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Unlearning – facing up to the real challenge of learning 
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“Learning is natural, it happens by itself; it is the unlearning that takes labour”

Sadhana Ma

Building learning organisations necessarily involves a re-thinking of the amount and the quality of time allocated to a whole variety of activities, a paradigm shift from training-centred growth to learning-centred development, a real valuing of experience rather than a dependence on external expertise, and an understanding that development practitioners need to grow their practice out of themselves and their experience – rather than have it stuffed into them through the endless training opportunities, so widely available. Training can be useful but only to the extent that it is located within a bigger learning process which connects it directly to experience on the ground.

There is no doubt that this re-orientation has reaped benefit for those organisations which have taken organisational learning seriously. The good use of action-learning processes in several obvious and subtle ways becomes more and more naturally part of the work and learning practices and culture, generating a virtuous circle of development, encouraging honesty and openness in relationships, deeper conversations, clarity, improvement in practice and ongoing feedback and affirmation. 

However, there are many organisations that have taken learning seriously, yet have not managed to significantly deepen or improve their practice. Many of these have been employing authentic learning processes and have allocated good quality time to these, but somehow blockages emerge or remain. The learning cycle, which should be a virtuous circle that positively feeds itself, becomes a stuck record with the same lessons being learnt time and time again, without leading to any significant shifts or changes in practice. 

There are many possible explanations for this, none simple and none exclusive, but as the title to this short piece suggests, perhaps unlearning is one real difficulty here and it is where the real challenge lies. 

What is unlearning? 

We could simply characterise unlearning as the process of letting go of what is or what is known, in order to create fresh space for new learning to take root. Unlearning is not at all foreign to the conventional legalistic/scientific/academic method of critiquing. In its debative mode, scientific critique, disproving as a form of unlearning, injects a rigour and discipline into enquiry, even some excitement. Disproving and proving towards the truth. But somehow we cannot approach social development solely through this method. It does have a place, in certain areas of research, but once we enter into developmental relationships in the field of social development, other dimensions of being human swing into play, where being dispassionate and objective are no longer so easy.

The search is still for the truth, not the truth of law or science, but a kind of truth that illuminates what matters, the working essentials, a truth that can be grasped out of the complexity of living systems, phenomena that the language of science and law cannot always logically explain. Truth that we can work with, not to test or to pass judgement but to help bring consciousness so that the next step can be taken.

Learning and unlearning processes are deeply intertwined with other processes in larger living or human systems. Fritjof Capra’s (1996) description of a living system are useful here. A living system, he says, has three characteristics:

· structure - which is all the elements of a system and their relationship to each other;

· pattern - which is the rhythm of the system, its structure in motion, its habits; and

· development - of a system, how it changes over time. 

Learning is intimately part of the development of a system, almost synonymous with it, but if we are concerned with what it is that has to change it is in the working or the patterns of a system that we find particular challenges. I would like to look at two forms of a pattern: rhythm and habit.

Rhythm is a pattern in time – the regular daily, weekly, monthly, annual activities that mark the tempo of a system’s functioning. Circadian, hormonal, sleep, digestive and other biological rhythms play an important role in the healthy regulation of our bodies and minds. Living systems and their various elements are connected in time through rhythms which enable coordination and continuity, a keeping in time or in step with one another. Understanding rhythms can help us to manage the energies we have, mental, emotional and physical. This is true also of an organisation’s rhythms, its regular activities or processes which provide a structure-in-time, through which it can direct, mobilise and regulate its energies or efforts. Often when we are asked to help an organisation to re-structure itself, the organisation’s real need is to re-pattern itself, to rethink the nature and qualities of its rhythms and habits and what lies behind these. Without appropriate rhythm, an organisation becomes chaotic, the staff insecure, tired and stressed. 

But just as organisational rhythms are vehicles through which we can contain and manage energy, so rhythms can also constrain or disperse energy. What might have once been a healthy, regular monthly review, can become a tiresome disconnected ritual that has lost its point or focus. Our habit of planning and budgeting annually in a particular way may have to worked wonderfully well in the past, but unknown to us, it has become a primary cause of our inability to adapt to changes in our context. In mild or severe forms, these habits can become ingrained, comfort zones, addictions, hiding places of denial and self-protection. Stuck records.

