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Emergence

From the inside out

From the

Community Development Resource Association's

Annual Report 2003/2004
By James Taylor
“ … life asserting itself against the powers of control” – Margaret Wheatley
“Nature ever flows, stands never still. Motion or change is her

mode of existence … life is always transitions. Hard blockheads only drive nails

all the time; forever … fixing. Heroes do not fix, but flow, bend forward

ever and invent a resource for every moment.” – Ralph Waldo Emerson
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LIVING IN OUR WORLD
South Africa is celebrating. We are joined in our celebration by the world and its leaders. It has been ten years.

In his inaugural address President Mbeki says, 

“ ...the work has begun to transform South Africa into a democratic, peaceful, non-racial, non-sexist and prosperous country committed to the noble vision of human solidarity.” 

He reminds us of what lies at the heart of this ongoing work:

“It is about overcoming the consequences of the assault that was made on our sense of pride, our identity and confidence in ourselves. Through our efforts, we must achieve the outcome that we cease to be beggars and deny others the possibility to sustain racial prejudices that dehumanise even those who consider themselves superior.”

We all celebrate. But when there is talk of social transformation we as development practitioners pay special attention. South Africa’s third democratic election was imbued with contesting views of what has been achieved in a decade of democracy. At the heart of it all are some undeniable facts. Our Constitution and Bill of Rights are indeed a reflection of bold and noble purpose. The society has been brought into movement at all levels. Political power has shifted into different hands and those now in control have managed to deliver services and resources to significant numbers of those previously excluded. 

But we are wary. As development practitioners we know that the president is correct when he says that the work has just begun. Even in celebration we are conscious of the enormity of the challenge that lies behind the simple word ‘transformation’. It is difficult even to imagine a society based on human solidarity, one that is not defined by self-assertiveness and assumed superiority of some over others. This is particularly so in a world shaped by the belief that competition brings out the very best in all life forms; that survival is gained through dominance. 

The picture of a world based on human solidarity suggests one characterised by vastly different relationships from those that currently prevail. 

In this year’s annual report we share our view of the kind of practice it takes to shift those relationships in society that exclude, diminish and impoverish. In this we offer our contribution to translating the promise of social transformation into reality, both in South Africa and in social development more broadly.

A WORLD OF RELATIONSHIP

The task of the development practitioner is to intervene into the life of complex living systems in ways that shift the relationships that define them. Our challenge is to help bring ‘stuck’ relationships that have ceased to develop back into movement towards dynamic healthy functioning. We are relationship workers. In order to be effective we have to make relationship, in the broadest sense, our field of expertise. 

Change and relationship

Our work as development practitioners entails assisting the mobilisation of human effort towards shaping the world. As South Africans we have experienced the impact that human agency – both individual and collective – can have on intransigent structure.

If we are to maximise people’s ability to shape the structures and institutions that impact on the quality of their lives, we need to have an understanding of how change takes place in society. This involves finding a way of making sense of the complex patterns of human relationship that constitute society, its organisations and institutions. A point of view that goes beyond seeing the world as a static, mechanistic collection of parts. An understanding of society as a dynamic, organic, living system in which change is innate and ongoing.

Systems theory provides us with a means of making sense of the complex world in which we live without reducing it to a collection of objects. A system is something that exists and functions as a whole through the interaction of its parts, and yet is greater than the simple sum of its parts. The added ingredient emerges from that which exists between the parts that form the whole – from the relationships and interactions between the parts. The identity and behaviour of the whole depends on how the parts relate to each other. Thus if you want to change the nature of the whole you have to change the quality and nature of the relationships between the parts.

From a systems point of view human society can best be understood as an infinite ‘nest’ of systems where each larger system contains within it an interrelated set of smaller systems. For simplicity’s sake we can begin with the human individual as the fundamental building block of human society. Individuals come together to form families and organisations, which collectively form institutions, which form cultural groupings, which form nations, which form nation states, and so on. The picture is further enriched when other systems such as knowledge systems, belief systems, cultural and language systems, economic and political systems are added. 

Ultimately, however, the point is not simply to enumerate the parts, but to come to grips with the relationships that make up the whole. The nature of human society is shaped by the quality of the relationships that exist between the parts, between people and also the relationships we have with the natural environment of which we are a part. It is here that the key to developmental intervention lies.

Stuckness and change 

All elements of all systems are connected to each other in an infinitely complex web of life. When there is change in one, the other has to adapt, which in turn impacts on the source of the change. In the interconnected and interdependent world of living systems, change is not a function of the one acting on the other, but results from the ongoing interaction between interconnected parts. 

