[image: image1.jpg]


Emptying and doubt – some raw thoughts about observation in practice

By Rubert van Blerk of the Community Development Resource Association

from the CDRA Annual Report 2005/2006

During the Fellowship programme
, which has recently ended, I met with a small group of participants to present a case study. I had asked the group to read my account of an initial meeting I had with a prospective client where a request made for our services was explored. In this case field workers in the client organisation were being exposed to the trauma suffered by victims of poverty, causing them to experience severe distress. The request was for facilitation of a session where they could share thoughts and feelings related to their experiences and to look at ways in which the organisation could better support them. This account of my first encounter gave very vivid detail about what I had observed in the client as well as what I observed in myself i.e. My thinking and feelings at the time. 

The Fellowship programme had from the outset engaged with view of the ‘social’ as a living process and that the practice of intervention involved more than just acquiring skills and methods, but the develop-ment of a form of consciousness, more holistic in orientation enabling greater accuracy in the ‘reading’ and appreciation of the complexity being encountered in the work. A key notion in this approach is an acceptance of our own participation (conscious and unconscious) in the phenomena (social context) that we have been called to engage with. This case study was one of many exercises to help participants engage with social phenomena in a challenging way in order to hone our developing practice. Our group process was a simple one – the group members had to read the case study and then come back with comments and questions which would form the basis of a conversation.

The following is an extract from what they read:

It was a warm sunny afternoon with a strengthening south easter, a typical early summer day for Cape Town. After moving through the security gates, I was greeted by the receptionist in a large airy room in the centre of the building. Very neat and well maintained, I thought as I tried to busy myself looking at some photos displayed on a notice board situated above a cushioned bench. I was then received by the programme coordinator who introduced me to the director. I smiled in acknowledgement. Then the staff room at the back of the building, next to the kitchen. Large windows revealed an area where vehicles were parked shaded by a flourishing creeper and an outbuilding. Again a feeling of warm spaciousness. I was introduced to three other staff members. We sat down; I declined tea and asked for a glass of cold water. I hastily scribbled their names on my notepad to avoid forgetting, as my mind began to race, something that tends to happen at the delicate moment of meeting for the first time.

With introductions over, the ball was now in my court. How would I begin? I gave an account of what I already knew out of the telephone conversation and the purpose of this meeting, really just to get to know each other and provide further opportunity to explore the issues, the questions people had and beginning to look at how I would be able to assist.

That out of the way, the conversation was now open. One spoke of how the people that they worked with offloaded their life experiences on them and how they felt overtaxed and burdened. Another about the need to ‘draw the line’, to have clear boundaries to safeguard yourself from the pain which characterised the lives of the community members they were supposed to help. There was an account of a potential beneficiary of the programme who had attempted suicide. I could not fail to notice the struggle to maintain composure as tears welled in her eyes on recounting the story of this young girl. Four times a year there would be field visits and they would come back to the office feeling weighed down. At times they had to be ‘hard’, this was difficult and it also formed a dynamic between them on the panel whose task was to decide which applicants would qualify as beneficiaries of the programme following a set of criteria. Often they would find themselves batting for their own group of applicants. Then someone reminded colleagues that the conversation was at risk of overshadowing the numerous successes which had to be celebrated as well. For some time already the organisation had acknowledged the need for some space so that individuals could debrief – it was fondly called a ‘huddle’ session. However this was quickly followed by getting back to work because there was so much to do, reports, admin and forward planning. And this had become a pattern out of which they were unable to break free. There was a realisation that change was necessary if they wanted to remain motivated and avoid burnout.

I meandered through this, trying to listen, at times losing the thread of the speaker in the midst of my own thoughts and reactions with mounting anxiety. And during my responding, I was talking too much I thought, at times breaking the momentum and flow of the conversation. What was my role here I thought, a counsellor reflecting feelings and showing empathy in response to the expression of pain or a development practitioner helping them to see themselves more clearly and unblocking hidden resources to move beyond the current impasse? The director raised the issue of practice. Yes!, I thought, an opening to steer this conversation towards this relevant issue, but why was it not me to bring it up in the first place? How was I doing my job, it was so obvious an issue?
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I could sense that the meeting was coming to an end; someone had taken a glimpse at a wristwatch. It was agreed that there would be an intervention and a projected date. I would facilitate a staff reflection after completion of the November field trips. There would be sharing and ventilation of experiences, at the same time engaging in a process to further both individual and organisational learning. Out of this we would also hope to find more clarity regarding the developmental questions and challenges being faced and assess the potential for further accompaniment by the CDRA. I drank another glass of water, noticing how dry my mouth felt at the end of the meeting and promised a proposal by the end of the week.

