made by the
government. Thus, in order to make
public participation a real success, a
more equal distribution of power in the
planning process is needed.

6

The ultimate approach to urban shrinkage:
right-sizing within the local context
Shrinking cities can be found all over
the world embedded in different local
contexts. This has important implications for policy-making. It is the local
context that should be taken into greater
consideration to cope with the issue
of urban shrinkage. Furthermore, it is
important that the assumption of future
growth of cities, which is often present in
local policy-making, can be left behind.
As we have seen in the case of the
US, urban planners often assume and
plan cities for growth despite this not
being the case. Therefore, a shift from
a ‘growth paradigm’ to a ‘right-sizing
paradigm’ is needed. People adopting
the right-sizing strategy are able to cope
with urban shrinkage by creating new
policies that can deal with vacant land

and pauperised neighbourhoods. As a
practical example of right-sizing, urban
greening is very promising. It has the
potential to lift places to a higher level
of environmental quality by improving
the built environment through green
solutions. Moreover, public participation
has the potential to yield more legitimate outcomes of planning processes
by involving residents actively into the
planning process. Their often strong
commitment can greatly help improve
neighbourhoods facing decline.
By making use of the three presented
concepts, the quality of shrunk cities
and neighbourhoods can be increased,
thereby improving people’s lives by
providing a pleasant urban environment
to live in.
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Stuck in the
hype pipeline
On mindfulness in
contemporary psychology

An article on the scientific construct of mindfulness
should certainly attempt to start with a clear definition of the term. Perhaps, this attempt turns out to
be rather challenging. Although recent years have
witnessed an exponential growth in scientific and
popular publications on mindfulness, a consensus
definition of mindfulness is surprisingly absent.(1)
Widely cited operational definitions certainly exist,(2)
yet they present only a fraction of the countless
definitions of mindfulness pervading contemplative
literature. There is general confusion about the complex origin of the construct. Even various Buddhist
traditions continue to debate and disagree on the origin of the mindfulness construct.(1) In most Buddhist
traditions, mindfulness seems to represent an essential ingredient of a millennia-old phenomenological
approach that aims to directly and systematically
investigate subjective experience. However, when
appropriated and propagated without diligence,
mindfulness can manifest as yet another, ultimately
non-transformative, self-help method that fosters
uncritical attitudes and leaves practitioners mindfully
compliant to corporate demands. McMindfulness, a
term used to derogatorily refer to a stripped-down,
secularized, and forcefully commercialized form of

Buddhist meditation practices, has entered the
ranks of commodities that corporate capitalism
encourages us to make use of.(3) Ignoring many of
the complex issues surrounding the appropriation
and evolution of mindfulness as Buddhism spread
globally, Western psychological scientists have
introduced mindfulness without sufficient care. In
recent years mindfulness has been defined and
operationalized for scientific research, and results
from research labs have been hyped on the world
media stage. Putative psychological effects were
extrapolated for interventions in almost every sector
of our lives. It should, however, be acknowledged
that millions of mindfulness practitioners have
experienced substantial benefits, such as lower
stress levels, increased levels of concentration and
well-being, and a raised level of sensitivity and
compassion for their own suffering and that of other
beings. One should wholeheartedly embrace and
value these changes – while persistently shining light
upon the ‘dark side’ of the recent mindfulness movement. Not doing so would be neither mindful nor
appreciative of the effects that a more wholesome
integration of Buddhist meditation practices into
Western culture could offer.

