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The Interview: Mark Williams

MIND
YOUR
HEAD
SURAJ MAKWANA

Mark Williams, the pioneer of Mindfulness Based Cognitive herapy talks mental health and Week Five with Posey Mehta

I

n 2011, Professor Mark Williams
of Oxford University and journalist Dr Danny Penman published
their best-selling book, Mindfulness:
A Practical Guide to Finding Peace in
a Frantic World. he guide brought
to public attention the overwhelming scientiic evidence that suggests
that mindfulness can quantiiably
improve mental health. he book was
the product of nearly two decades
of research, and is based around the
Mindfulness Based Cognitive herapy
(MBCT) that Williams pioneered in
conjunction with Dr Zindel Segal and
Dr John Teasdale in a 2002 book.
Williams describes how he and his
colleagues were drawn to mindfulness “out of a clinical need” when,
in 1993, they sought advice from Dr
Jon Kabat-Zinn, who “had already
started to use mindfulness in a clinical setting” for those with chronic
pain or stress, in situations “where the
doctors couldn’t do anything more for
them.” Williams, alongside Segal and
Teasdale, built on the foundations laid
by Kabat-Zinn’s Mindfulness Based
Stress Reduction programme to formulate an efective, clinically-tested
intervention to prevent depression,
based around the same traditions of
mindfulness meditation.
Yet, despite being a term that is
increasingly becoming part of the
popular lexicon, mindfulness as a
concept is often misunderstood; it is
for this reason that I was particularly
keen to hear how Williams would
deine the word. He directs me irst

to the ancient Pali word from which
it is translated. ‘Sati’, which means
‘awareness’, can be translated as ‘lucid
awareness’ or ‘appreciative awareness’.
he distinction between lucid and
appreciative is intriguing; he explains
that lucid refers “to the sense of clarity”, whilst appreciative refers to “a
welcoming attitude towards whatever
the object of awareness is; whatever
you are paying attention to, looking
at, investigating”. He sums up the
word by describing it as “an awareness that is discerning without being
harshly judgemental”, referring to the
act of “seeing clearly what is going on
in the inside world and the outside
world moment by moment”.
Indeed, he is keen to dispel the
myths surrounding mindfulness, explaining that it is less “about clearing
the mind, but seeing its pattern. he
stillness of which we speak in mindfulness meditation is not the stillness
of a quiet mind; it is the stillness of
allowing things to be just as they are
now, whilst trying to make things different all the time.”
In 2009, the use of MBCT for
depression was granted ‘key priority’
status within National Institute of
Clinical Excellence (NICE) guidelines, and yet, in many areas of the
country, it isn’t possible to access the
therapy through the NHS at all. When
I ask whether this lack of availability
concerns Williams, he explains that
“nothing diferent really needs to
happen” other than the clinical trials
which continue to validate MBCT

as an efective approach to depression. Indeed, he emphasises the need
to “stay within the evidence of what
works,” explaining that “if it’s going to
change from just being a fad to being
available to people on a permanent
basis then it has got to be evidence
based.”
He goes on to explain that MBCT
has seen particular success as a

“

THE EXPERIENCE IS
REAL BUT THE CONTENT
OF WHAT THEY’RE
WHISPERING ISN’T TRUE,

preventative approach for those who
have had three or more episodes of
severe depression. When I ask why
this might be, he speculates that
“what mindfulness teaches is a way
of bringing non-judgmental awareness to bear on experience, a sense of
compassion to the self ” which is particularly efective against those types
of depression that stem from “a sort
of self-hatred and a self-denigration
which is very adhesive and compelling.” hat is to say, those that sufer
from this sort of depression “need
that compassion most because the
pattern of their depression is so selfdestructive.”