A remarkable and thought provoking conversation followed the reading of my case. Something stirred for me out of the discussion and feedback that took place. Let me take you into my confidence by sharing with you some ideas and feelings about practice that have been amplified through this experience.

I still regard myself as being a relatively new practitioner in the development sector. Despite this, certain feelings and questions I have lived with in previous working contexts have persisted, again emerging in this case study. My tendency to feel doubt and anxiety about entering the unknown and somehow perceiving myself lacking in confidence to engage the pheno-menon of the client system. For some time now I have been able to reframe the anxiety I tend to feel when entering a new situation, seeing it as a healthy tentativeness that would keep me awake to, respectful and appreciative of the client’s dilemma and my ‘participation’ in that situation, hopefully without risking being consumed and immobilised. On the other hand there is also a need on the part of the practitioner to be on the outside without risking the loss of authentic responsiveness to the client’s situation and therefore imposition. There is a need to hold the tension somewhere between passion and dispassion. I can so easily get inside of myself and the client, a temperamental issue I guess, yet entirely necessary for building relationship through empathy and understanding, but potentially I run the risk of losing the outside view.

So how does one deal with this kind of mutual opposition (polarity) encompassing these two critical areas of awareness, that of being both inside and outside of a situation in practice? My sense is that the preference is for the relative safety of the outside, doing the business of providing answers rather than living and grappling with the deeper questions and complexity of the inside. At times I am quite envious of those who have all the answers and frameworks. How blissful it must be to have all these tools and models couched in clever language having universal applicability. Un-fortunately this caricature may not be too far fetched in the present day. Still there may be other perspectives to my feelings of doubt and anxiety. Whether they relate to questions about experience, expertise and personal conflicts should be a continuous focus of my own process of professional and personal development. However returning to the question I am reminded of a thought provoking insight offered by a colleague in response to my case: “I think that your anxieties fill up space that needs to be occupied by your emptying” and another, “when can doubt be a quality rather than a confusing cacophony of voices in your head?”. There are two ideas here, one of emptying and the other of doubt as a quality which I will attempt to explore a bit further.
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I have already hinted at the usefulness of anxiety as an emotion in the context of practice. Anxiety in the normal sense results in a particular physiological response to perceived threat by keeping us vigilant. Though not entirely in a physiological sense one can still argue that vigilance is a necessary condition for a truly responsive practice. This form of tension can help to keep us questioning and interested, holding us alert to fully apprehending the unique dynamic of the client system but equally important, to keep us conscious of what we bring to the situation, our very own strengths and frailties. Is this perhaps descriptive of the ‘emptying’ that my colleague referred to during the case study? However in this case the notion of emptying was raised in response to what was perceived as a more neurotic form of this emotion coming through the sharing of the story. So again a kind of paradoxical element emerging out of an emotional response to the client’s situation. Perhaps the ‘neurotic’ anxiety I am speaking of here is the one which either leads us to patronisingly identify with the client’s problem (stuck on the inside) on the one hand or our need to offer expertise, therefore hasty diagnosis and prescription on the other (stuck on the outside).

Can emptying therefore represent a kind of conscious-ness where the practitioner can simultaneously be both inside and outside of a situation? Straying to either one or other side of the continuum will mean persisting with that which is familiar and may I say snug. Truth-fully every moment that we experience as we pursue our work is everything but familiar and part of that which is different is to be seen in our very own reactions to the situations we find ourselves in. But do we allow ourselves to appreciate this fully? The challenge in practice is therefore to recognise the need to meet every situation anew, curious and interested, open to being surprised. The notion of emptying suggests an activeness, consciously allowing space in which you are able to experience self and the situation more fully both from the inside and outside. The image that comes to mind is that of breathing. The diaphragm expands creating a vacuum in the lungs that allows the life giving air to be experienced. Can you picture your-self breathing (deeply or shallowly) into the situation which exemplifies your practice. In this sense the story of myself and the client must be seen more as an aspiration than a demonstration of this intention. The new may not have emerged in the situation itself, but through reflecting on it and conversations with like- minded colleagues.

It may be helpful to see emptying as a quality of observation that takes us beyond that which is known into the realm of what we do not know and even what we may prefer not to know. Breaking with familiarity is not easy and will deman[image: image4.jpg]


d a degree of courage on our part. Is this perhaps the source of some of my anxiety? David Whyte’s words add further illumination in this regard:

“It seems to be the nature of any new territory that we arrive on its borders flat broke. Any new world seems to demand dispossession and simplification. We look back in longing for our previous comforts, which, for all their smallness and poverty, at least had the richness of familiarity.”

