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Abstract
This doctorate research has drawn primarily on participatory worldviews and
action research practices to explore how we might develop the personal and
relational capacities necessary to engage with complex ecological challenges in
current times. I consider how we might develop the capacity to hold the tensions
and complexity associated with such challenges, and how we might work with
these in creative and generative ways. A central question underpinning this thesis
is therefore: What kinds of (inter-)personal capacities and relational processes
might enable us to stay with these tensions, and to continue to engage with the
challenges raised? I argue that sustained engagement with ecological challenges,
as well as the development of an inquiry practice, may be facilitated by:
1. Developing ‘repose’ in ourselves.
2. Holding the process of engagement moment to moment, as a practice
of personal development and spiritual unfolding.
3. Sustaining our engagement with this work through openness to
‘moments of grace’.
The concept of repose has its origins in Spinoza’s ethical philosophy. I build on
both Spinoza and Arne Naess’s notions of repose, and I develop an understanding
of what it would mean to act from a position of repose, and show how this might be
understood as an appropriate praxis for responding to current ecological
challenges. The empirical basis for this thesis lies in my participation in various
fields of practice, broadly relating to education for ecology and local community
action for sustainability.
I propose that a practice of acting-from-repose would entail attending carefully to
the emergence of possibilities in the present moment/context, and then responding
according to what appears to be called for there and then. The readiness to
encounter and meet the unknown/other, in its/her/his difference, uncertainty and
possibility, may be a further quality of repose. Acting in such a way would require
the development of self-aware and context-aware reflexivity, mature understanding
and intuition, and the courage and creativity to engage with complexity and to
respond appropriately. I therefore understand a combination of ‘positive selfknowledge’, ‘mature understanding of systemic complexity’, and ‘openness to
moments of grace’ as the grounding or repose from which we might then choose to
move into action, of the kind that has the potential to be effective and meaningful.

3

4

Acknowledgements
I would like to express my gratitude and appreciation to all of the people with
whom I engaged in my various fields of practice. Because of you, I have felt wellaccompanied as I made my way through this inquiry. I have been challenged,
nourished and inspired through our conversations and interactions, and through
many of the questions and experiences you shared with me regarding your own
engagement with ecological challenges. I wish you all well in the process of
holding so many challenging tensions, and in your work for a more ecologically
and socially just world.
I would also like to offer very special thanks to my supervisor, Peter Reason, for
his unflagging support and guidance, and for the inspirational example he sets in
his educative practice, scholarship and work for sustainability. Had I not met you,
I would not have set out on this inquiry; without the care and commitment that you
brought to our supervisory relationship, I would have struggled to get through it. I
hope you know how much I admire and respect you, and how much I have learned
from you. Special thanks are also due to Donna Ladkin and Judi Marshall - thank
you both so much for your input and interest in my work, and for your belief in me
and your encouragement over the years. Having role models such as yourselves is
part of the reason that I feel happy to be part of the academic community, and to
commit to it as my professional context.
Of course, part of what sustains me and energises me is the love and support of my
friends and family, wherever they are in the world. Thank you all. My deepest
gratitude and appreciation for my mother and father, Gloria and Bart, my sister,
Adriana, and my husband, Matthew. I love you very much, and I love that I’ve
learned so much from you over the years - each of you teaches me something
about living well, and living in repose, which I admire and which helps me
grow.. .Even you, Indy. Matt, thank you so much for looking after me, laughing
with me, and having such confidence in me. You are the person with whom I most
frequently and clearly experience moments of grace.

5

6

Para mama y papa.
Por traerme hasta aqui.

Ypara Pachamama...
Para que no te olvidemos.
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1

