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INTRODUCTION

THE SAVE-THE-WORLD SCRIPT

I have been trying to save the world for more than twenty-five years and – spoiler alert – I have not yet succeeded. This book will not tell you how to start a petition, devise a campaign plan or avoid getting arrested at a protest. It will not teach you how to organise, raise funds, get TikTok famous or persuade old media to care. You may pick up tips along the way because I will be sharing some stories; a few of my own and plenty from other campaigners. But I am here instead to invite us to pause for a moment, even though it’s all very pressing, and think together – whether you are a change-maker already, or might consider it if only change-makers weren’t so weird sometimes – about how we try to save the world. About how we show up.

Those of us striving for positive change can create problems for ourselves, the people we hope to help, and the causes we are working for. We can become inflamed with righteousness, blocking real communication and preventing the formation of more powerful coalitions. We can go at our tasks like a firestorm and quickly burn out. We can unconsciously internalise stories about being a hero and end up trampling on the people we want to help. And we are so intent, so passionate about saving the world that we rarely scrutinise the shadow side of our actions.

For those already involved, these problems are familiar: we all know that while working for change can be joyful, energising and rewarding, it can also be fractious and exhausting. Discussing the shortcomings of the ‘activist’ is hardly new within left-wing and progressive circles,1 and it only escalated once social media showed us what everyone else was up to. From the outside, righteousness and saviour heroics sound like the usual stereotype of the tiresome do-gooder. Righteousness in particular remains a staple criticism, whether from divide-and-rule culture warriors on the right, or from pro-democracy and centrist voices who’d like us to dial it down a little so as not to exacerbate polarisation. If only the left weren’t so annoying perhaps we’d have got rid of the fascists by now. Maybe it’s the activists’ fault that the liberal dream is sliding away?

Meanwhile, the police have been given sweeping new powers to surveil and arrest protesters and decide if a demonstration is too loud or annoying.2 A young woman is arrested for protesting a policeman murdering another young woman; climate protestors are jailed for taking part in a video call; pensioners face terror charges for holding up signs in support of Palestine. When there’s so much that’s stacked against us and so much at stake, dare we even ask the question… are we sometimes part of the problem?

It’s true that we don’t always help ourselves. I will come to that. But I’m not going to lecture from the outside. Firstly, I am not on the outside – I have skin in the game. I am writing about what I’ve been doing for much of my adult life. Secondly, because my intention is to offer some deeper psychological, cultural and philosophical explorations into the desire to save the world. And while I’m going to suggest that we can and should do things differently, I’m not saying that what’s now happening in the world is all our fault. Also, let’s remember, the state of things is rarely caused by individuals – just as it cannot be resolved by individuals acting alone. The forces of big money pitted against a thriving biosphere and a just society are colossal. Faced with all this, it can be tempting to turn away. I don’t think that’s the answer. But neither is it always right to just keep trying the same thing.

After more than two decades of seeking to improve things, I see a repeated narrative. It runs under the surface, whatever the issue. This save-the-world script is laid out on the contents page. It tells us we must be heroes and that we must make things pure. It tells us that we are good, that we know better than others, that we are okay, that others are not and so we must save them, and that it’s so urgent we cannot rest. I have seen fragments of this script in community groups, grassroots campaigns, big charities, climate protest, within both non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and among people who hate NGOs, within the Labour Party and on the wider left, among human rights lawyers, among people who love calling themselves ‘activists’ and among those who resist that label and try to act simply as citizens – the script plays out wherever people are working towards a better world. Not everyone adheres to the entire script. But many of us find ourselves acting out parts of it. I have grappled with all of these pitfalls myself – and continue to do so.

This inherited script is culturally transmitted and can be picked up at any stage of life, whenever we turn to change-making. In its British incarnation, the focus of this book, we find elements of the UK’s Christian heritage and its histories of class and empire. ‘Religious’ behaviour is a typical criticism of activists, especially when we appear to be pursuing dogma, or descending into Puritan or Inquisition mode and demanding conformity of thought; there has been speculation that activism can fulfil some of the roles that organised religion used to play in people’s lives.3

It’s true that religion can be a positive motivating force for careful, considered campaigning for justice: I’ve learned much from protesting and advocating alongside Buddhists and Quakers, for example, and their influence permeates some of the insights in this book. On the other hand, observations about dogmatic behaviour are not entirely wrong. There is even more to it, I think: I look at how the entire frame of ‘saving’ emerges from Christian thought structures that we no longer recognise as Christian in our secular age. There are roots, too, in ancient myths and in the psychology of the unconscious that psychoanalytic thinking has opened up to us in the last 125 years.4

The script is far older than the current culture wars and did not create them, but it ratchets up progressive people’s participation in them. It doesn’t prescribe specific words or actions, but guides us towards the kind of roles we think we should be playing, and shapes a way of being, speaking and approaching problems that feels so instinctive we do not realise we are being influenced. And while we are happy to spend time debating theories of change and analysing the political situation, we are often less willing to examine these infectious and subterranean habits that guide our thinking and behaviour in the task of trying to make change.

