Prologue: ‘All the Fruit is Ripe’

Three Poems

In this prologue, I will initiate my thesis with reference to three poems.
Poem One

All the fruit is ripe, plunged in fire, cooked,

And they have passed their test on earth, and one law is this:

That everything curls inwards like snakes,

Prophetic, dreaming on

The hills of heaven. And many things

Have to stay on the shoulders like a load

Of failure. However the roads

Are bad. For the chained elements,

Like horses, are going off to the side,

And the old

Laws of the earth. And a longing

For disintegration constantly comes. Many things however

Have to stay on the shoulders. Steadiness is essential.

Forwards, however, or backwards we will

Not look. Let us learn to live swaying

As in a rocking boat on the sea.

Friedrich Holderlin

Translated by Robert Bly (1980)

Friday October 4th 2002 - “All the fruit is ripe, plunged in fire, cooked”

It is a glorious autumn morning, bright, mild and sunny, perhaps not too dissimilar to the clear azure skies of early morning New York on September 11th 2001. September has been exceptionally dry and mellow this year. A further month of weather records broken, another indication of actual and impending global warming.

I’m sitting in my study at home, having exhausted most of the possibilities for distraction. My emails from the last two days are answered, the shopping is done, the silk shirt that had been languishing at the bottom of the laundry basket because it needs special treatment is in the washing machine, and the eaves of my desk have been pulled out to accommodate the papers and books I want to refer to. The cleaner comes later this afternoon so it would be doubly stupid to embark on a round of house cleaning as way of avoiding starting writing. I could not resist dusting the printer though.

I’m at a beginning – there is a time in front of me that is both blank and full. I have created most of the next two months as a distinct space relatively free from the pressures and demands of normal work to draw together the different writings and thoughts of the last five and a half years since I began the PhD programme at the University of Bath. This vacant space has been consciously chosen to coincide with the autumn. For the last six years I have become increasingly aware that I feel at my most creative, confident and exuberant in the autumn. This generally lasts through until the early winter but, counter-intuitively, as the light returns in the mornings, my mood flattens, and my creativity becomes diminished.

I looked in the large grey file now sitting on my desk that I used to keep my early notes and papers from the CARPP programme in search of the starting date for the first workshop I attended. It was on February 6 & 7 1997, that is, in the last millennium. Since that time, over the sixty-eight months during which I have been engaged in the research that constitutes the basis for this PhD, much has happened. My second marriage has ended; I have moved house from living in a converted barn with twenty four acres of garden, fields and woodland to a semi-detached cottage in another delightful location; my older son has left home, first for five months in Mexico, and then very recently started University; my younger son has transformed from an uncooperative, rather surly pre-teenager into a charming, intelligent, thoughtful young man concerned with issues of globalisation and injustice; my father has had a number of minor health problems; a good friend’s husband has died of cancer: I have seen Greenland and China: and so on. And this is just my life. Little mention of world issues.

I’m reminded of Arthur Frank’s (1995) notion that the postmodern condition is characterised by the potential to experience life at a pace and range that is faster and broader than we can assimilate into our normal frames of reference. And yet the act of this writing is an attempt at an overall assimilation, an undertaking to create a frame or frames of reference that can hold and link the varied accounts and stories of my research activities.

Over the summer, I have thought about how to create an overall form for my thesis, how to engage in the sense making activity of connecting and relating the different work I have done so far, how to weave together a quilt from the patches of writing already created - to use a metaphor that was important in an earlier phase of my work at the time of transfer from MPhil to PhD.  As thoughts on this have incubated, and I have prepared myself for a time of writing over the autumn, Holderlin’s poem quoted at the beginning of this prologue has been re-awakened in my mind.

I came across and wrote down this poem in my journal over five years ago towards the early phase of my second marriage ending. It offered dark comfort then. I liked its acknowledging and facing up to despair and difficulty. Over the summer it gradually re-inserted itself into my consciousness, gently pressing for my attention. Now it seems appropriate to this autumn, to the harvest, to the smell of the curling smoke of the bonfire, to the task of this writing.