Introduction

1.1

Framing the inquiry

My aim in this introductory chapter is to frame my inquiry, and to be explicit about
how it is that I position my doctorate research and how I understand the
contribution I make through this thesis.
As a first step, I introduce the core inquiry questions which have given shape and
life to my research practice and to this thesis.
I then explain what it is that I mean when throughout the diesis I refer to ecological
challenges and the ecological crisis.
I propose that a central feature of my inquiry has been the development of my own
capacity to appropriately engage with such ecological challenges. I make clear that
my intention is that this thesis be primarily understood as a first-person inquiry
around my developing practice as an action researcher, educator and aspiring
change agent in relation to ecological challenges.
I then briefly delineate the ways in which I engaged with others as a significant
part of my doctorate research, and I explain that the questions which have become
core to my inquiry emerged from my participation in these various fields of
practice.
I go on to frame the conceptual contribution of this thesis in terms of the concept of
‘repose’, and I suggest that a practice of repose may contribute to the development
of an inquiry practice and to the development of appropriate activeness in relation
to ecological challenges.
I end this introductory chapter with a chapter-by-chapter roadmap of the thesis.
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1.1,1 Introducing my inquiry questions
My doctorate research has drawn primarily on participatory worldviews and action
research practices to explore how people become actively engaged with ecological
challenges.
In setting out on this inquiry, my wish was to consider the following question:
What are the kinds of experiences that individuals are faced with as they consider
how they might respond to current ecological challenges?
In the light of my experiences with various groups, my focus shifted to questions
around how we might develop the personal and organisational capacities necessary
to engage with complex ecological challenges in current times, and to make sense
of the anxiety and uncertainty which may be experienced in doing so.
In this thesis, I consider how we might develop the ability to hold the tensions and
complexity associated with such challenges, and how we might work with and
move forward from these in creative and generative ways. A central question
underpinning this thesis is therefore: What kinds of (inter-)personal capacities and
relational processes might enable us to stay with these questions, and to continue to
engage with the challenges raised?

1.1.2 Defining ecological challenges
I begin my thesis from the conviction that the state in which we currently find
ourselves as a planetary system is a degenerative and perilous one. I have come to
understand the challenges facing humanity as encompassing a number of complex,
interrelated global trends, which play themselves out in myriads of ways in local
contexts. I propose that these trends include the following (adapted from Harman
and Hurley, 1996):
1. Destruction of nature and of the natural
2. Erosion of the sense of community and place (human and more-thanhuman)
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3. Increasingly unequal distribution of wealth
4. Marginalisation of persons, communities and cultures (including the
feminine)
5. Erosion and denial of the sense of the spiritual or sacred
6. Elite knowledge generation leading to learned incapacity and helplessness
I believe that the above challenges, though framed as global trends, touch my life
and the local contexts in which I place myself in ubiquitous ways, and that the
severity, intricacy and systemic nature of these challenges demand thoughtful
attention. It is these broad trends, understood in their global and local
manifestations, that I refer to when throughout the thesis I speak about ecological
challenges, complex challenges and (less frequently) the ecological crisis/crises.
In a related vein, I understand sustainability to refer to states where such global and
local trends are subdued and reversed.
In this sub-section, I briefly describe some of the ways in which I experience each
of these in my own life. My intention is to give some flesh to the central
challenges facing humanity in current times.
There is evidence increasingly available which supports the claim that the
ecosphere and the natural processes of more-than-human (Abram, 1997) life on
Earth are being irreparably damaged as a direct result of (especially Western)
modes of human thought and activity. The State of the World report (1999:4)
produced by the WorldWatch Institute at the end of the twentieth century suggests
that ‘The challenge facing us at the dawn of a new century begins with scale.
Human numbers are four times the level of a century ago, and the world economy
is 17 times as large. This growth has allowed advances in living standards.. .but it
has also undermined natural systems’. (A more detailed account of some of the
challenges facing natural and social systems can be found in Appendix One. These
include challenges relating to climate change; population growth; military
expenditure; decline in mammal species; wetlands deterioration; deforestation; and
air pollution.)
It is estimated that global human populations could escalate by another 4.6 billion
in the 21st century, and I cannot help but wonder whether under such extreme
pressure the planetary system will not finally give way. Meanwhile, global
consumption and production levels appear set to continue on their upward run.
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Again in the words of the State of the World report (1999:8) ‘Growth is a defining
feature of the twentieth century, and has become the de facto organising principle
for societies around the world’. I come face to face with how I contribute to this
trend when I consider my energy usage, ecological footprint, and consumption
patterns, and the waste which is a by-product of my lifestyle. I am keenly aware of
the tensions that are everywhere evident between the planet’s limited carrying
capacity and our society’s commitment to growth and unsustainable consumption
patterns.
Similarly, I am aware of the second trend outlined above (that of destruction of
community) when I consider the striking differences between the strong sense of
community evident in my parents and grandparents’ accounts of their youth and
my own experience of what seems a somewhat diluted sense of community.
Again, I am conscious that in my passiveness I also contribute to this trend, while
also feeling that, at times, I make active attempts to forge out a sense of community
within my own locality; something that I increasingly feel better able to do having
been settled in the area for the last five and a half years. Crafting a sense of
community and a sense of place could potentially nourish and sustain us as we
engage with ecological challenges, as I suggest later in the thesis.
I am permanently conscious of my relatively disproportional share of wealth vis-avis so many other human beings in the world, and I am aware of the questions that
could be asked regarding the privilege and injustice inherent in this. I am also
conscious of the discomfort which I sometimes experience within the context of
management education, where questions regarding the relative wealth, power and
accountability of corporations are often left unasked, as are questions regarding the
relationship between business activities, management practice and social justice.
For example, each time I recall the statistics which suggest that of the world’s 100
largest economies, 51 are corporations (Korten, 1995) and that a mere 1 percent of
all multinationals own half the total stock of foreign direct investment (Korten,
1995) I experience astonishment and alarm, and I wonder how we may make sense
of the fact that so many management graduates move into employment having, by
and large, not developed qualities of critical attention to these kinds of figures and
trends.
I have carried an awareness of the marginalisation of persons, communities and
cultures for a long time. In a similar vein, I have long been uncomfortable with the
16