The save-the-world script not only impedes our effectiveness, preventing us from being heard by those we want to influence. It also turns off those who might otherwise like to help, who can read – often better than self-identified change-makers – the script’s implicit message: that if you are not like this, you cannot take part. That if you have flown recently or eat meat, you cannot speak about the climate catastrophe. That if you don’t know the answer, you shouldn’t try to name the problem. That if you are aware of your privilege, there is nothing for you to say. That if you feel broken, you can’t help anyone else.

I do not assume any participation or prior knowledge of how change-making works. Maybe you are a veteran campaigner. Maybe you picked up this book because you are worried about the way things are going and want to contribute in a way that doesn’t look like standard-issue activism. Perhaps you feel so overwhelmed by the enormity of the problems that you are not sure where to begin, and want to take a step back to think about how to effect real change. Perhaps you would like to understand why your recently politicised family members are engaging in open combat at the dinner table. Or maybe you are irritated to hell by people gluing themselves to trains, even when you support the same causes, and wish there was a better way to do it.

Pointing out problems with the status quo will always provoke defensiveness and discomfort, yet there are alternatives to the save-the-world script, and antidotes to the old saviour patterns. I have spent two years interviewing campaigners, charity workers, grassroots organisers, political activists, union organisers, humanitarian workers and volunteers in their communities who are finding ways to subvert the script, and who have generously shared their stories and experiences. You will hear from them about new experiments, and old wisdom that is easily forgotten in the heat of urgency.

I came of age to the repetitive beats of the early 1990s, sat my finals as Tony Blair was elected in May 1997 and learned how to influence policy, laws and treaties in what felt like a stable political and international order. I trained and worked as a news reporter at The Times, but as the century ended, I was also out on marches with the global justice movement, protesting against corporate power and the IMF and World Bank’s stranglehold over indebted countries. I became a full-time campaigner for human rights groups: Amnesty International, where I researched weapons sales to regimes violating human rights, and Global Witness, where I ran teams investigating how banks, oil companies and tax havens contributed to poverty, corruption and environmental destruction. I worked in coalitions that later won the 2010 ban on cluster munitions and the 2013 Arms Trade Treaty, and launched a campaign to lobby for mandatory disclosure of the owners of companies – so that tax evaders, profit-shifters and the corrupt cannot hide their identities – that resulted in changes to the law in the UK and, subsequently, dozens of other countries. (These were rolled back under Trump in the US in March 2025).5 This work won the TED Prize in 2014 for Global Witness, and I was subsequently interviewed by academics studying what makes a policy campaign successful.

That world in which I first began fighting for change has gone. This became obvious when the MP Jo Cox, whom some of my friends and colleagues knew from her years at Oxfam, was murdered in the street by a far-right extremist a week before the Brexit referendum in 2016. As the poison from Brexit and Trump’s first victory spread, the issues we had been plugging away at for years – human rights, economic and social justice, protection of the living world and a safe climate – were being weaponised and derided in the right-wing press and by culture-warring conservative politicians as ‘woke’. (Remarkable really that we persist in calling these things ‘issues’ when they are the foundations of life.) We had always wanted more mainstream recognition as we strategised how to win public attention, but this was not the kind of attention we were after. By summer 2024, as British citizens stood in the streets against far-right-provoked riots, and by early 2025, as Trump took aim at the post-1945 transatlantic alliance and a Labour prime minister in the UK echoed the far-right talking points on immigration that have been relentlessly pushed in mainstream media, it felt like we were being overtaken.

Support for the far right’s scare tactics and scapegoating only grows as societies are hollowed out by inequality and their social safety nets shredded, as in the UK now. We are a country where one in six workers say they are skipping meals6 and even by the government’s own reckoning 31% of children – 4.5 million – are living in poverty.7 Artificial intelligence is destroying jobs, while housing, health, social care, education and environmental protection are in crisis after years of austerity, privatisation and financialisation.

Meanwhile climate breakdown continues to threaten the biological systems on which we depend for food. The increase in average global temperatures went past 1.5C in 2024, as emissions continued to rise.8 In 2023, oil and gas extraction were at a historic high, and during 2024, the warmest year on record, forty-eight major banks increased their financing for fossil fuel extraction, bringing total oil and gas funding from the world’s sixty-five largest banks to $7.9 trillion since 2016, the year after the Paris Agreement.9 Mainstream political parties and commentators still refuse to discuss what many of us can see are compulsory alternatives to endless economic growth on a finite planet, even as we move closer to climate tipping points whose consequences we can barely imagine.10

It’s now much harder to down tools and go on strike than in previous generations, and non-violent protest has recently been criminalised to an extent unprecedented in this country, so that it is now treated more seriously than many forms of violence. During 2025, as the state of Israel was bombing and starving the people of Gaza, a nonviolent organisation protesting the UK’s support for Israel was banned under terrorism legislation. While I’ve been writing this book, peaceful protesters have been serving sentences or are being held on remand in British prisons. This is especially striking at a time when prisons are overcrowded and convictions for sexual violence are rare.

These are some key elements of the current juncture. Now, it’s true that we don’t always reflect on past action to absorb its lessons because we are battling the next crisis. Conversely, we can hark back to mythic glory days – battles that won legal change like the fights for civil rights or women’s suffrage, or epic instances of togetherness such as Greenham Common or the 1990s roads protests – and take insufficient account of what it actually took to win change, or what is different now. But even if I wanted to write a book for my younger self to share what I have learned over my years of experience, does a campaigner who cut their teeth in those pre-2016 decades have anything to say about fighting for shared values now?

