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“A Good Death”

In search of developmental endings

by Doug Reeler, October 2000

"…and in the garden we are never far away from death, the fertilizing, good, creative death." 
May Sarton

In a world filled with news of plague, famine and war it may be difficult for us to appreciate the Japanese notion of a "good death". We know that everything in this world that has life - people, relationships, organisations - faces the prospect of its own death and that the way in which we face the significance and inevitability of death has a bearing on the process of life. So I suppose it is ironically appropriate that this new initiative of ours, the monthly "nugget", begins its life on the subject of death.

But death is hard to face, often impossible to accept. It conjures up the final judgement, the void of all voids. So how we interpret the finality of death must strongly determine how we face its prospect - is it the end, the final curtain, or is it part of the ongoing cycle of life? In the processes of nature, death is an intimate part of that cycle; death makes way for new life, and in the remains of the old life exist the minerals and other substances vital for the regeneration and growth of new life forms. But if death and life are so inextricably linked, then the consequences of an avoidance of death - a prolongation of life beyond its natural time - must be stagnation, the real shadow of life, a perverse form of its end.

In our work with organisations in the development sector, we are often faced with stagnation: the refusal of old ideas to die. We see organisations whose original life forces have dried out but who are kept on life-support by funders, by memories of long-gone success or whose leadership cannot separate their own identities from the withered structure that once held its life-force, whose leaders cannot bear the final judgement of closure. If we are called upon to assist with these organisations our work becomes more clerical, to conduct a funeral, to help the people to find a good death, a gentle death.

What is a "good death" in an organisation? Like a good funeral, such a process has an appreciation of what was achieved, a celebration of the life that has passed, as well as a time of honesty from which important learnings can emerge. Of course, like any good funeral it must be a space for people to express their grief and regret and in doing so to begin to clear the space for new life. The good death of an organisation should help people to be freed from the burden of guilt, regret and blame for any failures. It should be a gentle process of resolving and forgiving, of letting go; sacred processes that free us to learn and in learning provide some of the minerals and substances for new life.

As in nature, I am often surprised what life springs from the good death of an organisation. Certainly, the funding and the mandate that an organisation occupied are now freed up to allow for new life, but more importantly the people, whose lives and energies were on hold, stagnating and frustrated, become available and can move on, fully free, to do other work. Indeed it is not uncommon, after an organisation finally closes its doors, for two or three staff members to spring back into action and take over the mandate, in new forms, with fresh ideas, no longer bound by the old sets of thinking, relationships, methods and expectations within which they had been stifled. So new life can be the inevitable consequence of a good death.

In our relationships we also struggle to let go. The death of a marriage, or a friendship, however dysfunctional, are traumatic because some things still do work in them, do still serve our human needs and what will fill that void if it is let go of? The development sector is full of such relationships. There are many NGOs who hold onto the model community in whose name they elicit their funding, whom they can showcase to foreign visitors and from whom they can extract validation for years to come, long after the completion of their usefulness to that community. Inevitably a pathological dependence, serving some needs of both sides, creeps in with a suffocating stagnation. The greatest tragedy is that, in our inability to end relationships with our clients well, we rob ourselves and our clients of a rich turning point, a conscious grasping of the passing of something significant and therefore an appreciation of its true significance.

But how do we build conscious, appropriate and timely endings into our relationships? It is not easy. If we see development as unpredictable and open to unintended consequences and if what matters is what has developed at less visible levels, it is difficult to see the signs and needs for ending coming. There are no rules, few yardsticks, but there must be some questions that we can keep alive both in ourselves and consciously between us and our clients. These questions need to be built into our contracting, however formal or informal, and become part of our ongoing relationship and reflections. The obvious questions that spring to mind are, in contracting, "when will we know it is time to end" and then later "what will happen to the client if we withdraw?" The answers to this last question require a deep understanding of what effect the relationship is having, at visible and less visible levels, on the development of the client system as a whole. The question will also yield good indicators of what work there is still to do which may challenge the routine, pre-planned elements of the working relationship. But what other questions can we be asking?

If some pathological dependency has already crept in, how can we identify it, what are its indicators? There must be several, many of which would be context-specific. But key indicators can come by asking ourselves "whose will is at large, whose will is the motive driving the process, whose life-force is at the heart of the client's being?" How often in our enthusiasm to help, to give, do we kill that which we seek to assist by bringing our life-force to the relationship instead of helping to expand or enlarge the life-force of the client itself?

Yet neither can a good death happen before it is time - often we force early endings, premature deaths. So we eagerly end a relationship before its time, afraid of full commitment, afraid of any continued dependence. Ending a developmental relationship before an unhealthy dependence sets in is one of the key challenges of the development sector. But in our fear of dependence we fail to realise that a properly facilitated and completed dependent phase is perhaps the most vital part of the life process of any developmental relationship. During the early phase of most relationships in the development sector, when there is most dependence on the services of the development practitioner, or the resources provided by the donor, there are crucial learnings and development processes at work which should be building the capacity of the client to eventually move into a more independent state or phase. But at our, or at our client's behest, we so often shy away from the completion of the dependent phase - in the name of independence - and so fail to fully assist in the building of that capacity that enables true autonomy. Donors are particularly guilty of this in their short-sighted expectations of how soon their "partners" can stand more independently. Dependency is not inherently a negative thing - only if it has reached the end of its usefulness.

Carefully, consciously and timely arranged endings and deaths are as important a part of the development process as are beginnings and births. As the title of a book by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross states: "Death is of Vital Importance."

I am left with some questions: How can we learn to see if an organisation or relationship has come to the end of its useful life? What inhibits me from facing the challenge of a developmental ending? What is the real work here?
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