But just as change is integral to the relationships in any system, so is permanence. And when relationships get ‘stuck’ this becomes an impediment to development of both the system, and the parts within it. A common experience of working at the interface between individual elements in a complex system is the sense of overwhelming intransigence of relationships in the face of change. The way individuals relate to and view themselves, and they way they are viewed and related to by others can become hardened. Then, every exchange between the parties serves to reinforce and fix the behaviour of the other. This is a common relational phenomenon.

A few of the more obvious examples of stuck relationships that we encounter in our work include those between countries that are considered to be ‘developed’ and those viewed as ‘developing’; between wealth and poverty; between givers and receivers; between those in authority and those they are meant to serve; between those who have been formally educated into experts and those who have only a life’s worth of lived experience; between women and men; across racial and cultural divides; and between humankind and the natural environment that sustains all life. Between those who see themselves as beggars; and those who consider themselves superior.

Change from the inside out

There are always external forces in the larger systems of which we are a part that restrict and limit freedom. These forces are essential to the very functioning of organisation, of systems and of life itself. But these ‘outside-in’ forces need to be kept in check by forces that operate from the ‘inside-out’. In healthy systems the forces of life and creativity are always in interactive tension with the powers of control. 

When relationships get stuck, it may be that the forces of control have become excessive and dominant. Developmental practice is concerned with enabling the forces that flow from the inside out. For human individuals or organisations to bring stuck relationships into motion they first have to ‘go inside’ to shift their relationship to self. 

This connection to what is emerging from within – to that which is authentic and unique – allows individuals to consciously play their part in forming the world, and their place in it, rather than simply being shaped by circumstances. 

Paradoxically, it is in seeking inner clarity that one’s relationship to the world is also honed and clarified. In seeking our sense of self, our individuality, we are drawn into facing our connection with others. We can only truly understand ourselves in relationship. It is at this level of interdependence that equality is truly experienced.

But we can get stuck too in the imbalance between these inward and outward movements. When our focus turns too far inwards we become self-centred. Self-actualisation at the expense of the collective reinforces individualistic relationships that exclude. Conversely, excessive focus on the outer world results in instrumentalism. The long-term consequence of this, in political life, is a shift of power into different hands, but not necessarily a shift in the relationships that lead to its abuse.

Seen in this way, development does not come about through ‘top down’ interventions, or from the ‘bottom up’; developmental transformation always comes about from the inside out. It is about knowing and appreciating self as an emerging interdependent entity. It is about changing yourself and your world by changing the way you relate in it and to it. This is the basis of all transformational liberation movements, evidenced by, for example, the women’s and the black consciousness movements.

INTERVENING INTO CHANGE  

– FACILITATION FROM THE INTERFACE

If development itself is about emergence from the inside, out, what then is the contribution that developmental practice as a discipline brings to the world, and what does it ask of its practitioners? 

Developmental practice operates out of a consciousness of an emerging self in an ever-emerging world – an understanding of the world and all within it as being interconnected and interrelated. It recognises the fact that we are shaping the world as we are being shaped by it. It is based on an understanding of interdependence and the dynamic interaction between dependency and independence of which it is comprised. Developmental practice works in relationship, through relationship. It addresses both the external relationships that shape us, while recognising that development starts with our own inner relationships with self.

Developmental practitioners do not bring development but intervene into the ever-evolving development processes that exist in all living systems. And development practice, like any other emerging system, is shaped by the relationships of which it is a part. How we relate to our practice and where we position ourselves in relation to others is therefore central to what we do and our identity as practitioners.

Stillness amidst movement

The social activist is positioned within the system actively seeking change and the development delivery technocrat tends to be positioned in the system that is ‘delivering’ the resources. The developmental practitioner, however works with relationships between systems.

Operating from the interface is a difficult and contentious position to take. It risks detaching and alienating the practitioner from the sources of power of both systems and therefore making them vulnerable to both. It also runs the risk of attempting to be all things to all sides and ending up conflicted and ultimately ineffectual. But it is our view that if our task is to shift relationships in society that is where we have to operate from – from in-between, at the interface.