Yes, because while politics since 2016 feels unprecedented (and the open alliance between tech and authoritarian power is new), the triumph of authoritarians like Trump is a feature, not an anomaly, of neoliberal capitalism and the inequality it generates. I had been trying to show the holes in neoliberalism’s ‘normal’ for years. Trump is the expected outcome of a system that deifies profit for the few, gives far too much power over politics to the extremely wealthy, encourages the brightest graduates to turn over their passion and energy to the wealth-defence industries11 of banking, consultancy and corporate lawyering, and reports on politics as an entertaining spectacle. Those of us who were following the money have been warning for years that the offshore financial system will facilitate the kind of wealth accumulation that undermines democracy.12 We have been arguing that the neoliberal ideology of deregulation and the practice of financialisation will gut the state and its ability to offer protection, leaving us all vulnerable to corporate predation.13 The kind of campaigning I have done has given me a pretty clear-eyed view of the consequences we are witnessing now. And our societies are not going to resist the siren call of polarising messages from the radical right until far more of us are calling clearly for economic justice for us all.14

Another reason why my pre-2016 experience remains relevant is that the human psychology I was observing through those years is perennial. Our learned patterns are remarkably persistent. Some of the behaviours encoded in the save-the-world script are risks recognised by ancient wisdom traditions and myths as well as by modern psychology: the purity-seeking, the quest to be the hero, the desire to identify with the good while projecting our darker side onto others. Others are a hangover from centuries of rigid class structure, empire and white supremacy, like relating to people from a saviour position rather than joining in solidarity, and elevating our own knowledge and ways of knowing over other people’s lived experience. The habit of urgency, meanwhile, is at the heart of modernity, driving the accumulation narratives and insistence on economic growth that have got us into this mess.

Of course, the threats we face are urgent. Yet while diving in to ‘save the world’ according to the classic script may make us feel better, it may not have the impact we want. If we hold our own knowledge dearly and think that we alone are right, we may assume that it is sufficient to protest or lobby to make our point known, rather than doing the hard yards to build people power with those who do not share all of our views. If we have not questioned the assumptions that come with our own position, we may think that ‘saving the world’ means returning things to that illusory – and, history is likely to show, very temporary – state of complacency in which some of us did not have to think about the impact of our own way of life.

I mentioned that the stable world in which I started campaigning has vanished, but had I spent the early 1990s in the nations of the former Yugoslavia, or in Angola, Sierra Leone, or Liberia, where wars were tearing holes in homes and lives, it might have been more obvious that the whole Western end-of-history idea15 was partial. Within the UK, if I had grown up not in a middle-class family within a suburb in the South East, but instead in a working-class family in an industrial town whose economy was shattered by Thatcher, I might not have had such a confident sense that the world was mine to change.

I tend to be upfront about being white and middle-class. We can all sniff out inauthenticity, and it pisses us off when someone casts too wide a net with their ‘we’. To someone with more experience of hardship or marginalisation than me, my ongoing blind spots in this book may be obvious. Yet it does seem that some of the instructions in the script – the knowing-better and the saviour-relations – appear deeply encoded in particular middle-class ways of being in the UK, ones that I’m very familiar with. (Of course, ‘middle-class’ can mean different things to different people.16) It is fantastic that well-resourced people may have time, skills and resources to offer to their communities and to working towards the common good. And there are exceptions to what follows: if this is not you, you don’t need to wear it. But I do observe a pattern: that middle-class folk can be better at information provision and declarations of position and protest than we are at getting out there and connecting with people. Indeed, I suspect that some of us can be more comfortable with a diversity of ideas than being with a diversity of actual people. And for any of us, our behaviour and assumptions also feed our emotional needs – for status, meaning, and to avoid feeling our own vulnerability. To do things differently, we need to be willing to look below the surface at ourselves – though this turning inwards cannot be our only focus.

There is an old polarity between inner attention and outer action. Relentless action with insufficient reflection may keep us on a seesaw between saviour heroics and burnout. But too restricted a diet of individualised psychology or abstracted metaphysics and we may forget the hard reality of politics and power. Actually, we need both. It is helpful to ask nuanced philosophical questions and prepare ourselves psychospiritually to fight together for a different future. The obstacles to a sane and just society living within planetary boundaries are, still, unfettered corporate power and the vested interests of a small and very rich proportion of the world’s population. The long-standing Labour MP Tony Benn was right: every generation has to fight for its rights.17

The save-the-world script is an artefact of individualism, which is hard to see when it is the water we swim in. What most of the antidotes to the script that I am sharing have in common is that they take us out of our individual selves and into better communication with others. So often the reason that we don’t try to change anything is because we don’t think we alone can make a difference. If we think, as the script tells us, that the job is to act on our own and our goal is to save the world, such an assessment might seem logical. But the alternatives to the script help us to see that the job is about finding others, and that the next step might be right in front of us.
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‘I AM GOOD’


The line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either – but right through every human heart.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago1

The end justifies the means. But what if there never is an end? All we have is means.