centralisation of power, knowledge-creation and wealth in the hands of a privileged
minority. I am acutely aware of how these trends play out in my home country of
Argentina. I left Argentina when I was very young, but returned there frequently
over the years. I know that many people and communities there are systematically
marginalised through their poverty, their lack of access to formal education and to
decision-making processes and governance structures. I have witnessed the
emergence of different types of grass-roots, citizen and civic society movements in
Argentina, and I know that the unrest and struggle to which such movements can
give rise can be experienced in different ways (and often ambiguously) by different
actors in the system, and can be interpreted both as generative and/or degenerative
interventions.
Growing up in the Middle East (in Saudi Arabia and in the Sultanate of Oman) I
also became conscious of perspectives which warn that we are in danger of moving
towards a global mono-culture. It is possible to accuse multinational corporations
and international institutions such as the WTO, the World Bank, and the IMF of
using their unaccountable prowess to push forward a ‘world-wide homogenisation
of diverse, local and indigenous cultures, social and economic forms, as well as
values and living patterns [in order to] reflect the efficiency needs of the new
global monoculture’ (International Forum on Globalisation, http://www.ifg.org/,
accessed 19 November 2002). My schooling was undertaken in an international
school, and by and large the staff and student body alike were proud of the cultural
diversity represented within the school, and of the respect for difference which we
felt we advocated and embodied. A critical incident at this stage of my life was
witnessing the attempts made by the local United States Embassy to take over the
management of the school, with the intention that an American academic
curriculum replace the international one already in place. I (along with many
others in the school) was active and vocal in opposing and resisting the US
Embassy’s endeavours, and I remember how important it felt to me to maintain the
cultural and academic diversity which was a defining feature of the kind of
school—and world—of which I wished to be a part.
I have also experienced the erosion and denial of the sense of the spiritual or sacred
as a significant characteristic of modem times, and I believe that it was my
awakening to this realisation that especially drove me to undertake this doctorate
research. When I first began to seriously reflect on this trend in the final year of
my undergraduate degree, I realised that, more than anything, I felt the need to
17

acknowledge and honour the sense of sacredness, grace and wonder I experience as
part of the universe, and of which I have always been quietly conscious, but had
not found space to articulate. Throughout this thesis I frequently refer to my
emerging sense of grace and of spirituality, and so I wish to briefly explain what I
mean by these here. I have found Gregory Bateson’s (1967, 1972,1979) notions of
grace and of the sacred to be most closely aligned with my own emerging
understanding and experience of spirituality. In his thesis, Noel Charlton (2003)
explores the notions of a sacred world, aesthetics and grace in the thought of
Gregory Bateson, and makes the following point:
For Bateson, the ‘problem of grace’ is one of integration (or re
integration) of the ‘diverse parts of the mind - especially those
multiple levels of which one extreme is called “consciousness” and
the other the “unconscious’” . Bateson was fond of the famous words
of Pascal: for grace to be achieved, ‘the reasons of the heart must be
integrated with the reasons of the reason’. (Charlton, 2003:169)
I believe that my inquiry’s significance is largely related to my developing sense of
spiritual purpose and participation in the sacred, and that this is an important way
in which I understand myself to be developing the capacity to respond to other
ecological challenges. Thus I understand spiritual development to refer to both the
personal experience of grace, transcendence and of participation in the sacred, as
well as relating to how we position ourselves and act in the world with a sense of
spiritual purpose, in the service of human and ecological flourishing. In this sense,
my understanding of spirituality and grace is also informed by David Coghlan’s
(2005) exploration of the links between Ignation spirituality and action research.
Coghlan suggests that in the Ignatian tradition,
.. .spirituality is not an inward-focused experience for the
development of the individual only, but one that challenges
individuals to live a just life themselves and to have a personal
spirituality that is both individual and social by having a concem-inaction for others and for the transformation of our world. (Coghlan,
2005:102)
Which brings me to the final trend identified by Harman and Hurley (1996), that of
learned incapacity and helplessness. When I first began to seriously engage with
18

