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Maddy Harland 

Transformational Heresy 

“It’s characteristic of democracy that majority rule is understood as being effective not only 

in politics but also in thinking. In thinking, of course, the majority is always wrong.” 

Joseph Campbell, The Power of Myth 

Throughout history human beings have invented heresies (theories that are strongly at 

variance with established beliefs or customs) and usually regarded as ‘provocative’ by the 

status quo. Heresies involve holding power over people and often appear under the cover of 

the predominant religion and its attendant scientific worldview. In the post-industrial world, 

our heresies are subtly imposed and laced with a cultural and ecological consequence as 

deadly as arsenic. 

I want to discuss three contemporary heresies and reframe them in their transformational 

context. The concept of ‘Transformational Heresy’ arose out of a conversation I had with the 

eco-poet and activist, Helen Moore. The gist is that our post-industrial growth culture has 

demonised so many areas of our lives. For example, new technologies with decentralized 

economic models, ideas that empower ordinary people, and traditional, even ancient 

insights and practices that are outside the patriarchy of the state. 

TH no 1: Small-scale Agriculture Can Feed the World 

“If we want to feed the world we have to develop industrial agriculture. Genetically modified 

seed is more productive and an essential part of the agricultural revolution. Agroforestry, 

permaculture, regenerative agriculture, and non-industrialised small farming methods will 

never feed the world.” 

The opposite is true – small scale, biodiverse farms can feed the world – and this is a 

transformational heresy because this requires small-scale practices such as seed saving, 

economic relocalisation, seasonal supply, local distinctiveness, and critically access to land 

for the majority, not the minority. 

In a new report by GRAIN, a small international non-profit organization, it is identified that 

small-scale farmers use just 25% of the world's farmland yet they are the main food 

producers in the world. 

In Feb 2010, the UN issued a report demonstrating that agro-ecology, if sufficiently 

supported, can double food production in entire regions within 10 years while mitigating 

climate change and alleviating rural poverty. This information flies in the face of corporate 

interests who want to dominate land ownership, develop products that can be sold to 

farmers globally, and commoditise agriculture for profit. Low carbon practices like 

regenerative agriculture, permaculture, and agro-ecology are therefore marginalised whilst 

powerful, affluent commerce prosecutes legislation and land grabs that will make industrial 

agriculture mandatory in many countries. 

We do not know what a global movement dedicated to reforestation and sequestering 

carbon through new regenerative agriculture practices and forest restoration could do to 

reverse climate change and preserve endangered species. The human race has yet to try to 

solve its problems on a cooperative global scale. 
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TH no 2: Renewable Energy is a Viable Alternative to Fossil Fuels. 

We are told: “Wind turbines are a blot on the rural landscape, are unreliable and cannot 

provide a continuous supply of electricity. We need nuclear generation and natural gas 

derived from fracking. The latter will also benefit the local community economically.” 

The opposite is true. 

Firstly, we have an understanding of what whole countries are capable of in terms of energy 

conservation. After the tsunami and meltdown at Fukushima nuclear power plant in Japan, 

the Setsuden movement was formed to encourage energy conservation and attempt to 

avoid power blackouts. With a public education programme, energy saving innovations and 

some government restrictions, Japan was able to save 20% of its total energy use in 2011-12. 

There is no reason why we cannot do that all over Europe. People want to save money on 

their bills. Industry wants to cut costs. All this requires is political will, education and minimal 

intervention. 

The energy generation industry is an example of vested interest and short-term, profit 

driven enterprise. We are sold the lie that renewable energy is not adequate to run our 

countries. We are told that it is imperative to build more centralized nuclear and fossil fuel 

plants for a secure energy future. In the UK we have to have the ‘Big Six’ energy companies 

that populate our political corridors with lobbyists writing policy for the Department of 

Energy and Climate Change. They have effectively dismantled our solar industry and made 

70,000 people unemployed since the Feed In Tariff was downscaled. Yet we know that 

Germany and Denmark are both capable of being net generators with their network of 

renewable energy solutions. Why then are we advocating fracking and nuclear power in the 

UK? Is it a total lack of imagination on the part of our politicians? Partly, but it is mainly 

because these dirty technologies make money for a very few. We cannot allow a tiny 

percentage of humanity to stay obscenely rich and dominate our energy choices. 

How do we get over the problem of intermittent supply from solar and wind? Professor 

Keith Barnham in The Burning Answer: A User’s Guide to the Solar Revolution describes a 

project called Kombikraftwerk (German for ‘combined power plant’) In 2006, a computer 

program matched real-time electrical power demand on the German grid using the actual 

real-time power output of a number of wind, photovoltaic and biogas electricity generators. 

The experiment worked and the electrical power demand matched the electrical power 

supply throughout the year. 

“Another very significant result from the 2006 experiment is that, over the year, wind and 

PV generators supplied a very impressive 78 per cent of the power. The biogas generators 

that only had to supply 17 per cent of the power provided the main backup. The 

Kombikraftwerk experiment did have some hydro-power storage. Electric power was used 

to pump water back up behind a dam to store the excess electrical energy... When backup 

electrical power was needed this energy stored in the water was converted into the 

rotational energy of the turbines and thence to fresh electric power. Over 2006 only five per 

cent of this storage power was required by Kombikraftwerk.” 

