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Conjuring the Invisible
– Stories from practice

BY DORIAN HAARHOFF

Why stories? Because stories are origins and origins are places that we walk out from. Because stories have many feet and travel several roads at once ... because the story conjures the invisible (Deena Metzger)

CDRA breaks open the fruit of words such as development and examines the seeds inside it (Dorian Haarhoff).
The Songololo

The indigenous Southern African songololo (millipede) is an ancient creature. It moves its shiny-body in a synchronized series of waves. It clears and transforms dead and dying vegetation, crawling up trees to reach decomposing matter. Delicate chemical processes within its body rearrange consumed nutrients. Songololos secrete iodine. When they moult they absorb chemicals from the old skin. It grooms itself to remove parasites. The songololo is associated with a shower of rain. 

CDRA acts like a songololo with many feet moving along many roads. It has been around a long time, (1987) is flexible and organic. Its rhythm reflects sensitivity to the terrain. (CDRA reads the ground.) In a dry country, it is associated with rain and transformation. Like iodine, an internal and external muti (medicine), CDRA is concerned with internal health and with social metabolism.  

This reflective creature spends a quarter of its life curled in a spiral, not asleep but journaling, dreaming, planning. While one songololo leg is consulting, others are in dialogue training, writing, resourcing, networking, researching, listening and partnering. Each leg walks the road of conversation and community.

There has always been a place to which I belonged. I mean less a geographic locality and more a group of people with whom I am connected and to whom I belong. (Sindiwe Magona)

The World of Stories

You are the whisper of our stories in the wind that has forgotten its heritage. (Credo Mutwa) 

There are many stories about songololos. A South African organisation focusing on children’s rights, Molo Songololo, carries its name. In African praise poetry (izibongo) great leaders have been compared to millipedes which are capable of performing incredible feats.

CDRA also is a story. It is like pane of glass that is both a window and a mirror. It looks out into the local and global world and reflects its interaction with that world. It seeks images that relate these two worlds.

CDRA embraces the elements of story - identity, flesh and blood interaction, hardship, action, hope and change. Creative responses, energy and passion. Honouring community, belonging and relationships. New beginnings and conversations. Stories deal with multiple realities and carry many messages. The whole is greater than the sum of the parts. They do not impose meaning but allow listeners to co-create meaning. They hold contradictions and tension. Encourage us to participate and witness our actions simultaneously. Stories support, teach and empower us though symbols. They challenge and guide us to shed beliefs that restrict us. Like stories, CDRA deals in details. And this is an intimate art.

Stories use simple language. In seeking authenticity, they cut below the jargon and acronyms that dull our senses and hide process in abstract terms. CDRA understands that the language we use to describe what we do, shapes the story. Words don’t only reflect reality. They create it.

I ask clients not ‘what is your problem?’ But ‘what do you desire?’ (Thomas Moore, a therapist) 

Earth Fire Water Air

CDRA stories explore the passion and practice of building ongoing learning into the rhythms, processes and practices of development organisations. The stories show how participants find practical means of improving their organisations’ capacity for generating learning that changes practice. Internally. Externally.  

CDRA works in an elemental way. Kedar P Badu, of Kathmandu, Nepal writes “Heraclitus said that the Universe is made up of Fire, Air, Water and Earth. CDRA connects these ageless concepts with the principles of developmental facilitation”

Fire: Develops and refines ‘warm’ relationships.  

Air: Inspires communities to see and imagine their reality and commit to a vision.

Water: Works in transformation, fluidity and change.

Earth: Consolidates and grounds achievements. 

Local and international clients and contacts form part of these elemental stories for the CDRA stone dropped in the water sends ripples through the entire lake. Each story is unique as CDRA does not work through a formula but through focus and conscious observation. 

“CDRA is sometimes referred to as being apolitical but even NGOs with a clear mobilisation and advocacy agenda are turning to CDRA for consultancy and assistance.” (An international funder)

Southern Africa

We ran almost the entire process on a big lawn under huge Jacaranda trees, watched by a troupe of monkeys. The staff took to the process like fish to water. (CDRA consultant)
Phia van der Watt works for Rural Family Support Programme in Bloemfontein. They are active in squatter camps and on farms. The programme works with parents on the premise that we repeat parenting unless we access our own childhood. CDRA worked alongside the Programme for nine months – the time it takes to give birth. 

Phia recalls a CDRA training session on a cold 2003 winter day in an old farmhouse, donkeys grazing on the lawn. The fire burnt all day. Participants drew pictures so they could gain access to themselves and make their practice conscious. While they worked they brewed the bitter herb, Sutherlandia, reputed to build the immune system. (Perhaps CDRA could be seen as a immune booster as it works in development health.) CDRA was witness to the expression of frustration and anger, articulated for the first time. “This helped us heal.” They witnessed the group creating family trees to place in the memory boxes – boxes that house all items that build self esteem and meaning.