Ursula K. Le Guin, The Lathe of Heaven2



GOOD PEOPLE DOING GOOD THINGS

Bushra Ahmed had spent two decades raising kids, caring for family members and running her family’s launderette business in Croydon, South London before her community work took off. She was prompted by necessity. Their launderette was burned down in the riots of August 2011 after the police shot dead Mark Duggan, a 29-year-old Black man in Tottenham on the other side of the city. The police stood by as her family’s property, livelihood, and the rest of the terrace – nine businesses in total – were destroyed.3 It took Ahmed and her neighbours more than three years to get the promised compensation: ‘hundreds of meetings, hundreds of rooms, hundreds of strategy conversations and community-regeneration conversations, year after year being told your compensation has been paid. Well, no, it hasn’t, and we’re here to say it hasn’t,’ she told me. ‘Finally we got the payments, but in that time I was thinking, what do I do with all of this?’

‘This’ was the realisation that she was enjoying speaking her mind in public. Ahmed discovered she could put her prodigious energy and networking flair to good use. She thought about electoral politics, but had observed how the politicians she lobbied were bound by their parties. ‘I was finding my voice at that point and didn’t want it clipped,’ she said. She was involved with projects working on youth violence, and someone suggested she should become a charity trustee. She was offered positions on the boards of local organisations, was picked for a civic leaders’ mentoring programme run by the Mayor of London’s office, mentored younger campaigners, and started to be recommended as a trustee for national-level charities. She has held several board positions since then. This was a political awakening and a personal and professional growth trajectory for Ahmed, but something else was happening along the way: a series of encounters with racist charity leaders.

Doors would close when she showed up. A board would decide to meet its ‘diversity requirement’ via the finance position. She would turn up for interviews and encounter pillars of the not-for-profit establishment with impressive CVs full of public service – who made denigrating assumptions about her abilities, or about her Muslim community’s attitude to her work. They must have opposed her speaking out as a woman, the interviewers assumed. Actually, no, she replied, they supported her; in the particular story about urban regeneration she was telling, the real opposition came from local UKIP supporters who were spontaneously combusting at a hijab-wearing Muslim woman speaking up for the local area, not just her community. In one meeting with charity leaders, the response to her suggestion that they make their trustee boards substantially more diverse was ‘but would that open the floodgates?’, an unwitting re-statement of one of the far right’s favourite metaphors about ethnic minorities. ‘Do you realise what that means?’ she later asked the person who said this. They responded with a barrage of flummery about how such a move would bring in lots of skills.

Perhaps it had always been this way, like sexual assault and harassment were ever-present in the decades (and millennia) before #MeToo went viral in 2017. But from 2018, influenced by #MeToo and Black Lives Matter, stories of discrimination, harassment, bullying and abuse in UK charities began to hit the news. It was revealed that Oxfam aid workers had paid survivors of the 2010 Haiti earthquake, some of them underage, for sex. Two senior managers at Save the Children’s office in London had sexually harassed female staff. Both organisations already knew, and neither had investigated the allegations properly.4

Amnesty International’s toxic culture of pressured martyrdom was laid bare in a 2019 report after two staff suicides;5 a separate review found that ‘a serious failure of management’ at Amnesty had contributed to one of them.6 Following the global anti-racist uprisings after George Floyd was murdered in Minneapolis in 2020, another two investigations found overt racism in Amnesty’s London offices, and a culture of systemic institutional racism in both the global headquarters and the separately run offices of Amnesty’s UK section across town, where complaints of racist bullying had not been followed up.7

Meanwhile in 2020 the Alzheimer’s Society was alleged to have paid off staff who signed non-disclosure agreements amid claims of a bullying culture emanating from its CEO and other senior staff; the CEO, it was reported, was dropped by the Samaritans where he’d been about to take the helm.8 The Charity Commission later found no evidence that confidentiality clauses were used to suppress whistle-blowing,9 but according to a media report, they did not interview staff and were accused of a whitewash.10 The following year, the Chartered Institute of Fundraisers was criticised for failing to act on complaints of sexual harassment.11 At the National Lottery Community Fund – which distributes hundreds of millions of pounds of cash from the UK’s National Lottery each year – whistle-blower accounts of bullying led to a government investigation. Of the nearly half the staff body who offered evidence, a third had witnessed or experienced instances of bullying, harassment or discriminatory behaviour.12

And there was little help to be found from one of the key industry bodies in the UK, the century-old National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), because it was in the same mess. In 2021 a leaked report revealed that overt, pervasive and systematic bullying and harassment based on race, gender, sexual orientation and disability occurred at all levels of the organisation.13 Complaints of harassment and race discrimination made against the CEO and his deputy would be upheld by another independent investigation the following year.14

A charity worker in London called Sophia Moreau was one of the first to tweet the hashtag #NotJustNCVO. ‘It was the hypocrisy. And knowing, even if we all comment on this, it’s not just one organisation. It’s happening everywhere,’ she told me. The resulting wave of allegations of abusive behaviour across the UK’s charities was modest next to the global #MeToo tsunami, but it rattled the sector. When I spoke to Moreau eighteen months later, the stories were still coming in, now to a steering group that convened around the hashtag to offer support and advice, and she was running information and support clinics for people who were disclosing. When she first tweeted it, Moreau was campaigning for maternity rights for students with a pressure group called Pregnant Then Screwed. She was also part of an informal network of charity staff who had been sharing stories in response to the ‘CharitySoWhite’ hashtag a couple of years earlier, that, she said, ‘was a real awakening moment. It lifted the lid on something we’d been talking about. If we draw a parallel to the #MeToo movement, it was yes, that happened to me; it’s not just you. And we’d see that the exact same steps had systematically occurred.’