The point here is that living systems "learn" into their patterns and unwittingly develop into them to the point that patterns become part of their unconscious reproduction, embedded in the culture of the organisation. Which is fine. If all the patterns that enabled us to reproduce ourselves were conscious, and we wanted to openly manage them, we would be defeated by their complexity. But if we want to anticipate the need for change or see it earlier rather than later (or too late) then consciousness helps.

Rhythms govern our lives in a hundred different ways and, therefore, become intimately connected to our learning and development processes. The challenges of consciously reading, assessing and unlearning these rhythms becomes fundamental. Yet by their very nature patterns become ingrained, like a wheel-rut on a dirt road, and we resist efforts to break out despite the fact that consciously the need can be clear. 

Our habits, in my definition here, are a bit different in that time is not necessarily part of their nature, but are an unconscious pattern of initiative or of response to things we do or that happen to us. Of particular importance, in social development work, are the habits that are part of the capacity we have to form relationships and to see and interpret the world. Learning to form developmental relationships and to see or to gain understanding of the living system you are intervening into, are particular challenges where unlearning plays, I believe, an unusually important role.

Let’s begin with those qualities that enable a person to form honest and authentic relationships, to connect with people with all their complexities and uniqueness, and the habits that often accompany these. Development practitioners may have excellent capacities in a number of important areas, but if they struggle to form warm, human relationships, to connect intimately with the subjects of the interventions, then the chances of facilitating real transformation are slim. Without good connection there can be no real trust, no confiding in the practitioner, and any attempt to proceed to the heart of the matter will be fruitless. Indeed, a relatively unskilled practitioner who can connect often gets much further than one who is highly skilled and experienced but cannot relate adequately.

The other crucial quality (or capacity) is to clearly see something for what it is, before any assessment or judgement, just to understand what it is, its essential nature and how it relates to what is around it. Often our ability to see something, to appreciate its true nature, is skewed or hidden by the judgement we give it, the pigeon-hole we have prepared for it. It has taken me a long time to deeply appreciate the need for this capacity to just see something without judgement or assumption and I am not sure that I ever have ever fully done so. 

If these two qualities or capacities of relating and seeing are fundamental to developmental practice, then how do we become better at them? Is unlearning required?

When learning to "see", some things can be learnt and even trained, and development organisations do well to ensure that ongoing learning is pursued in this fundamental area. This may be through experience or those with experience, through acquiring and practising certain skills, through using certain models that give better insight into people and systems and better equip us to form relationships.

But even this is not enough. Still we struggle to relate, and still we struggle to really "see".

Unlearning to relate and to see 

The capacity to form trusting relationships is not a skill that can be learnt, except at the level of formality or nicety. Relating to another begins with the relationship we have with ourselves, the inner struggles that define us and from out of which we relate with others. We are, in so many, many ways, the ongoing process and product of our personal history, but particularly of the unconscious lessons learned again and again to the point of habit. How we form relationships lives deeply in our "habit body". Habits that do not serve us take time to break and some may never be broken.

Learning to "see" is equally challenging. It is one thing to have the models and skills to research a situation, but a different thing altogether to see something fresh, to understand it for itself, on its own terms. The challenge here is to unlearn the habitual, unconscious lenses and benchmarks we inevitably bring to situations and relationships and to appreciate things for what they are, not for what they remind us of or what we want them to become. 

It is through our own process of deliberate consciousness, of unlearning, that we can put aside what we bring and begin to free ourselves from the power that our own past and will can exert on our ability to arrive "empty" into a situation. 

But what is the nature of our patterns of response and what is the real work we face in dealing with them, in unlearning them? 