When I ask, then, whether mindfulness could help students, he is quick
to cite the success of mindfulness
sessions at Oxford University, where
Chris Cullen – who also runs the
mindfulness sessions in the Houses of
Parliament – leads a series of meditation sessions during lunchtimes based
on those detailed within Mindfulness:
A Practical Guide to Finding Peace in
a Frantic World. He places emphasis
on what he terms as “the universality
of mindfulness practice”, explaining
that it can be adopted by “people of
all faiths and none.” For Williams,
mindfulness is completely detached
from any form of religious experience,
being instead the act of “cultivating
the art of being still; there’s nothing
more religious about it than that.”
Speaking on the concept of the
‘Week 5 Blues’, he is keen to avoid
trivialising them; he explains that “although you might have been warned
about them, when they come, they
come with their own unique pattern
for you and so it feels much more
compelling. It often may reactivate
old stresses and old memories. So
you won’t think of them as being the
‘Week 5 Blues,’ you’ll just think ‘I’m
useless, I can’t do this, it isn’t for me.
What on earth do I think I’m doing
here? Everybody must know I’m not
up to it; I can’t keep up with this, it’s
all too hard.’ If you could see them for
what they are, which is a pattern of
what happens during that time, then
that already would be helpful.”
Recognising them is one thing, but

how to deal with the blues? “If it’s
possible, to be very gentle with yourself, realising, in a sense that you’re
‘under attack’ from this destructive
force,” says Williams. “It will pass. You
can’t have much control over the fact
that these thoughts come, but if it’s
possible, see clearly the way that you
react to them. If you’re feeling low,
you’ll assume they are telling the truth
about you. If you are able to see them
as ‘thoughts and memories,’ then it
prevents the sort of reactivity cascade
which entangles us all in the very
thought that we’d rather not have.”
He emphasises that to push them
away, or deny that they are there is
not helpful, but that it is better to distinguish reality from truth; acknowledge that “the experience is real, so
there is a reality there, but the content
of what they’re whispering in your ear
isn’t true.”
What Williams leaves me with is
a sense that mindfulness meditation
must be experienced to be fully understood. He tells me that, since that
initial investigation of the concept in
1993, he has been practicing mindfulness meditation on a more or less
daily basis, explaining that it would
be impossible to teach mindfulness
without personal experience. Indeed,
Williams describes it as “like having
lots of books on cycling without having ever sat on a bike: you won’t really
know what cycling is until you get
on a bike. Similarly, you won’t really
know what mindfulness is until you
have done some practice.”
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here’s no place like home
T

here’s an old Irish proverb, Níl
aon tinteán mar do thinteán
féin. Literally this translates
as “there’s no hearth like your own
hearth,” or, more commonly, as
“there’s no place like home.” I must
confess that I don’t speak Irish luently, but after 12 years of compulsory lessons I’m fond enough of the
language to miss having people to
practice it with. As anyone living on
my staircase will tell you, I have a
YouTube playlist of songs translated
into Irish which I tend to blast out
whenever I’m feeling particularly
homesick.
When new friends ask where I’m
from, the easiest answer is “Dublin”.
In truth, I live just south of the
capital in a small village most people
have never heard of. Actually, it’s
more of a collection of houses, lacking the amenities that would earn it
the title of “village”.
Its main claim to fame is that it is
charmingly situated next to the N11,
the giant motorway running from
the outskirts of Dublin all the way
down the south coast to County
Wexford. In this way, I suppose, we
get the “best of both worlds” – as we
get the trees and open spaces of the
countryside, while still being within
reach of the centre of Dublin city in
half an hour.
I’ve never lived in a city before (yes,
to me Cambridge is a city), so I’m delighted to be within walking distance
of shops, clubs and other people
my age. On the lip side, I miss the
oddly therapeutic drive to and from
school every day. he problem with

SMN

Elsa Maishman ponders homesickness in Cambridge
living in a city is that there are people
everywhere – at home I could go for
an hour-long walk and not see a soul.
Emmanuel College has an impressive wildlife population, from ducks
and squirrels to surprisingly large
ish, but nothing can quite make up
for the lack of birdsong and clean
morning air.
Living beside a farm at home, I was
also used to hearing the sounds of
livestock. In fact, I became so accustomed to it that, for the irst three
weeks of living here, I would occasionally hear the lowing of cows from
my room at Emma, only to eventually realise that it was the sound of
a door swinging shut, rather than
that of cattle on St. Andrew’s Street.
I must admit that on more than one
occasion I have searched YouTube
for ‘cows mooing’ and nearly cried
at the bittersweet homesickness that
the noise provokes.
It would be terribly clichéd of me
to mention the ‘friendliness’ of Irish
people. It’s one of the most oft-cited
characteristics of the locals, and
something everyone from Ireland
always claims to miss. But clichés
develop for a reason. A few days ago
I was cycling alone at night when
a man approached me – it felt like
the beginning of a horror story. But
when he asked me for directions in a
thick Limerick accent I couldn’t help
feeling an illogical sense of relief. We
chatted about Ireland for a while, and
when I cycled past him on my way
home later that week, he remembered me and stopped to say hello.
Maybe I’m biased in my homesickness, but English people really don’t