Bushra Ahmed had also noticed how hard it was to speak out. ‘If you are employed in the sector, whatever level you’re at, it’s hard to say anything because first of all you don’t want to lose your job, secondly you don’t want to be seen as a troublemaker, and thirdly, it is very cliquey. I’ve had trustees say to me, “Oh well, if they say anything, don’t worry, I know that person and we’ll go talk to them.” Something goes wrong in one charity, there’ll be a little review, silence, no accountability, and two minutes later you find this person has hopped over to another job having taken a really cushy settlement or redundancy. That’s why the problems keep going.’ Finally, the silence about such arrangements seemed to be lifting.

Is it news, though, if there’s something rotten at the heart of some of the UK’s charities? ‘There was some criticism,’ Moreau said, ‘about whether it’s bad PR for the charity sector when these issues aren’t unique to it.’ Misogyny, racism and bullying occur in the public and private sectors too, because they are endemic in the wider culture. Before I worked in charities, I was a journalist, and had seen plenty of vile behaviour in my short few years in Fleet Street newsrooms. But the press gets hot for charity scandals because hypocrisy sells. Whether we’re working in them, volunteering with them, donating to them or receiving their support, we expect congruence between what charities do and how they do it. It’s disturbing (or, to cynics, inevitable) when they fail. When my agent and I first pitched this book to publishers, one wanted it to be a juicy tell-all about the misdeeds of do-gooders. After more than two decades in this work I have many such stories, but I’m not here to point fingers; that’s not the story I want to tell.

These examples are here as illustrations of the story that lies underneath the bullying scandals, a story that reveals itself through the defensive responses they provoke. Moreau volunteers at employment tribunals, supporting victims of discrimination, and notices that charities and other nonprofit organisations are far more defensive than companies. In the private sector, she notes, there are more standard responses to being held accountable. ‘When you raise concerns, you are a complainant, or you’re challenging something, but you’re not automatically perceived to be raising something systemic that is against the organisation’s mission and so has broader implications. But in the charity sector, the affected person who raises concerns instantly becomes a whistle-blower. So you’re often treated worse, because you’re attacking whether they’re fit for purpose.’ Defensive moves against whistle-blowers betray the strong investment in being good that the whistle-blower threatens to undermine – for both individuals and organisations who are trying to make the world better.

‘I am good’ is the foundational instruction on the save-the-world script. It obstructs self-reflection because it carries the message, ‘we are not the problem’. ‘Good people doing good things, who cannot do bad things’ was the title of the 2022 inquiry into institutional racism at Amnesty UK. ‘I am good’ prevents us seeing the rest of the save-theworld script, because we think it doesn’t apply to us or, if it does, our behaviour is outweighed by the concrete good we are trying to achieve. That’s why this book begins here, because if we cannot get past the obstacle of thinking we’re ‘good’, we cannot look at what else we are doing that may be unhelpful.

When these organisations hit crisis, ‘we are good’ plays out differently depending on the stage of the allegations. Early on, the charity tries not to lose their ‘good’ status. That means fighting: defending a tribunal claim, or denial, avoidance and turning the objection back onto the complainant.15 Once it’s gone public and there are independent reviews that cannot be disputed, the approach changes. Now they are trying to reclaim their good status as quickly as possible by apologising and offering hasty plans for change. I noticed this as I reviewed the statements from these organisations following the reports into their failings. They apologise, and note that apologies are insufficient. They promise to strengthen procedures, make action plans, improve their culture. These apologies and acknowledgements are necessary – their reputation and brand are at stake and funding is in question too, from the public and, in Oxfam and Save the Children’s cases, from the government.16 But reading these statements, one after another, I felt uneasy. Having been on a senior management team at a nonprofit campaigning organisation, I know just how hard it is to implement such declarations, let alone to truly change organisational cultures. But I was also hearing the dissonance between ‘we acknowledge the problem and we’re truly sorry’ and the unspoken eagerness to reclaim their status as ‘good’.

Deep in the Covid winter of early 2021, I was following these stories online as they unfolded. I was remembering the sexism I had experienced, told I was being ‘too aggressive’ when I protested about being paid less than a man for the same work. I was realising, too, that it was unlikely that I had never acted from the assumptions of whiteness,17 or expressed any racist bias in a workplace. There was also a grim sense of recognition. I had encountered bullies, and the poor management that enabled them, since I first started working in human rights campaigning organisations nearly twenty years prior. I couldn’t understand it: people campaigning for human rights and dignity, being horrible to each other! It made no sense.