TH 3: Natural or ‘Folk’ Medicine is Effective 

We are told: “Big Pharma will save your life. Natural or folk medicines are at best exploiting 

the placebo effect and at worst ineffective. They are very dangerous.” 
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Before companies like GlaxoSmithKline and AstroZeneca became effective ways of investing 

capital on the stock market, ordinary people used herbal and other ‘folk’ medicines. The 

village wise woman, who also attended births, collected, dried and supplied remedies. 

Inevitably the unscrupulous exploited the vulnerable and sold ‘snake oil’ but the reputation 

of the woman working within a community for a lifetime depended on the therapeutic 

effects of comfrey, ribwort, rosehip, cleavers, and other commonly found plants. What was 

once part of our ancestral knowledge and self-reliance is now heresy – alternative and 

complementary medicines work and have done for thousands of years – but they decouple 

medicine from big business and therefore must be discredited. 

I am not suggesting that we dispense with modern medicine. Indeed, I celebrate its efficacy 

in specific scenarios. If we break a leg we appreciate an X-ray machine for a detailed 

diagnosis. If we contract a serious bacterial infection we need antibiotics. At the end of a 

terminal illness morphine can ease the agonising transition to death. Medicines can save 

lives. This is common sense. They belong, however, to a larger portfolio of curative 

solutions. 

Our Cartesian, linear scientific model has demonized homoeopathy. It is easily dismissed by 

the insistence on double bind trials using a single remedy whereas homoeopathy is 

responsive to an individual’s constitution and presentation of symptoms. For example, we 

cannot trial the remedy rhus tox as a blanket treatment of arthritis for every patient. A 

different remedy will work for a different patient. 

The great temptation is to want a magical pill that allows us to carry on eating and drinking 

whatever we want without consequence. This is also a convenient delusion for power 

corporates purveying junk food, sugar-laden carbonated drinks and alcohol in our global 

market. Our Western diet has become synonymous with wealth and success. Its salt and 

sugar laced concoctions are aspirational and many of our diseases are symptomatic of our 

lifestyles. They are auto-immune responses to the poisons we ingest into our bodies. 

I am not suggesting that we return to an idyll that has never existed. Developments in 

hygiene and nutrition and the possibility of growing a vaster, diverse number of crops from 

all over the world than our forebears were able to are equally important. What I am 

suggesting is that by demonizing natural medicine we create the demand for Big Pharma. 

We know that Big Pharma is associated with industrial agricultural products. We also know 

that much of the German research in the world wars into chemical warfare created an 

industrial capacity that needed to be utilised in peacetime. Chemical weapons production 

was converted into a war on pests and artificial fertility in the form of chemical agriculture 

and products like NPK (nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium). Big Pharma, like the industrial 

agricultural industry and global corporate food producers, makes huge profits. We have 

commoditised medicine and surrendered our personal resilience and traditional knowledge 

for off-the-shelf medication. 

Joseph Campbell wrote and spoke about the power of myth and our capacity as a society to 

create new myths that will lead us out of the problems we face in our world, problems like 

climate change that are so great that they threaten the very survival of our civilization. He 

speaks about visionaries and leaders: “They’ve moved out of the society that would have 

protected them, and into the dark forest, into the world of fire, of original experience. 

Original experience has not been interpreted for you, and so you’ve got to work out your life 

for yourself…” 
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Our society’s current worldview is dominated by a small elite who hold the power and 

control our planet’s resources. We are persuaded of the rightness of this dominance by the 

media (owned by them) who insidiously populates our daily landscape. Like a huge, 

compelling Mind, it is hard to step outside accepted truisms. Traditionally, heretics refuse 

the accepted beliefs or truisms of their time but we need to take this a step further. We 

need to evolve a transformative vision – one that challenges current beliefs – and also 

pieces together the practical components of a better, ecological world. This worldview 

recognises our profound interconnection as a species with other species and the planet 

herself, and places planetary health and the well-being of all species as its highest aim, not 

the short-term pursuit of material wealth and power. 

Joseph Campbell is clear that this step forward is not easy, “The courage to face the trials 

and to bring a whole new body of possibilities into the field of interpreted experience for 

other people to experience – that’s the hero’s deed.” 

The days of standing back and waiting for gurus or extraordinary, heroic figures to fix things 

are over. Now is the time for all of us to step into the world of fire and undertake the hero’s 

journey, bringing transformational consciousness to our individual lives. We all have 

individual contributions to make. By identifying Transformational Heresies that relate to our 

different experience and insights (and there are almost endless possibilities here), we unpick 

the current, destructive mythologies of our time and begin to dismantle the Mind that 

creates these politically and cultural loaded delusions. As we reframe how we live on this 

planet, we move towards the possibility of creating an ecologically balanced, fairer, more 

compassionate and effective society, one that may adapt and survive the challenges of our 

precarious future. 
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