What is true here for individuals is just as true for organisations. We need to dig beneath our individual and social cultures to the rhythms and habits of response that guide our responses to life and therefore our capacities for learning. Culture can be defined as the way we practise our values, principles, paradigms and beliefs, in particular those we hold unconsciously and which live deeply hidden in our will. The source of these have often been hard-learned from experience. Either we do not want to re-live those experiences and have created automatic responses and patterns of behaviour to shield and guide us through the difficult terrain of life. Or, if those experiences worked for us then we want to continue, to relive the new experience through the old. The challenge, therefore, lies at the level of the will, uncovering it, understanding its real consequences and asking ourselves if we want to make a different choice.

Unlearning things that are no longer useful can be an extreme form of changing, like an almost physical casting off of inner clothing. Big shifts like this are not easy and are usually avoided, until they become unavoidable. 

Learning to unlearn 

Unlearning involves a conscious individual confrontation of the past with the future, involving paradigms or beliefs that come from the fully formed past at odds with those that come from a future, still in formation. The risk, the vulnerability of not having answers, of being in-between ideas, of acting in the face of the unknown, has to be faced as unlearning takes place. In this way unlearning prepares the ground for a deeper kind of learning.

There are fears behind our being "closed" to relating or seeing differently, fears behind our reluctance and our defences. Behind the fears live the memories that gave rise to them. We cannot disprove our past or invalidate our memories. We go back and work gently with what happened, see the memories afresh and hopefully find the strength necessary to free ourselves from their power. But somewhere in our reflections we reach moments of decisions. Do I choose to be honest about this and its real consequences? Do I want to change? Am I really prepared to face the new consequences of change? These become the central questions driving unlearning. Other questions follow naturally such as: What do I/we really want now? What must I do? What have I learnt? At the heart of unlearning is our ability to get down to our will and to consciously face it and turn it. 

Unlearning is not about a method or a cycle. Perhaps it is rather about honestly and courage and a process or journey towards that. Sometimes it boils down to facing our blame or guilt and to accepting the antidote of forgiveness. Forgiveness as unlearning. 

But methods can help to guide the courageous. Inner reflection and meditation, with or without the help of a colleague, therapy, counselling and life-biographical processes can be helpful. These do not have to be middle-class or western processes - within most cultures there are processes which help people to do inner work. In as much as we need to reach a deep, informed acceptance of our clients, we need to practise this on ourselves, learning more about who we are, and as this happens we enable ourselves to unlearn the patterns of response and behaviour that may have an unconscious power over us. 

But what is also interesting is the capacity we gain in the struggle to unlearn. I am not sure what the name for this capacity is, perhaps it is just freed energy – and I have seen it with individuals, myself included and groups – that is released when certain kinds of unlearning takes place. Indeed I have always like the image (not mine) that we are both the potter and the clay and that the struggle to work on ourselves brings both light and life to our struggle to help others to do the same.

Old patterns and habits inevitably are replaced by new ones. New needs to learn also need new rhythms, sure and regular spaces that gives a basic form and structure in distinct and definite relationship to the "doing time" of work. Learning can only become a habit or a pattern if it is given its own quality time, not as something fitted into the odd off-beat of an organisation’s working rhythm. We need to unlearn the notion that learning is a luxury.

At CDRA we invest in a regular monthly learning process of several days, and every month we write a reflection, we do creative art-work together, we work on case-studies, we tackle strategic questions, we do peer-mentoring. When out in the field we know that this safe space is there, a time towards which we can direct our thoughts, questions, experiences and share our learning. For several of us this monthly process is the defining core of the organisation, a regular beat we can be sure of, the essence of the organisation that exists to support and motivate our practice in the field. 

As people involved in the development processes of others, we attend to our development processes, to appreciate and strengthen what we bring, but also to unlearn those deep, hidden and sometimes painful patterns that mask and influence the way we do things. Ultimately, we have to acknowledge that it is not our methods, strategies, tools or techniques which define the core and quality of our development practice, but ourselves – our past, our present and our future, and the will we can find to face these. 

Isn’t this the process that we are so often called upon to facilitate in others? Isn’t our own process of unlearning then the only way that we can know how to do this?
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