After another decade and more in which I kept seeing this strange dissonance, my curiosity got the better of me and I started to investigate. And so as these charity scandals were breaking, I was just finishing writing my first book, The Entangled Activist. It was my search for an answer to this question: why do people trying to make the world better end up recreating the problems they are trying to solve? I had interviewed many other campaigners, from different backgrounds, working on diverse issues, to find out whether they were asking the same question, and if so, whether they had any answers. They did, though those with less access to power often had a better handle on how and why systems of power replicate themselves through the behaviour of those trying to dismantle them. I started to see how enmeshed we are in what we are trying to change. We can kid ourselves that we are better than everyone else, that we are separate from the problems we work on, because we don’t want to see ourselves as part of them. It is often counterintuitive to activist culture to admit that we might not be the good ones; that we might be part of the problem.

Now, here was institution after institution doing just this: reluctant to recognise their involvement in inequality and injustice, because they wanted to identify with the good. And I knew how easy it is to become attached to that image. I experienced profound relief and enjoyment at being on the unequivocally ‘good’ side when I started working for campaign groups in my late twenties. My first paid role was at Amnesty International’s secretariat in Farringdon, as a junior researcher on a team investigating weapons sales to human rights-abusing governments. The papers, books and reports cascading from desks in my corner of the ground floor were familiar from newsroom life, but in every other respect the atmosphere of the office was thrillingly different. The joy of conversations with colleagues who were like-minded. No longer needing to censor myself. I had been a business news reporter at a corporate-owned newspaper, where I struggled with the focus on share prices to the exclusion of the human and environmental impact behind those upticks and downturns of the markets. At last, my work felt aligned with my observations about what was wrong with the world: ongoing colonial economic relations, even after the end of empire, and the UK’s role in the global arms trade as part of it.

That feeling of congruence is filed, in my mind, inseparably from the memory of those messy offices, windows bracingly open to the London air in contrast to the sterile air con of the corporate newsroom I’d left behind. The pleasurable feeling, however, slid into a slight superiority towards anyone not doing such work. The intrinsic pleasure of doing good work merged with the satisfaction of feeling better than others. Here is one of the consequences of considering ourselves ‘good’ – it puts us on a road to seeing others as not-good. This is one of several consequences of ‘I am good’ for how we go about trying to make change.

‘IF YOU BELIEVE YOU REPRESENT THE FORCES OF GOOD…’

Attachment to being good in the face of evidence to the contrary isn’t limited to charities and pressure groups. ‘The fundamental problem,’ said an independent inquiry into the culture of the Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn’s troubled leadership, ‘is that people who are committed to progressive politics find it difficult if not impossible to accept that they might have acted in a way which was discriminatory. There seems to us to be a tendency among Party staff to believe that they are insulated from the ills of their society.’ It added, ‘There is a tendency on the Left in general, and in the Party (irrespective of tradition) to a specific type of self-righteousness.’18

Led by Martin Forde KC, the inquiry was commissioned by Keir Starmer when he became Labour Party leader in April 2020,19 and received ‘overwhelming’ evidence of discrimination in thousands of pages of submissions. The Forde report set out evidence of a ‘toxic culture in Party workplaces’, antisemitism and factional weaponisation of antisemitism complaints that failed ‘to recognise the seriousness of antisemitism [and] its effect on Jewish communities’, serious problems with racism and bullying, a ‘hierarchy of racism’ with antisemitism taken more seriously than other forms of racism, and discriminatory attitudes among senior staff.20 It detailed paralysing factionalism, systematic efforts against Corbyn’s leadership and secret resourcing of anti-Corbyn MPs at the 2017 election.

Both sides of the pro- and anti-Corbyn divide within Labour felt somewhat vindicated by Forde’s criticisms of the opposing faction, though Forde and his panel were taken to task on the left for being too ‘both-sides’: failing to acknowledge the power struggles in the party.21 The UK’s first-past-the-post voting system has forced the different political visions of socialists and centrists to cohabit within Labour. The criticism here was of political naivety: that Forde had worked so hard to be even-handed, the asymmetry of the situation was flattened. The reality, in this view, was that Labour’s left isn’t only up against the ‘establishment’ in the UK as a whole – the wealthy, finance, big business, the media – but the right of their own party. For Forde to focus on culture sounded to some ears like he was plaintively asking ‘why can’t everyone just get along?’

In a different sense, however, Forde was suggesting something profound. He was arguing for a radical change of culture among people who profess to want the UK to be a more caring place, and pointing out that the obstacle to it is their attachment to an idea about themselves as good. A roundtable participant in the inquiry put it like this: ‘if you believe you represent the forces of good and if you believe your struggle is by definition morally superior to anyone else’s… you may allow yourself to behave in ways that might otherwise shame you.’ Forde warned of ‘a culture of intellectual smugness’ at the extremes of both Labour’s left and right flanks which ‘has led to the dismissal of valid, albeit sometimes uncomfortable’ views.22

There’s no need to relitigate the problems of Corbyn’s leadership here.23 Labour said it had implemented most of the report’s recommendations, but Forde expressed concerns in an interview with Al Jazeera that the wider implications of his findings had not been taken up. In response, Labour’s lawyers sent him a strongly worded letter trying to stop him speaking about it. He responded with a letter of his own and heard nothing further.24

I find Forde’s analysis (and Labour’s response) interesting because it’s not often that the dynamics arising from ‘we are good’ get named, especially in a big institution like Labour. As scholars of the psychology of misconduct point out, researching unethical behaviour by organisations is challenging because the organisations usually try to hide it.25 I saw parallels with the charity and NGO scandals – though there are differences. In the third sector, denial and cover for bad actions derive from an equation that goes something like: ‘we’re doing good work and therefore we are good; the power we exert must therefore be good and cannot possibly be bad.’ People involved in charities and campaigning can disavow our will to power entirely. Because our work involves grappling with hegemonic power we can forget that this is only one kind of power, and that there is also the more generative power to make things happen, power of the sort that we need to cultivate. Wary of how power is used by those in charge, we can push our own desires for controlling power further into shadow and, like anything we suppress, they can emerge in unexpected and damaging ways.