To make this more practical, let us consider an example of the work that we at the CDRA do as developmental organisation development (OD) practitioners. We are invited in to the life of organisations in order to assist in improving a wide variety of organisational functions. There are numerous ‘positions’ we can adopt in our relationship to our client. We could locate ourselves ‘above’ and outside their organisation. It is very easy to slip into this role of the outside expert, the deliverer of specialist services. Another potential role is to align oneself with an element of the system – with the ‘workers’ or with ‘management’. The developmental alternative is to identify the critical relationship that needs to shift and try to position oneself as close to it as possible.
For example, a situation where an organisation’s relationship with its key stakeholder, the users of its services, is becoming dysfunctional. The relationship between them has become stuck, making one party the unthinking, non-listening ‘giver’, and the other party the unquestioning, grateful recipient (this is not an uncommon dynamic between donors and recipients). The ‘stuckness’ in relationship results in there no longer being a ‘fit’ between what the organisation is delivering and what the recipient needs. Something has gone wrong in this, the most fundamental of all organisational relationships. 

The OD practitioner has a choice to make. An activist will align him or herself with the recipients, and can play an important role in forcing change in the provider. The specialist experts are likely to position themselves within the organisation, and try to introduce new, more sophisticated and functional organisational practices. But neither of these is specifically intent on changing the nature of the relationship between them. When there is no longer a productive ‘fit’ between the service provider and the recipient the developmental place for the practitioner to be located is at the interface between the two.

Working at the interface between systems is particularly difficult when the practitioner is employed by one of them. Take for example the local government community development worker employed to deliver services. If this practitioner’s task were to work developmentally, she or he would locate themselves at the interface between the community and the department that employs them. They would consider it their purpose to shift the relationships between the two towards becoming more dynamic and inter-dependent. 

This greater involvement of the community in shaping the life of a bureaucratic organisation is fundamentally challenging to the hierarchical, top-down, principles along which government organisations operate. But this is the stuff of development. Not only do individual practitioners have to be confident and courageous, but organisations employing developmental practitioners must be able to recognise and manage the tension that results from working at the interface.

Generally developmental practice strives to operate out of the consciousness that exists at the interface, the moment in-between. It is not a neutral detached place but one that is deeply empathetic to the needs of the whole. It demands movement and openness to connect deeply to systems, not by becoming a part of them, but by being in developmental relationship to them. It involves a deep connection to self, an ability to detach and attach, to be a part of while being apart from. Confidence is required to operate effectively at the interface, to let go of old relationships that have defined us in order to bring movement and change. 

Outward in all directions

Working at the interface and striving to effect change in formative relationships, we need to work in all directions. Developmental practitioners can imagine themselves as being at the centre of a web, surrounded by an array of relationships, which are either primarily vertical or horizontal in character. 

Although there is no order to this, we will first focus on the relationships with those above us in the power hierarchy – those that play a significant role in determining what we do and how we do it – those who make the policies – those who fund or employ us. As we are shaped by policy so we should actively engage in shaping it. To evade this most difficult of roles with the excuse that we are too busy delivering much needed services to those in need is to turn our back on our developmental responsibility. 

To be effective in holding this position we must also consciously work on our horizontal relationships. Linking with others to find the strength and resolve to withstand the pressures from either side of our precarious position, we must risk forming wider groupings and networks around issues other than delivery mechanisms and partnerships. This involves braving the chaos that tends to emerge from the diversity that is the hallmark of our trade. It also requires embracing the ultimate source of our collective power and avoiding being pitted against each other in competition for resources.

The third set of relationships is the one we tend to focus on most. It is the one that lies between us and the recipients of our services – the bottom half of our vertical relationships. Because we tend to be closer to (and often employed by) those who have direct control over the resources, and further from the intended recipients of the resources, there is a tendency towards an imbalance of power in these relationships. The existence of this power dynamic and our commitment to changing it remains the central challenge to our task and purpose. As developmental practitioners we have to move beyond the logic that suggests that by connecting our recipients to more of what ‘we’ have, we shift their position in society. We know that by simply delivering resources from the rich to the poor, from the powerful to the powerless we have as much chance of reinforcing power imbalances as we do of shifting them. 

Our challenge is to shift the odds in favour of increasing the power and the voice of those excluded and to do this we must help them to connect to more of themselves. Through shifting their relationship to themselves they begin to renew relationships with others. This includes shifting their upward relationships with those who limit their potential to be full and authentic contributors.

To be effective in this task we must risk operating at the interface, and bring ourselves and all of our relationships into motion.

EMERGING FROM 

THE INSIDE OUT

We have looked at development as innate movement in a systemic process. We have identified our specific task as facilitating changes from within – from the inside out. We have looked at positioning ourselves at the interface between elements of systems in order to facilitate movement in the relationships between them. Now we explore in more depth what the facilitation of change in relationships entails. 

