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An adapted excerpt from a forthcoming book by Allan Kaplan, published by Pluto Press, entitled: “Development Practitioners and Social Process: Artists of the Invisible”

“Consciousness ... is of a much higher order than twice two”.
Fyodor Dostoyevsky

As social practitioners, we learn to see so that we may understand the social organism with which we must interact. And understanding means developing the ability to apprehend the whole, the invisible fields which form the manifest organisation. As a social organism grows and develops, it manifests its own uniqueness, but this pattern is based on what may be termed archetypal templates - the patterns of organisation which live deep within all social organisms, as bedrock.

Everything is in a state of movement, of change. Nothing that is alive is not changing. Yet this does not mean that all is chaos, that change is arbitrary, unique and incomprehensible. The I Ching, that ancient Chinese text which has as its entire rationale the understanding of change, notes that the ultimate frame of reference for all that changes is the nonchanging. It goes on to say: “If we know the laws of change, we can precalculate in regard to it, and freedom of action thereupon becomes possible. Changes are the imperceptible tendencies to divergence that, when they have reached a certain point, become visible and bring about transformations”. It takes a fine discrimination to apprehend the “imperceptible tendencies to divergence” upon which our art is premised. Such seeing needs to be backed up by an understanding of the “laws of change”; some frame, or story, is necessary against which we may make sense of what we are seeing. Strangely, our freedom is not compromised by such laws, but enhanced when they are recognised, respected and engaged with. 

These paradoxes - between freedom and constraint, between change and nonchange, between universal and unique - which characterise the movement of the social organism as it develops and changes, can perhaps best be understood by exploring our current condition as individuals. After all, social organisms are created by us, stamped with our own sensibilities and confusions. The organisations, communities or social situations we create are created in our own image. We have to know ourselves in order really to penetrate those things that are created by us, those beings (new wholes) who are enabled by us to emerge. The patterning of social organisms closely mirrors our own patterning. And when we look closely at ourselves we find ourselves permeated by paradox.

No longer do we look on stars and animals with the sense of belonging which characterised the San of Southern Africa; no longer can we sing the songs of creation which keep the earth alive and growing, as did the Aboriginals of Australia. We have moved a long way from that sense of participation and oneness. We have learned to see the world from the outside, as it were; objectively, so-called. We have learned to act on the world (and on others) as if it were entirely separate from ourselves; we have learned to manipulate, to esteem control and predictability. We have learned to define boundaries, and always to put ourselves on the other side of the line. Our project has become almost entirely focused on emancipation - from tradition, from given cultural norms, from social expectations, from ecological and environmental limitations; most relevantly, from the archetypal fields which pattern both the natural world and human existence. In the process, we have cut ourselves off from these wellsprings of life, have alienated ourselves from the very pulse of the world. But we have found a form of freedom, freedom to choose, to act without constraint. Or have we?

That great poet of the human condition, Rainer Maria Rilke, in his seminal work The Duino Elegies, captures the dilemma in two different moods.

“ ... how he was tangled
in the spreading
roots and tendrils
of inner event
twisting in primitive patterns
in choking growths
in the shapes
of killer animals ...” 

Taken from the third elegy, Rilke brings to expression some impression of the invisible fields, or archetypal patterns, which infiltrate and influence the movement of a human life. As he goes on to write, such archetypes are “ ... already dissolved in the water that makes the embryo float”. However, in the very next elegy we read the following:

“O trees of life
when is your winter?
We’re not in tune
We’re not instinctive
like migrating birds.
Overtaken
overdue
we push ourselves suddenly
into the wind
and arrive surprised
at an indifferent pond” 

Which reveals a different facet. The pond, which once resonated with sympathetic meaning, we and it belonging to each other, is now indifferent. And we are surprised, not quite sure where we are. It is not, however, that we are suddenly free of all morphogenic fields, but rather that we are both free and not free, in an uncomfortable place of liminality, of transition. Rilke’s following words read, “We understand blooming and withering/we know them both at once”. Precisely. We are simultaneously inside and outside, participant and observer, free and constrained, emancipated and alienated. This is the doom of the modern: to be in-between, seeking a new home as the horizons of the old disappear behind us. And as we move out beyond our tatooed past and into an unknown future, we no longer even know whether we are searching for a new home or whether the very concept of home has been left behind.