evidence of the ecological challenges I describe above, my immediate reaction was
one of powerlessness. I had little sense of how I could meaningfully respond to
these complex challenges, and I experienced distress and confusion as I considered
how I may position myself in relation to these. The decision to undertake this
doctorate research was underpinned by my wish to challenge my own sense of
learned incapacity and helplessness.
Indeed, a key aspect of my inquiry has been the development of my capacity to
effectively engage with the kinds of challenges I have described in this sub-section.
I expand on the kinds of questions and developmental points with which I have
engaged in the sub-section that follows.

1.1.3 Framing my inquiry practice
My intention is that this thesis be primarily understood as a first-person inquiry
around my developing practice as an action researcher, educator and aspiring
change agent in relation to ecological challenges.
Throughout the thesis, I aim to be explicit about the ways in which both my
understanding and my practice of inquiry developed through engaging in various
fields of practice. That throughout this thesis I often refer to my research practice
signals the importance I have placed on generating practical knowing in relation to
core questions.
For example, some of the questions I have asked myself in developing my research
practice are as follows: How do I translate my aspirations to give shape to
participatory inquiry processes into authentic, effective practice when conducting
research with others? What are the consequences of the choices I make as
researcher, facilitator and participant in inquiry? An important part of what I
sought to do within my first-person inquiry practice was to create spaces for
inquiry with others, and through the thesis, I seek to offer a critique of the ways in
which I sought to do this, and I consider how I am attempting to develop my
capacity to do so.

19

Apart from seeking to develop the effectiveness of my research and facilitative
practice, I have also sought to develop practical knowing regarding how I may
appropriately engage with present ecological challenges. Core questions here have
included: How do I develop the capacity to engage with such challenges in joyful
and life-affirming ways? How might I develop an appropriate sense of activeness
in relation to these challenges? How do I sustain my engagement with these,
despite the distress and despair which I sometimes experience? And how might I
speak to others about this, particularly in my role as an educator?
Thus, I have also sought to reflect on my developing practice as an educator at the
interface of management practice and ecological challenges, and so I consider the
following questions: How might I learn to engage with ecological challenges in
sustained and rigorous ways, and how might I facilitate others in doing so,
particularly in the context of management education? How do I/we create the
kinds of spaces where people feel able to continue to engage with the questions
raised, despite the discomfort and complexity to which this may give rise?
Much of the focus of my PhD inquiry has therefore been on the development of
practical knowing, or knowing how, in relation to these myriad questions. Indeed,
through this thesis, I aim to provide an account of how my practical knowing and
the practical outcomes of my work (or my practice) have shifted over time, as a
result of having engaged in this process of inquiry.