If we choose to work developmentally, we need to accept that real change does not come about through controlled and managed processes. Change emerges through the interactions of parts of a system and we cannot fully control or predict the new that will emerge. It comes about through complex interrelated relationship processes that inform and impact on each other in ways that we simply cannot fathom or foretell. 

Herein lies one of our greatest dilemmas. We are intervening into systems with a specific purpose – to effect change in power relations. However, and precisely because of the way that we do it, we cannot accurately predict our long-term impact. This puts us in conflict with the dominant paradigm that equates value with efficiency, and efficiency with ability to draw direct correlations between pre-planned inputs, outputs, outcomes and impact. This conflict should be embraced as it is a significant contributor to the very change we are seeking.

Our unique contribution is to find ways to effect change in social systems that are driven by those who are least powerful. Developmental practice seeks to facilitate the emergence into the social realm of the unique and diverse character of those excluded. Our success must be measured in the extent to which the identity of those previously excluded is reflected in the identity and character of the whole. 
But the timeframes within which we are forced to account in most instances are far too short to be able to show this impact. In order to meaningfully account for our impact, we have to risk stating clearly where we aim to facilitate and then measure change. 

This section explores in a little more detail four elements that offer a starting point for such a develop-mental ‘bottom line.’ These are authenticity; internal relationships; external relationships and legitimacy. 
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Authenticity – essence of self

In developmental practice our first challenge is to get to know the organism or system we are intervening into. We strive to understand it in its fullness and complexity, without reducing it or turning it simply into a presenting problem. We go beyond labelling and categorising to seeking to understand the authentic, unique character of the individual, organisation, community or society into which we are intervening. This requires an ability to see and distil the essence of highly complex systems, and an ability to reach such insight in a way that is meaningful to the subject of our investigation. Our purpose is not to gain power and control over those we serve by gaining ‘superior’ insight through clever external analysis. Our purpose is always to assist them to connect more consciously to more of themselves. To help them gain insight into their unique identity, to achieve greater clarity in their own realistic appreciation of their authentic self.

It is critical to achieve a clear understanding of self as a unique, independent entity in order to bring oneself fully into relationship with others. A human centred approach is not about putting people at the centre of our endeavours, but insisting that those we serve locate themselves centrally in their own development processes. This process of ownership starts by conscientising and building understanding of self, either as individual or as collective. It is only through this inward journey of building independent self-knowledge that true interdependence can be achieved.

Internal Relationship – sense of self

Journeys of self-discovery, however, do not inevitably lead to an empowered sense of self-worth and value. For this reason we differentiate between knowledge of self and relationship with self. It is a difficult distinction to make but a vital one. The way we get to know ourselves is fundamentally affected by the nature and quality of relationship we have with ourselves. No matter how well we get to know ourselves, if that relationship we have with ourselves is that of a victim-victimiser, all new insight will simply reinforce our sense of uselessness and hopelessness. The nature of the relationship we have with ourselves will result in self-reflection either being essentially self-affirming or deprecating. It will either increase stuckness by directing energies outwards, blaming circumstances for the way we are, or shift a situation inwards and fuel self development. 

From a developmental practice point of view this ‘relationship with self’ (be it in an individual, an organisation or a community) is the most important of all relationships that need to be altered to effect transformational societal change. The subjugation of people always involves processes that impact on the way they relate to themselves. As long as they remain stuck in demeaning relationships with themselves, they remain disconnected from their innate source of power to effect change in the greater systems of which they are an integral, and potentially an equal, part.

The very idea of being in relationship with self is a bit strange. But these internal relationships are an important aspect of our practice. This is true for our own evolving self-understanding as development practitioners; for our understanding of our development practice itself; and also for the task that we have in helping other systems become more conscious of their deeply held ‘sense of self’. It is vital that we relate and work in ways that challenge and shift these relationships rather than inadvertently play into them, and reinforce them. If individuals, organisations, and societies do not liberate themselves from the limitations and constraints they place upon themselves, they will remain the victims of change, rather than its source.

External Relationships – connectedness

Change comes about through the introduction of authentic identity, and thus difference, into the larger system through the relationships that form the system. This is the real value of diversity – if brought authentically it disturbs, creates conflict and so introduces the potential for movement and creativity.
Those with a positive sense of self, and understanding of the interdependent nature of relationships between all elements of a system exercise their need to be included without excluding others. They find a balance between their need to express their individual identity and share in a collective identity. They strive for external relationships that tolerate, and even value difference and diversity. They seek connectedness and belonging without losing individuality. They constantly seek to bring their authentic self into productive and creative relationship with others. They require the kind of relationship that allows conflict and creative tension, relationships that can be dynamic and challenging, as well as reflective and supportive.