Illustrations by Debora Westra
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The science
1

I forget a person’s
name almost as
soon as I’ve been
told it for the first
time.
I drive places on
‘automatic pilot’ and
then wonder why I
went there.
I break or spill
things because of
carelessness, not
paying attention,
or thinking of
something else.
I find myself
preoccupied with
the future or the
past.
I snack without
being aware that I’m
eating.
– Items from
the Mindfulness
Attention
Awareness Scale (5)

2

The panopticon
was a circular
construction of open
single ‘cells’, built
around a central
inspection tower,
by means of which
both the inspector
and the inmate were
under constant
surveillance. As
a consequence
of constant
surveillance,
individuals became
ensnared in an
impersonal power
relation, which both
deindividualized the
power relationship
itself, and
individualized those
subjected to it.
– A Dictionary of
Sociology, 1998 (13)

In most Buddhist traditions, developing deliberate
awareness of the continuous stream of objects
that appear within consciousness and refining
mindfulness towards them is purported to require a
systematic practice. Importantly, a fundamental tenet
of Buddhism puts kindness, tolerance, patience, and
courage at the center of this contemplative ‘path’.
Mindfulness, from this perspective, is an active
practice in which cognitive, attitudinal, and affective
dimensions are as essential as social and ethical
ones.(4)
Within Western psychology, mindfulness practices
belong to the most researched therapeutic approaches today. The enthusiasm for mindfulness prompted
the development of a variety of self-report scales that
operationalize and measure mindful awareness as a
trait, state or process.(5) Over the past decade, most
mindfulness research has implicitly and explicitly
worked on the assumption that our definitions and
operationalization of mindfulness map closely onto
a unitary Buddhist construct. More recently, partially
due to counterintuitive research results and null-effects, researchers and scholars have raised concerns
regarding the validity of these scales. Many scientists
argue that mindfulness measures were developed on
conceptually weak grounds.(4,6) It should be kept
in mind that mindfulness scales are the scientific
cornerstones from which to judge the efficacy of
almost every mindfulness-based intervention. The
scores on these scales present the research results,
predetermine the range of possible outcomes, and
indirectly influence how many millions of dollars in
funds are made available for mindfulness research.
In turn, large businesses and major corporations cite
the studies – that utilize these scales – to promote
their ‘scientifically proven’ methods and products.
For example, using a reputable mindfulness measure
(Mindfulness Attention Awareness Scale, MAAS) 1 (7)

Christopher et al. found that a sample of American
college students could not be distinguished from
a sample of Thai Buddhist monks with 15 years of
intense meditation experience.(8) Grossman argues
that some of the issues concerning the MAAS are
intractable, and even though a handful of new scales
have since been developed that purport to measure
mindfulness (e.g. Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire), these scales face similar vulnerabilities and
deviate substantially from the original Buddhist
construct.(4) For instance, the scores on mindfulness
self-report scales could be highly confounded by
participants’ familiarity with the uncommon vocabulary used to teach mindfulness techniques. The more
you practice to embed your subjective experience
in this new linguistics framework, the more likely
you may be to agree with statements presented
on mindfulness questionnaires. Christopher et al.
describe that ‘Western psychology mandates that
constructs must be explicated and operationalized
to be accurately assessed. However, most Buddhist
traditions dictate that mindfulness cannot be easily
extracted and analyzed in isolation from inherently
interrelated concepts’.(8) Many scholars and adepts
of mindfulness share this view.(e.g. 9,10) To illustrate
this point, we could highlight that Buddhism attaches
great importance to the role of intentions that lead
one to start and maintain a meditation practice. Researchers cannot randomly allocate intention; much
less assign participants to an experimental condition
that would, for instance, entail participation in an
intensive residential meditation retreat. Future
mindfulness research would benefit from increasing
conceptual rigor during operationalization of Buddhist constructs and transparent discussions of the
research field’s inherent methodological challenges
(e.g. randomization).
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3

Many businesses
involved in the
marketing of
mindfulness are
blissfully unaware of
the methodological
challenges
discussed in the
previous section.
A considerable
amount of money is
put into mindfulness
apps, their launch,
appearance,
websites, and
marketing. Yet,
the efficacy and
success of many
apps is often
judged by mere
download numbers.
Developers often
fail to collect
statistics on positive
and negative effects
of their applications.
The general
lack of interest
for conceptual
intricacies
and scientific
operationalization
displayed by
the mindfulness
industry is perhaps
understandable
and says, one
might argue, more
about science
communication than
people consuming
‘the facts’.