We used to be born into a particular tradition and culture, and the way would be given us - whether that way was the participatory flexibility of the hunter-gatherer, the feudal rigidity of medieval hegemonies, the ethical code of fundamental religiosity, the presumptuous morality of colonialism. There have been many, many different ways, but, for any individual, they have always been given. No more. As Yeats put it: “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; mere anarchy is loosed upon the world”.

There is nowhere any longer to turn - we have only ourselves. The ancient and classical drama of Good and Evil is something of the past; now, we all have the forces of good and evil within our own breasts. God is not dead - necessarily. But neither can we rely on an external God, as we have done in the past. The power of the future lies within ourselves, even as each of us has our portion of the divine within. As Rilke wrote:” ... because inside human beings is where God learns”. We hold the world in the palm of our hand.

There is a wonderful story which comes from a village in Botswana, concerning some youths who wanted to challenge the wisdom of the village elder. The leader of the youths caught a small bird, held it tightly concealed in his hand, and went to the elder with the challenge – “You, who know so much, tell us whether this bird is alive or dead”. The idea was, that if the old man answered that the bird was dead, the youth would release the bird, to prove him wrong. And if the old man answered that the bird was alive, the youth would crush the bird in his hand, to prove him wrong. There was no way that the old man could win such a contest. The challenge, then, being put to him, the old man stared into the youth’s eyes and said, deliberately, “The answer lies in your hands”.

Just so - the answer lies with us. And the question is not one we can avoid asking, for the focal point of modernity is that it persistently puts the question to us - painstakingly, inevitably, continuously. Our current plight is such that everything we do partakes of light and dark, good and bad. There is no purity of action anymore. Every developmental solution creates a new problem. How do we deal with beggars, how do we deal with the unadulteratedly wealthy; how do we deal with minorities, and with majorities; how do we reconcile the conflicting demands of ecology and poverty, of sustainability and development; how do we reconcile progress and culture? There are no answers anymore - only messy, indeterminate situations which we are called upon to address, every moment of our lives.

Are we fit to meet the challenge? In our haste for emancipation, we believe that we are free of the constraints of antiquity, free to make independent choices. And to an extent we are - this is the privilege gained through the sacrifice of a sense of given belonging and through facing the risk of alienation: the price of freedom. Yet, as Rilke has so succinctly put it, we are not entirely free - those invisible fields run through us still. We have been given the possibility of freedom. We are able, through the gift of (self) consciousness, to step outside these fields, to step outside the whole, and choose. But unless we bring the deep underlying archetypes to consciousness, we remain in their sway, and then our freedom is but a chimera, a conceit, and a danger - for we have lost constraint, but our actions are still dominated by unconscious forces. We are in a state of transition, and we have to pay attention to both our past and our present if we are to guide ourselves towards a responsible and free future.

The concept of ‘archetype’ derives from the work of Carl Gustav Jung, and refers to the fact that all humans possess a similar psychic structuring process; in other words, that the process by which people develop has certain patterns which recur through the ages, from individual to individual and from group to group. These patterns can be seen as morphogenic fields which deeply influence the way we think, feel and behave. In this sense, they are invisible formative forces which impose pattern on chaos, provide life with depth and meaning, and enable our manifested lives to emerge and develop. Such archetypes lie deep, and are not invented by our consciousness - they lie richly layered within the collective unconscious which is shared by us all.

With respect to social organisms, archetypes can be seen as “design principles”, deep formative fields which pattern the organism as it develops its physical identity and structure. Process is the manner through which such embodiment takes place. Our task, as social practitioners, is to work with that process, to enable it to move freely and find its way when it becomes lost or blocked, as can happen with self-conscious organisms blessed and fraught with the dangers of free choice. We learn to read the whole, the invisible essence, because it is here that process is found. And process is not easily read unless we understand the design principles, the archetypal fields which imprint their patterns on the formation of the organism as it grows and develops.
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