In developmental relationships there is a healthy tension between the creative emergent powers of life and those of control. When relationships are dominated by the need to control, standardise and make procedural, the dynamic life forces become overwhelmed, systems get stuck, power consolidates and concentrates amongst a minority. Equally when the creative forces are unfettered, they dissipate and also exclude those who cannot find a point of connection and contribution. 

Developmental practitioners strive to ‘read’ relationships. They work at seeing when relationships are diminishing the potential of groups and individuals to bring their authentic selves fully into the world. They understand when form and structure are required in order to contain and support creative impulse. They know that relationships only change when those involved change within themselves. They understand that systems only change their form (transform) when the relationships that shape them change their character. And throughout, they recognise that they themselves are involved in a critical set of relationships that, too, are subject to change.

Legitimacy – validation of unique contribution

The element of legitimacy is the final point in any given developmental process, and the ultimate externalisation of that process. Legitimacy is achieved when each individual element within a system is recognised by the system as a having an equal right to be an integral part of the system. Individuals feel validated when they experience equality in their right to contribute of themselves to shaping and developing the system, and in their right to take from the system what they require to fulfil their own potential. Groups, organisations and communities experience full freedom of expression and association and accompanying rights and responsibilities. It is at this point that the change that has begun from the inside is fully realised, on the outside, in relationship.

Assessing our impact

Let us return now to our dilemma, mentioned at the start of this section, of not being able to predict with any certainty the impact of our developmental interventions. At the very least we can use the above concepts to identify those areas where change is required in order to achieve our developmental goals.

Imagine that we want to measure the overall impact of gender programmes in a community. Our framework suggests that we must explore four inter-related areas to look for change that will indicate that development has taken place. The first place to look is at how individuals relate to themselves. We need to gauge the extent to which there has been a shift in how community members – both men and women – value themselves and their contributions. Whether there has been a change in what people expect of themselves and of the community’s response to, and acceptance of, them.

Another area of change that needs to be assessed is that of authenticity. Have individuals and organisations in the community been enabled to recognise and bring more of their own uniqueness into their relationships with others? Is there more or less diversity in people’s thinking, feeling and behaviour? 

After considering the inner aspects of development one then has to move to outer. If there have been inner shifts but there is not qualitative change in the relationships with others (particularly the power dynamics) then there is work yet to be done before ultimate developmental impact can be claimed. Equally if the new contributions of those who have undergone change are not legitimised and validated by the larger collective (or system) the change remains vulnerable and incomplete.

To further test the usefulness of this collection of concepts let us look at an intervention that is less directly related in its purpose to shifting relationships. Take the example of assisting a community with water harvesting, storage and delivery. The developmental impact of this engineering intervention into the life of a community can also be measured. 

Again one can look on the impact the intervention has had on how the community is left feeling about themselves. Do they feel more or less confident to address and resolve their future needs? Do they value their own knowledge more or less? We can look at the extent to which the engineering solution reflects the unique and authentic needs and character of the particular community, or the extent to which it conforms to the standards, practices, and culture of those who provided the resources. The other areas to consider are whether the intervention has shifted the relationships between the community and those who exercise control of the resources they require. Do they have more or less control over those who provided the resources? And finally – has the community’s right to the resources and their own means of accessing them been legitimised by the broader society?

This simple framework is helpful too in the design of processes. Let us take, for example, designing a capacity building programme that intends to be developmental. Does the content and process enhance the participant’s sense of self? Does it help the recipients discover authentic solutions? Does it connect them to peers who have similar experience who can share learning and build relationship? Will it be facilitated in such a way that own solutions and conclusions are rigorously tested to the point of achieving legitimacy?

It is more difficult to measure the impact of our interventions on the transformation of large complex systems, not because they are difficult to identify and observe, but because we tend not to allow (or be allowed) sufficient time for them to come about. In South Africa we have been fortunate to experience first hand the impact of a development process that has been purposefully pursued for generations. The impact is not difficult to measure. Those who were previously excluded are bringing new form to the structure of a society by bringing more of their authentic selves without excluding others. It is still not possible to say that equality has been achieved in the extent to which all South Africans contribute to, and take from the society. But time, and continued efforts at internal and external transformation, will tell!
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