seem as eager to talk to strangers.
When an English friend and I
stopped at an ATM late one night,
I wandered over to talk to the man
giving out lyers for a nightclub while
she was busy getting cash. It seemed
like a boring job and he was happy to
chat for a while. At home in Ireland,
we tend to talk to everyone and

LUCY ROXBURGH

Cooking up a storm
“So you didn’t ‘ind yourself ’ on
a beach in hailand?”
his is one of the most common
questions asked when I reveal
that, before starting my History
degree, I spent my gap year
training to be a chef at Leiths
School of Food and Wine in
London – a world nearly as
unique as Cambridge and just
as much of a bubble.
he irst week of cookery school
was a baptism of ire (not literally, although I certainly had my
fair share of kitchen calamities
over the year) as we donned our
chefs whites straight away and
began cooking. Chefs whites
– checked trousers, neckties,
hats and all – are a tricky look
for anybody to pull of (but
surprisingly comfy) and wearing them proved to be quite the
bonding experience, as we all
mourned the disappearance of
the old, glamorous versions of
ourselves, which we wouldn’t
be seeing again until graduation
ten months later.

anyone, making a string of temporary ‘friends’ that we may or may not
see ever again. And yet, over here,
my English friend was astounded
that I would be so ‘forward’ as to approach a stranger for a chat.
I love being in Cambridge. he shock
of having made it here still hasn’t
worn of, and I often ind myself

wandering around my college musing over how lucky I am. I wouldn’t
wish to be anywhere else, but that
doesn’t stop me missing home – the
people, the language, the countryside, the buses, the trains, even the
dodgy combination of dairy milk
chocolate with Tayto cheese and onion crisps, which no-one here seems
to understand.

Lucy Roxburgh on her alternative gap year

Lesson one involved learning
how to hold a knife. A basic,
but fundamental lesson, that
proves vital when handling a
shiny set of new, and incredibly
sharp, blades. hroughout the
months, my fellow trainees and
I increased in skill level, moving
from cooking family food in the
irst term, to gastropub food, and
inally, to Michelin star-standard
cooking.
While at cookery school, you
become totally immersed in
the world of food – if you’re
not making it, you’re watching
someone else do so; if you’re not
eating it, you’re waiting for the
plate to reach you.
Days were divided into demonstrations and practical sessions,
but no two lessons were the
same. Sometimes, I’d wind up
having deep fried brains for
breakfast. Sometimes, a morning wine lecture meant I’d have
tried six diferent glasses of
champagne before midday. I
became perfectly accustomed to
eating ive diferent soulés in a

morning demonstration, a twocourse lunch cooked by another
class, a causal 4pm snack of veal
steak and potato rosti – and
then, of course, dinner as usual.
I also quickly learnt to ignore
the confused stares of other
public transport passengers
when they could smell a hai
marinaded mackerel, or golden
syrup steamed pudding, on their
journey home. hey were used
to it (and me) by the end of the
year. Among the plethora of useful (and some less useful) skills
I mastered at Leiths, I learned
how to gut ish, pluck pheasants,
artistically plate endless salads,
roll pasta from scratch, make
nine types of pastry, four types
of ice cream and three types of
meringue.
When my time at Leith’s was
over, I was sorry for it. Arriving
in Cambridge was terrifying –
the longest exam question I’d
faced in the past year was ‘give
six points on the perfect cheese
soulé’, and now I needed to
write a 2,500-word essay every