Hype and
medicalization

What to do with
mindfulness in
western culture?

The mindfulness movement has become mainstream. It has reached schools, corporations, prisons,
government agencies, as well as the military. The
daily influx of media reports constantly remind
us of ever-increasing ways in which mindfulness
can ameliorate yet another area of daily concern.
The numerous mindfulness training programs,
workshops, seminars, online courses, and apps are
aggressively advertising their products with the
help of far-reaching, untenable claims and promises.
Mindfulness has turned into an extremely lucrative
industry, in wich individual agents are thirsty for
the approval of mindfulness researchers, universities, and even Buddhist teachers. Ironically, they
simultaneously maintain (if and when conducive to
their business agenda) that their particular brand
relinquished all affiliations to its Buddhist origins. At
its extreme, the appropriation of mindfulness into
capitalist consumer culture manifests – even if unintentionally – as distorted reflections of the Buddha’s
original teaching. For example, the mindfulness
industry can be quick to point out human flaws and,
in case individuals believe that they are not sick,
equally swiftly offer a long list of physical, cognitive,
and affective ailments for customers to pick from.
Unsurprisingly, most business savvy mindfulness
consultants offer just the right meditation to alleviate
the individual’s specific misery. Mindfulness can then
function as a reminder of our own inadequacy, whereby the encouragement to permanently observing
‘the self’ creates a psychological panopticon 2 – the
burden is shifted onto the individual. Some of these
developments are nothing short of a ‘do-it-yourself
medicalization of every moment’.(11) As Slavoj Žižek
put it: ‘Western Buddhism is becoming the dominant
ideology of global capitalism because its meditative
stance is arguably the most efficient way for us to fully
participate in capitalist dynamics while retaining the
appearance of mental sanity’. 3 (12)

The Buddhist construct of mindfulness originates
from a 2500-year old, ever-adapting tradition, fundamental to which is a phenomenological approach
aimed at directly understanding and experiencing
the nature of the mind, the self, and the constituents that make up reality. In contrast, the modern
constructs of mindfulness are defined by Western
psychologists. These versions of mindfulness are
informed by 10 years of research trying to quantify
and measure mindfulness with scales that have mostly
been developed and validated by people untrained
in meditation or any kind of mindfulness practice.(4)
Only one decade ago, the Buddhist construct of
mindfulness seemed far away from being recognized as a legitimate topic for mainstream scientific
research. Today, Western psychology’s carelessness
for this novel construct may act as an impediment
to appreciate and potentially bridge the differing
approaches to understanding the body and mind.
The habit of rushing to define and grasp mindfulness
without acquiring a certain depth could very well
benefit from some traditional meditation practice.
The scientific method, for all its value, cannot correct
a conceptual error. Rather, it might actually strengthen the conceptual misunderstandings.
Fueled by the rush to make mindfulness a viable,
secularized commodity for the market, it is shaped
to fit the demand of the market. This shaping often
surmounts to blatantly distorting the original
Buddhist practice (e.g. ‘Mindfulness meditation for
a better waistline’). Divorced from its ancient roots,
mindfulness becomes a quick fix marketed to relieve
headaches, reduce blood pressure, and help the
corporate world to optimize their production while
reducing their employees’ dissatisfaction.(3) The
insights offered by McMindfulness are not conducive
to changing the institutional structures that co-create
the detrimental circumstances, which motivated
individuals to seek out mindfulness practices in the
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first place. McMindfulness becomes a panopticon for
the mind, in which the practitioners are, in neoliberal
fashion, responsible for making use of their newly
given freedom. The practitioner’s body becomes a
commodity that has to be improved and optimized
through the panacea at hand: mindfulness.
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