One could even superimpose the words emptying and essence over dispossession and simplification. Making meaning is a critical outcome of our practice and a necessary condition for conscious change to occur. It is a precursor for fluidity and movement to arise, bringing energies together that allow for shifts to take place in the situation. But seemingly this requires a dispossession of sorts, a letting go of, giving up, losing that which is known and dear to us at least on some level. How can we as practitioners both suspend and allow everything that we are, and that the situation is, in a way that creates enough of a ‘hollowness’ to be filled by something fresh and new, an essence sending tremors through rigid foundations? In all honesty I don’t know, but the question fascinates me deeply and does indeed stimulate a number of thoughts: Acceptance of our own participation, that we also add a dimension to the complex dynamic of the situation into which we intervene. This requires an openness and sense of responsibility It would demand an appreciation of the element of polarity in complex social situations. Acknowledging the limitations of our thinking and the prevailing dominant paradigms for making sense of the social condition. We need to seek new ways of understanding and making sense of our world. Here we are referring to a consciousness that goes further than cold analysis, but incorporates a more encompassing grasp of what is truly human.

Finally I want to turn to the notion of doubt. I’m always wondering if I have the capacity to really under-stand the client’s situation and to offer something that genuinely addresses their questions. Yet I do have skills, a competence accompanied with experience that could make me an expert in certain situations. However the doubt persists and I wonder how it could be seen as something that would facilitate my ‘emptying’? It’s difficult to conceptually pin down the notion of emptying, but I think that doubt forms a key element. Turning this doubt into a quality rather than a distraction as implied by the ‘cacophony of voices’ during the case study is a formidable challenge. Doubt and uncertainty are as much an aspect of the client’s experience as they are the practitioner’s. In today’s world the tendency is to seek an antidote for doubt, even settling for denial in the quest for certainty. Therefore the client demands certainty and the practitioner offers it. Doubt can begin to become a quality when the act of not knowing can be as deeply valued, if not more so, than the act of knowing.

This would mean acknowledging or even celebrating the ignorance being experienced. I try to imagine a different paradigm in which such attitude and thinking formed a foundation. And then I wonder if the conversation and encounter with my client would have happened in the same way. There may have been more questions and perhaps the diagnosis would have been different. Perhaps the sorrow that lived so close beneath the surface would have been expressed more freely. I may also have been able to share my own feelings and thoughts more honestly. And how would this have contributed differently to the situation that we were confronting together?

Can we both be in these situations fully and yet be enough on the outside to see ourselves and the situation become an unfolding narrative as if we were watching a movie? In doing so we have to let go of certainty, otherwise we remain trapped in the realm of that which is known. Here our observation is not just about them but also about ourselves and in both cases consisting of huge tracts of unexplored territory yet to be discovered.

It’s so much harder to maintain such a dispassionate distance when dealing with the social. The social is not like nature which we can appreciate and marvel at literally from a distance. Watching a wild animal meeting its death is very different to witnessing the effects of poverty and hunger on a young African child. It does not require robust thinking to see the inextricable connections between the different societies in our world today. This may be an extreme example but the contention remains that we are so much part of the situation that we are intervening into, co-creators of, the social dynamic we find ourselves in. Boldness is therefore a necessary part of a developmental practice because we have to face ourselves if we are to enable others to do likewise. And with this mindfulness we begin to grapple with the paradoxes that are so much a part of our lives and, for that matter, human development.

Returning to the case study. What has amazed me was how what was observed in such a short encounter could have excited so much thought and conversation. How many thousands of meetings are taking place at any given moment in time? And how are they being observed? I am left with this stirring thought: Can I begin to see myself as a container being filled with thought free of presumption, perception freed from the inanimate and emotion free of projection? How can one achieve such emptying? This idea, although daunting, fills me with immense excitement and probably represents a pursuit that extends beyond what is humanly possible, but nonetheless what an amazing ideal, and worthy of the energy expended. Ultimately the practice represents a continuous striving, a continuous extending as new concepts become fixed in the face of the ever unfolding course of development. If this is true, then we as practitioners will always have to contend with the fact that we meet every situation anew or as so aptly put by David Whyte, ‘always arriving flat broke’. Although posing a somewhat intimidating challenge, this insight has also created new spaces and a kind of freedom that inspires confidence, trust and possibility yet unimagined.
�	A two-year professional formation programme that aims to support the establishment of a highly skilled body of development practitioners capable of working developmentally with complex situations in unfolding and unpredictable social circumstances.


�	I would like to acknowledge the contribution made by Catherine Collingwood, one of my Fellowship colleagues, who shared this quote with us during the course.
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