week! Plus, when word spreads
that you are a trained chef,
people expect a lot more than
pasta when they pop by for dinner. Living in halls, where my
kitchen has no oven and there is
just enough space for two people,
(provided you know each other
pretty well) the amount of time
I spend cooking has dramatically diminished. My electric
whisk remains in its packaging
and Fitzbillies has temporarily
replaced my homemade baking.
Nevertheless, I’m struck by the
similarities between the worlds
of Leiths and Cambridge. In both
places, you become completely
absorbed in what you are learning and experiencing, to the
exclusion of almost everything
outside that sphere. You are
pushed to excel and constantly
improve yourself. And you have
the opportunity to make lifelong
friends and ride on an unique
emotional rollercoaster. In some
ways, my year at Leiths prepared
me for Cambridge, although noone’s asked me for my Béarnaise
recipe just yet...
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Drinking
Britain
Dry
Lucy Morgan compares the drinking
culture in the UK to her home country
of Singapore

A

t university, we’re supposed to go
a little crazy, right? Because when
you’re old you won’t remember
the nights you stayed in and went
to bed early. But for all the warnings I’d been
given about English drinking culture, I was not
prepared.
In Singapore, going out on a Sunday or
Wednesday was practically unheard of. People
were too concerned about waking up early for
school, or catching one of the last buses home.
And while Cambridge might not be a high
school, or even big enough to warrant catching
a bus, the consistency with which students here
choose clubbing over their courses would have
been unheard of back home.
It’s not only the attitudes – high taxes on alcohol in Singapore means that getting drunk on
a budget is seriously challenging. Even in the
weeks of post-exam celebration, my friends
and I didn’t come close to drinking as much as
some of my Cambridge friends seem to do on a
weekly basis.
Leaving aside the potentially skewed representation of Cambridge swaps and drinking societies, British drinking culture is overwhelmingly
diferent to anything else I have experienced.
Maybe it is just university life, but I get the impression that my friends in Canada and Asia are
not going out nearly as often.
I expected that in Cambridge, much like
Singapore, people would put academics before
everything else. But no one bats an eyelid when
9am lectures and impending deadlines are
brushed aside, as students down their drinks
and order another. At irst glance, I thought
this was indicative of a complete disregard for
the future, but upon closer inspection I have

realised that it’s a
deep-seated cultural
phenomenon.
I won’t assume to fully
understand British drinking,
but one reason for its ubiquity
seems quite simple – cost.
From an international perspective, alcohol here is cheap,
which makes consumption
substantially easier. Binge
drinking is obviously made
feasible by low prices too. It
seems to be the norm to end
up drunk and in search of a
club in the early hours of
the morning, even while
knowing that waking
up the next day will be
torture.
Contrary to the popular
trope, however, it’s not just
binge drinking – there
are a plethora of options for socialising
which centre around
alcohol. People have become inured to the idea
of drinking at every event. Watching football or
even sitting at dinner, I’ve gotten more than one
strange look when I ask for something non-alcoholic. Is it possible that people in Britain enjoy the taste of cheap wine and beer more than
any other country? Personally, I think that’s an
absurd suggestion. But people in Britain, much
like in the rest of Europe, have grown up drinking sips of alcohol at the dinner table with their
parents. Getting hammered is almost a rite of
passage. his idea is unheard of in Singaporean
culture, where getting drunk is something for
the immature, the western visitors and the

lower class.
Yet, Cantabrigians aren’t just in
search of inebriation. In the perpetual insularity of Cambridge,
I’ve quickly realised that clubs
are one of, if not the only, hotbed for romantic relations,
meaning almost every night
there are people drawn to
them, in search of a good
time, a little company,
and the type of
fun they won’t
remember the
next day. It
would be easy
to mindlessly
follow these
crowds, which
is what many
new students
seem to enjoy
doing. However,
in doing so, it becomes
clear - getting drunk in Britain is
about so much more than just drinking, it is the
centre of most students’ social, romantic and
college lives.
My transition from one societal norm to this
one has been a complicated experience. Fear
of missing out has pushed me to overindulge: a
decision which has generated somewhat mixed
results. While a few of my favourite nights out
have ended mere hours before the sun rises, if
every evening and subsequent morning follows this same drunk and hungover pattern,
other things will certainly go amiss. Such as my
degree. Somehow, I’ll have to ind the balance
between these alien drinking cultures... wish me
luck.
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