1,1.4 Framing my engagement with others
Through my research practice I sought to bring qualities of inquiry to the various
spaces in which I engaged. I refer to these different spaces as my fields o f practice
because these are the primary spaces where a) I developed my practice as an action
researcher/inquirer and b) because it is through these that I examined (alongside
other participants) how I/we might appropriately respond to the ecological crisis.
The fields of practice in which I engaged were situated within two particular
spheres, broadly that of management education and education for ecology (Reason,
forthcoming) and that of local community action in relation to ecological
challenges and sustainable development. I propose that in each of these the
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intention of many involved is/was to create and participate in the kinds of spaces
and processes whereby people can develop their capacities to make sense of
complex challenges and act upon them in appropriate ways. Through this thesis,
then, I seek to present a grounded understanding of what happens when people
attempt to form learning spaces and enter into dialogue and/or relationship with
one another, in an attempt to more effectively respond to ecological challenges.
The questions and issues which I identify are largely those which became
prominent ‘for us’ collectively, and revolved largely around our ability to respond
to ecological challenges in ways which could be considered appropriate and
meaningful. Much of the literature around personal and social transformation
suggests that there is a need for people to experience agency in relation to
challenging situations, where agency refers to the ability to respond in some
meaningful way (Ballard, 2005), and to intervene in ways that move the
organisation and/or situation towards some sort of desired transformation.
My experience of working alongside various practitioners, community members
and management students is that people’s sense of agency can be shaken as they
seek to engage with sustainability issues. Choosing to seriously engage with such
complex challenges may give rise to many questions, regarding our ability to
respond; the lack of straight-forward solutions; our understanding of ourselves as
change agents and community leaders; the frames and assumptions underlying our
conceptualisations of change and leadership, and so on. At times, the people with
whom I engaged spoke about feeling overwhelmed and debilitated by distress and
anxiety in trying to make sense of these uncertainties and complexities. It therefore
became important for me (and for other participants, to varying extents) to consider
the processes through which we may reflect on and make sense of these
experiences, in such a way that we are able to continue to engage with the
challenges raised, rather than retreat, smooth over, or seek to resolve the tensions
experienced.
My experience is that the questions and tensions which emerged as we sought to
engage with ecological challenges were also relevant to my developing practice as
an action researcher. Throughout the thesis, then, I place these two strands
(engagement with ecological challenges and development of an inquiry practice)
alongside each other, and I attempt to show how learning in one area may support
development in the other.
21

1,1.5 Framing the conceptual contribution o f this thesis
To reiterate, the core questions I have explored through this inquiry revolve around
how we might develop the capacity to hold the tensions and complexity associated
with ecological challenges, and how we might work with these in creative and
generative ways. One of the central questions I consider is therefore: What kinds of
(interpersonal capacities / relational processes might enable us to stay with these
questions, and to continue to engage with the challenges raised? In this thesis, I
argue that sustained engagement with ecological challenges and the development
of an inquiry practice can be facilitated by:
1. Developing ‘repose’ in ourselves.
2. Holding the process of engagement moment to moment, as a practice of
personal development and spiritual unfolding.
3. Sustaining our engagement with this work through openness to ‘moments
of grace’ (Berry, 1999).
By the phrase ‘developing repose in ourselves’, I mean the development of a more
informed understanding of the complexity and subtlety of the challenges facing us
balanced with ‘a positive knowledge of our own activeness, our own creativity and
achievements, and our own processes of living’ (Charlton, 2003:306). My sense is
that, for the various groups with whom I worked, people experienced these two
positions as not sitting very easily alongside each other. Many participants felt
either capable of playing a significant part in bringing about change or able to
appreciate the complex, subtle and systemic nature of ecological challenges.
Subsequently, participants sometimes appeared either eager to rush into action,
perhaps without giving sufficient thought or care to the appropriateness and/or
possible consequences of such actions, or overwhelmed and paralysed by the
complexity of it all. I therefore understand this combination of ‘positive selfknowledge’ and ‘mature understanding of systemic complexity’ as the grounding
or repose from which we might then choose to move into action (of the kind that
has the potential to be effective and meaningful).
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The concept of repose, as I am using it here, has its origins in seventeenth century
philosopher Benedict de Spinoza’s ethical philosophy. In this thesis, I build on
Spinoza’s notion of blessedness, or peace of mind, which he suggests emerges out
of an enlarged understanding of God or Nature, and all that this encompasses.
Peace of mind can therefore be inspired by ‘the knowledge of the union existing
between the mind and the whole of Nature’ {On the Improvement, 1949:6). Indeed,
the experience of blessedness might rest on the understanding and appreciation of
our own ongoing participation in nature (which is one and the same with the
divine). This, to me, is a key point. Insofar as we develop an adequate
understanding of the role and place that we occupy as modes of an eternal divine
essence (which we might call God or Nature), we experience blessedness, peace of
mind and repose; the equivalent, Spinoza suggests, to the glory referred to in
sacred writings.
Following Spinoza, contemporary ecophilosopher Arne Naess suggests that
developing an appropriate sense of agency may be akin to creating ‘repose in
ourselves’ (or acquiescentia in se ipso, in Spinoza’s words). Such repose may be
understood as a form of self-acceptance. Naess argues:
One may say, somewhat loosely, that what we now lack in our
technological age is repose in oneself. The conditions of modem life
prevent the full development of that self-respect and self-esteem
which is required to reach a stable high degree of acquiescentia in se
ipso... (Naess, 1995:255)
Although the thrust of Spinoza’s central arguments are generally and ultimately
directed towards the concepts of blessedness and peace of mind (both of which
could be understood as emerging from acquiescentia in se ipso, or repose in
oneself), his seminal work, Ethics, does not give us much of a clue as to what such
repose or peace of mind would look like in practice (and even if it did, of course,
one would have to consider the appropriateness and relevance of his proposals to
current times). Arne Naess, in his treatment of Spinoza’s notion of repose,
suggests that ‘repose in oneself would mean possessing sufficient self-respect and
self-esteem to stand up for what one believes is right, but again does not address
the development or practice of repose in much detail. I build on both Spinoza and
Naess’s notions of repose, and I seek to develop an understanding of what it would
mean to act and lead from a position of repose, and to show how this might be
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understood as a relevant and appropriate praxis for responding to ecological
challenges in current times. I ground my arguments in my experience of
participating in various fields of practice, and I seek to show, through my own
developing practice as an inquirer and educator, what acting and leading from a
position of repose might entail.
As I conceptualise it, some of the principal qualities of repose would be adequate
self-knowledge, attentiveness, groundedness and readiness to encounter and meet
the unknown/other, in its/her/his difference, uncertainty and possibility. I suggest
that a practice of acting-from-repose would entail attending carefully to the
emergence of possibilities in the present moment/context, and then responding
according to what appears to be called for there and then. My sense is that acting
in such a way would require the development of self-aware and context-aware
reflexivity, mature understanding and intuition, and the courage and creativity to
engage with complexity/uncertainty and to respond appropriately.
Apart from building on Spinoza’s/Naess’s notion of repose, I particularly draw on
the work of the following authors in developing my ideas for this thesis: Joanna
Macy’s (1991a, 1991b, 1995, 1998) notions of despair work and the work that
reconnects; Freya Mathews’ (2003,2005) work on erotic encounter and affirming
the given; Thomas Berry’s (1990,1999) notions of the great work, the spiritual
journey and moments of grace; as well as drawing more widely from
ecopsychology, deep ecology, and action research perspectives.