In electoral politics, however, the conflict is open. The brutal calculus of building power, winning or losing at whatever scale – whether the internal argument for your policies or the next election – means that ‘we are good’ operates something like this: ‘we need to get into power to do our good work, therefore anything is justified to achieve that.’ The ends justify the means. Treating people well and winning can come to be seen as mutually exclusive. ‘It’s about being the tough activist, or the tough person in the bureaucracy who is making things happen,’ said a former Labour staffer, preferring to speak anonymously.

I spoke to people on both the left and right of Labour: people who have worked in the party’s head office, the leader’s office and in constituency parties, and in various locations on the extra-parliamentary left. They all recognised Forde’s observation that the conviction of moral superiority was used as an excuse for terrible behaviour.26 ‘There’s great store put on being a proper radical and that means not caring too much about who you trample on,’ the ex-staffer continued. ‘Your interpersonal relationships are secondary, because you’re serving a higher purpose. Some people are quite explicit about it and play up to it. Treating people as completely instrumental, and setting up a series of instrumental relationships… which big bureaucracies tend to do anyway, right? There are other models: I mean, most union organisers don’t behave like this at all. If you’re on the ground, actually trying to organise people, you can’t do this. It’s once you’re sitting somewhere else in an institution that it starts to become more of a problem. Then you say, ‘Well, here we are, all supposed to be on the progressive side of the spectrum. And this big machine is set up to do good things and I’m serving the machine so I must be doing good things, and it doesn’t matter what I do – it’s a bit of a cliché, but as a means to an end.’

Isabel de Bruin Cardoso recently coined the term ‘NGO halo effect’ to describe the ‘glorified perception of moral integrity within NGOs’ which ‘can create blind spots for unethical behaviour.’27 She’s a lecturer in organisational ethics at Erasmus University in Rotterdam, and saw a paradox: that unethical behaviour occurs because of the perception of moral integrity, not just in spite of it. As an adviser for nonprofits and UN agencies on their safeguarding systems to prevent sexual abuse, De Bruin Cardoso had seen their policies were failing to prevent abuse. And while there was a long-standing academic literature on safeguarding in business, there was little research on safeguarding in NGOs. ‘I wondered if it had to do with the perception that NGOs are generally considered as “good” organizations, and thus whether there was a perception in NGOs that they don’t need any structures to manage safeguarding,’ she wrote. NGO staff she interviewed would describe their colleagues as ‘heroes’ or ‘angels’.28

The halo effect was first theorised in psychology more than a century ago. It describes how a general positive impression can create overly positive distortions in our perception of a person or thing.29 People in NGOs perceiving their work as morally good was not, in itself, the issue, De Bruin Cardoso found. It was the glorification of moral goodness – the addition of the halo, in effect – that was the problem; it was a factor in 92% of the cases of unethical behaviour (discrimination, abuse, financial mismanagement, corruption and abuse of power) that she analysed.30 These findings cast additional light on the UK charity scandals and what Bushra Ahmed had been telling me. Reading De Bruin Cardoso’s research papers with the Forde report and the Labour Party in mind, her findings made an intuitive sense in that context too.

‘But do you think there are any kind of institutions in which people don’t treat each other in sub-optimal ways?’ one interviewee asked me. Anyway, he reminded me, this is hardly new on the left: arguments have been going on about the relevance of personal conduct since the beginnings of socialism.31 He was wondering if I might be getting stuck on something that is a normal and inevitable part of people getting together to achieve something. Why does it matter, then?

It’s a good question. Let me suspend, for a moment, my make-things-better impulse. Let’s assume as that interviewee did that treating people badly is inevitable, and in a still-misogynist and still-racist society, ill-treatment may often take misogynist and racist forms. Let’s recognise that while congruence between organisational aims and personal behaviour is important for charities that need their reputation to fundraise,32 it might be less important for more combative forms of change-making like politics or protest.

Let’s also acknowledge that being ‘good’ is hardly a requirement for changing the world. Those we’re up against are rarely bothered about being seen as good, which is one reason why they can come across as more relatable. They reserve for their work all that energy that we spend trying to be good. The neoliberal right hasn’t cared about being good; for decades they have felt free to get on with their projects of taking power to change society into their market-based, individualised image of what it is to be human. Now the radical right are busy crafting and wielding populist messages that gravely harm immigrants and other scapegoated groups, and want to unleash further deregulation that will worsen poverty and condemn the ecosystems we depend on for life. Nobody doing any of this is worried about being ‘good’.