Poem Two

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time

TS Eliot, Four quartets (1943)

I first properly, that is to say with due attention, came across these lines nearly ten years ago when I was working on a management development programme for Digital Equipment Company, at the height of their fortunes – before they went the way of many corporations in the early nineties to be de-layered, down-sized, and then, the final ignominy, bought by a competitor. I used it as part of a presentation I did on the nature of learning at the end of a residential week being held at the Meon Valley Golf and Country Club. I actually found the poem then in Kolbs’ (1984) book  ‘Experiential Learning’ where he uses it to illustrate the cyclical nature of learning.

I have to admit that I find myself dismayed at using it again. This is partly because since discovering them ten or so years ago these four lines of verse have reappeared and been quoted so many times in the different books and articles I have read that they have almost become a cliche. The other more potent source of dismay is the recognition of Eliot’s point about the repetitive spirals of life, and our endless recycling through its patterns.

This summer, on my way home from China, I was sitting in Shanghai airport reading the climax of Ian Mckewan’s (2002) brilliant new novel ‘Atonement’. The novel, amongst many things, is a very clever exploration and deconstructive subversion of the authority of the author’s narrative voice. Sitting in the airport departure lounge, I was gripped by an excitement in which the themes of his novel stimulated and overlapped with my nascent thinking about the themes and overall shape of my PhD. 

Very close to the end of the book, Mckewan’s narrator makes a similar point to Eliot, when she reflects in old age, reviewing the incidents of her life (p. 370);

“It occurs to me that I have not travelled so very far after all, since I wrote my little play. Or rather, I’ve made a huge digression and doubled back to my starting place.”

The relevance of these two quotes now is that I find myself both at an end and at a beginning. The end is marked by the completion of the phase of my research where for over five years, I have been writing relatively separate, self-contained pieces of text about my life, my ideas and my work. The beginning is the start now of the attempt to find and shape an emergent form to situate and connect these different pieces, to select and emphasise some, take excerpts from others, and possibly reject others altogether. At the moment, all I have for externalised form is the three poems that comprise this prologue, many notes in the journal I have been using to record and jot down my thoughts on my thesis, and a loose idea of how to structure my work. Previous experience, notably the twenty thousand words I wrote in three intense weeks last November on ‘ideas of the self’, (when I had only one sheet of A4 notes to guide me), give me confidence that it is in the actual writing itself that the form will emerge, rather than being given a priori. I’m also heartened by a recent session at the CARPP conference in Hawkwood this September in which Judi Marshall encouraged the participants in the workshop to use the writing process itself as an exploration of form, rather than as the realisation of a pre-given form.

In fact, it is this capacity to work with an emerging form, and the relationship between the parts and an emergent whole, that is a large part of my interest in complexity theory, which will be a key resource for this thesis. This will be illustrated further in this thesis in my later accounts of working with self-organising processes in groups and organisations (chapter eight), and in the accounts of what I, following Whitehead (1993), understand to be the emergent values embodied in my educational practice (chapter seven). The writing of this thesis is a further example and exploration of self-organisation, of the emergence of order and form from chaos (Prigogine, 1984) and the interconnections between self-organisation, emergence, complexity and creativity (Stacey, 2000).

Poem Three

We Are Running

running and

time is clocking us

from the edge like an only

daughter.

our mothers stream before us,

cradling their breasts in their

hands.

oh pray that what we want

is worth this running.

pray that what we are running

toward

is what we want.

Lucille Clifton (1991)

For some of the time of my research I have been pre-occupied with the question ‘What is my practice?’ Influenced by my supervisor, Jack Whitehead, I have found it helpful to define part of my practice, the work I do on a two-year part-time postgraduate course, as an educator. I have come to prefer the term educator rather than developer to describe this and other aspects of my work, for reasons that are explained later in this thesis in chapter three.

I heard a story a number of years ago, which links to the question of ‘what is my practice?’ It was told by Michael Mead, one of the key figures in the founding of a men’ movement in the nineties, at a workshop held at Darlington Hall, in Devon. I cannot now recall the exact details of the story but the salient point is that the heroine of the story is faced with a difficult and dangerous task involving a large and ferocious tiger. In order to cope with the task, which at first sight is completely beyond her, she sits every day and takes some time to perform the craft she has been trained in. Eventually she is able to perform the task. In discussing the story Michael Mead pointed out that her daily task is her form of spiritual practice and that we all need to be grounded in some repeated activity which is consciously performed as ritual practice. This activity does not have to take a conventionally spiritual form such as meditation – it could be any simple activity or task. Michael Mead then asked each of the participants at the workshop to say what we thought our daily practice was. I could not find an answer to this.