The story of these people is my story, is your story is our story (CDRA annual report)
Xolani Mvula works for the Mbekweni (Respect) Community Health Workers’ Project in Paarl. In 2000, in the Mbekweni Library, CDRA assisted with the training of trainers and introduced their four-part action learning model – action- reflection- learning- planning. “The night before the interaction we were tense. Some of us did not sleep. CDRA soon instilled confidence in us. Through their questions CDRA taught us that ‘the answer lies within.’”

Dawn Cavanagh, who works in the HIV/AIDS context, responds to CDRA work around the invisible impact of this epidemic on NGOs. “I have seen so many of my friends die of AIDS. The work and writings of CDRA helped me feel like I was not alone - not just a ‘radical’ when questioning the ways of development. They gave me permission to accept my feelings as part of what I contribute to change and transformation. And confidence to resist linear, boxed responses, to accept contradiction. And to insist that if change is not happening at a personal level then it is not happening at all.”

CDRA is all about encouraging creativity as clients cultivate their own voices. Stories of struggle and success grow in the presence of an attentive listener. CDRA’s ‘story consciousness’ allows clients to claim, grow and shape their own stories. CDRA often works in ‘not knowing’, as these tales unfold. 

A CDRA training workshop on "Foundations for OD” influenced Director of the Namibian Development Trust, Ronny Dempers’s work in social change with both individuals and organisations. “I have seen the value of working with questions. Raising of questions , holding onto questions…” CDRA is about the art of asking questions. 

Love the question for themselves. Live the questions now and one day you will live your way into the answers (Rilke)

International

Ever since I heard my first story I have been looking for you (Rumi)
John Saxby, a Canadian consultant to NGOs and government, is impressed by the quality of CDRA’s thinking and writing. “Launching stuff into the public domain has its risks: doctors bury their mistakes, and architects cover theirs with ivy, but if you set out something the way CDRA does, you do expose yourself. Happily, the quality of the work justifies the openness.”

In 2000 he witnessed a CDRA presentation at a Canadian voluntary sector network meeting. “They set a standard for people who work to strengthen civil society/voluntary sector organizations, or with communities. People were astonished to hear that CDRA set aside 25% of their time for reflection and analysis. For most of the people in the room, 3 - 5% would have been an achievement.”

In a discussion on EED’s future support policy in South Africa, Edgar Brüser, Programme Officer of a German funding agency, found “CDRA-style of appraisal to be thoughtful, reflective, carefully framing sentences, and affirmative rather than critical in its final assessment.”

No other NGO-literature is so much valued as the CDRA booklets and annual reports (Edgar Brüser) 

CDRA turn down international invitations that clash with Home Week. This is how seriously CDRA take their times of reflection and self-development. So what happens when the songololo is in spiral mode? When the sologolo train stops at the station? 

Rubert van Blerk, who joined CDRA in 2004, shares his impressions as a new comer. “Homeweek is the heart of the CDRA. Learning is the lifeblood drawn in from different parts of the body and then distributed to where it is needed. If an organisation has a soul, then this is where that soul lives.” Homeweek also evokes “a spaceship being launched and travelling towards new unexplored frontiers. A high level of commitment is expected from all crew members and everyone has a purpose and responsibility to self and other.

CDRA writings serve university contexts. John Saxby, who taught managers from governmental and para-governmental agencies, urged these MA students to read CDRA’s 1997 annual report “Crossroads: A development reading”. Students were “delighted to find material so cogent and practical – not from a university, nor from a government, nor from a powerful international agency but from CDRA.” 

Karl-Erik Lundgren, O D officer of the Swedish Mission Council, first encountered CDRA through their “philosophical and practical” annual reports. “The logic behind the reasoning was more “human” than the rational/technical logic I was used to. The reports talked to my heart as much as to my head.” He finds CDRA’s ability to define boundaries impressive.

Raymond Genesse at Oxfam Canada recalls a time of discomfort in East Africa in the mid-nineties. Eritrea and Ethiopia had questioned the effectiveness of development assistance in the region. Oxfam Canada drew on CDRA’s 1997 evaluation of Oxfam Canada’s work in South Africa and on CDRA library resources – annual reports and handbooks. This literature and a CDRA- conducted staff retreat helped Oxfam articulate its “out of the development box” approach to address what Amartya Sen calls “unfreedoms” and embrace developmental insights. 

…to regard the social as alive and to treat it as we would a loved one (CDRA annual report)

Balancing Stories

CDRA balances its NGO focus and its consultancy skills in local and international contexts. Kedar Badu has created an image of this latter context. “The fish of Kamchatka breed upstream in shallow ponds of rivers. But they go to the Pacific Ocean during their youth. But they come back to the shallow rivers to breed a new generation.”

CDRA is a perhaps a fish-songololo – for stories are about shape shifting – an evolving species that knows how to swim the river and oceans and spawn a new generation. Yet it inhabits the land as part of the ecosystem. It calls other songololos from dry-time hibernation. Encourages them to climb the highest trees. 

For when CDRA moves across the field of practice it moves in a well-synchronized series of stories that conjure the invisible.

It is good to be lost so that you can be found or find yourself (CDRA practitioner).
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