So let’s assume for a moment that being a good person, or being on the good side, is certainly not enough. But this attachment to the idea that we are good is a problem. One reason, as we’ve seen, is that wanting to be ‘good’ makes us less likely to admit we haven’t behaved well. It gets in the way of building organisational systems with the necessary governance and cultures of growth that might lead to less racism, sexism and bullying. A second reason is, as De Bruin Cardoso argues, that glorifying our goodness increases the likelihood of harmful behaviour. Thirdly, it impedes our awareness of other unhelpful habits encouraged by the save-the-world script. We’re more likely to assume we know best how to make change – even if we have not experienced the issue in question (see Chapter 4), or have little idea of the growing body of research, some of it counter-intuitive, on what it takes to influence people’s views (see Chapter 2). We’re more likely to approach our interactions with the old class and imperial habits of thinking that we can ‘save,’ and have the best solutions; this brings the racism and white saviour problems that Bushra Ahmed and Sophia Moreau were describing, and has huge opportunity costs (see Chapter 5).

Finally, being attached to the idea that we are good is a problem because it makes us sound righteous and moralising. I’ve been talking about this for years with people who are not trying to save the world, and it’s the sanctimoniousness that’s most likely to piss them off. Psychology research into the phenomenon of ‘do-gooder derogation’ backs up my anecdotal observations. In one study, the lifestyle choices made by ‘morally-motivated others’ – like cycling or veganism, for example – are likely to be perceived as less attractive when others perceive a moral superiority in connection with them. Doing something on a moral basis – in these examples, because it is better for the environment – ‘is an implicit indictment of anyone taking a different path.’ This ‘stings because people are particularly sensitive to criticism about their moral standing’, which ‘motivates resentment against do-gooders’, say the researchers. (It is a robust social psychology finding that threats to self-image are countered by disparaging others.) This occurs irrespective of whether or not the vegan or cyclist in question is actually judging the non-cyclist or meat eater.33 On this basis, it’s bad enough that we are even trying to do the right thing. The last thing we should do is to start explicitly moralising.

I was interested to see that one of the principles in which De Bruin Cardoso grounded her research on the NGO halo effect was that ‘the same general organizational characteristics that explain the good side of organizations can also explain their unethical side.’ The dark and the light are, in effect, inseparable. This insight has solid theoretical foundations in the study of organisations.34 It also touches on the ancient truth – and the insight from psychoanalysis – that it is at our peril that we disavow the dark side in ourselves.

BASTARDS

Halfway through the afternoon of an averagely fractious family Saturday in September 2022, my dearly beloved and I hatched a last-minute plan to spend the night up on Dartmoor, the elevated granite wilderness in Devon whose rounded edge appears sharp in silhouette against the sky from our window a few miles away. We are practised at this; it takes half an hour to assemble two rucksacks containing sleeping bags and mats, two little tents, a tiny gas burner nicknamed the pocket rocket, a saucepan, a pack of pasta and jar of sauce, a bag of porridge oats with sugar and raisins thrown in, plus water bottles, apples and chocolate, teabags and mugs. The kids can carry their own pyjamas, jumper, woolly hat, waterproofs, torch and toothbrush in their school backpacks. Twenty minutes’ drive, less than an hour’s walk, and we’re onto the open tops.

I’m a third-generation hillwalker on my mother’s side and have loved Britain’s often bleak hills since my early teens, when family holidays were walk-all-day-every-day trips to a spartan mountaineering club bunkhouse in North Wales or a leaky cottage in the Lakes. I’ve learned since then that the scoured uplands in these islands are the creation of enclosure and sheep farming. Left alone without ovine depredation, the hills would revert to richly diverse temperate rainforest of which only fragments remain in the western reaches.35 Yet this doesn’t stop me loving them. I still feel, walking with anticipation over grassy tussocks and heather onto a high moor or mountain shoulder, the respite from suburbia that I first felt at thirteen, a peace that I learned to associate with that great emptiness.

I know now that those sweeping unbroken horizons are the product of modernity’s war on nature. Yet, I confess, I still find in them the closest echo that we children of modernity can experience of the primal scene: a view without many of our own kind. The kids capered in the sunset and leapt between granite outcrops; eerie tendrils of ground fog crept closer as we wriggled into sleeping bags to tell stories. I dozed, elbowed by the restless child with whom I was sharing my digs, and opened my eyes sometime after midnight to a glow almost as bright as morning, insistently calling me outside. The thin fog was lit up as if from within by a huge harvest moon, pale behind its cloudy gauze. The eldritch light had drawn my husband from the other tent, and he wandered to the edge of the high land to observe the gleam playing across the farmland and sea down below. Back in my cocoon, I drifted through waking dreams about the Bronze Age woman found buried in a bearskin on Whitehorse Hill to the north.

Barely three months later, Alexander Darwall, a hedge fund manager who owns four thousand acres of the southern moor – including the place we rested that night, leaving no trace – took the Dartmoor National Park Authority to the High Court. His lawyers persuaded the judge that the right to wild camp on the moor, the last remaining such right in England, had never existed. One of the arguments they ran was that being asleep didn’t constitute a ‘leisure activity’, a casuistry that betrayed their desk-bound lives – or, perhaps, cynicism. Some outdoor enthusiasts said never mind, we’ll continue surreptitiously to camp overnight
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