This story has stayed with me as I have thought about the question of ‘what is my practice?’ In the spring of last year (2001), when I was running in the woods alongside a stream in Southern Sweden, the answer to Michael Mead’s question about my practice occurred to me. It was running. Ever since I was living at the age of twenty-one on a run-down estate in Kentish Town, I have been running. This has not been a consistent activity. Since my early runs amongst the parks of North London, I have had long intervals of not running. But over time the desire to run has returned, and, with the recent thought of it as a form of practice, I have tried to be more disciplined and thoughtful in my running and to see it consciously as a form of practice that helps ground and centre my being. 

Over the last eighteen months, running or some other form of exercise such as swimming or tennis, has become a more conscious, regular part of my life. I have tried to do this daily and now miss it when I am unable to do this. I have a regular running route along the old railway line, now a bridle path, close to where I live. Following anxious sleepless summer nights I have run this path in the very early morning as dawn breaks, as well as at the more normal times of first waking and midday. I have run this path in every season, currently observing how the light and sense of space along the path changes as the rich colours and thick leaves of early autumn give way to the sparse leafless trees of early winter.

In England, I have run along another disused railway line near Durham, encircled the Dartington Estate in Devon many times, run around the village of Plympton where my father’s family have their roots, run near Cheltenham, run on the outskirts of Stroud and just outside Bath. I have run in Los Angeles, alongside the signs outside houses promising immediate armed response to security alerts in the residential area where a good friend lives.  Jet lagged, I have stumbled, fallen, and scraped my knees on the approach to the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco.  I have run along the quiet country lanes and paddocks of Placerville, close to Sacramento. I have run competitively with my sons around the perimeter of Stanley Park in Vancouver, (they won), and companionably with them in the spectacular setting of Jasper in the Canadian Rockies. I would have run in Alaska if I had not hurt my back carrying too much luggage. I ran slowly, whilst my back was mending, on the running machine in the cruise ship as it sailed past the magnificent glaciers and mountains of south east Alaska. I have run ruggedly along the water-front in Stockholm, alongside the canals in Amsterdam, and euphorically skipped over the rods of fishermen alongside the Marmara sea in Istanbul. I have run at minus twenty degrees centigrade along the only road in Ililussat, Greenland from the hotel to the airport and back again. I have become soaked in sweat in the summer heat of Lijang, the UNESCO world heritage site in the Yunnan Province, South West China and enjoyed running in the temperate winter sun of the Mexican pacific coast. I have been recently drenched running along the local bridleway.

I mention this now, because, in the same way that my writing will go on to describe and illuminate the various trajectories of my work and life over the last five years and beyond, writing about my running above performs a similar function of literally tracing my steps over the same time. 

In her book  ‘The Four Fold Way’, Arrien (1993) refers to different practices that can be used to develop what she calls ”showing up and choosing to be present”. Two of these practices are spending one hour in nature or out of doors every day and setting aside time for daily exercise. I have, after reading this, consciously tried to use running as a way to develop my presence and also to become more present to myself. This theme of presence will be further outlined in chapter one as it forms an important part of my early inquiry process. I heard Guy Glaxton claim in a talk about developing intuition through meditation at Roffey Park in April 2002 that in doing meditation he realised he was not becoming any more enlightened but he was “having some damned good ideas”. Likewise, the activity and rhythms of running have not led in an instrumental way to me developing a stronger, more consistent sense of presence but I have found new insights and perspectives emerging spontaneously in my thinking when I run. 

In a similar way, the discipline, rituals and rhythms of writing over the years about episodes of my life and my practice and experimenting with the styles of different writing genres have enabled me to become more present to the evolving meaning of my practice. This thesis, overall, is an attempt to elucidate that meaning and its evolution over time.
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