1.2

Roadmap to the thesis

In this section, I offer the reader a roadmap of the thesis.
In Chapter Two, I position my research practice within an emergent participatory
worldview and within the broad field of action research, and I consider some of the
key principles which characterise the field. I explain how I have drawn on various
articulations of action research (including those of first-, second- and third-person
inquiry) in developing my inquiry practice. I argue that the development of critical
subjectivity has been one of my key objectives, and I describe some of the ways in
which I have sought to develop this capacity. Throughout this chapter, I am
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explicit that a significant part of what I seek to do as I develop my inquiry practice
is to reflect on the quality of this practice and on how this is developing, and I
suggest that this thesis be understood as evidencing the emergent quality of my
first-person inquiry practice. In the latter part of this chapter, I critically reflect on
the quality of my action research practice in relation to a number of broad criteria
and choice-points identified by Bradbury and Reason (2001). I end this chapter
with a consideration of the kinds of issues and tensions that have been raised for
me as I engage in data analysis.

In Chapters Three and Four, I contextualise my inquiry by providing some detail
on the various fields of practice with which I engaged. I seek to make explicit
what my initial intentions and assumptions were as I contracted to work with these
groups, and to outline how I sought to bring an inquiring perspective to the process
o f engagement with ecological challenges.
In Chapter Three, I describe my engagement with the Sustainable Farmshire
initiative. This initiative spanned a period of eighteen months and over that time
sought to provide a forum for local residents and organisations to collaboratively
explore, discuss and find ways of responding to calls for sustainability within the
parish. I explain that one of the ways in which my role came to be understood here
was as a facilitator of reflective practice, and I begin to raise some questions
regarding the ways in which I sought to fulfil this role.
In Chapter Four, I describe my attempts to track the learning experiences of course
participants over two intakes of the Ecological Thinking and Action in
Management couse and of participants in the part-time professional postgraduate
programme, the MSc in Responsibility and Business Practice, both of which are
offered within the School of Management at the University of Bath. I explain that I
particularly sought to attend to the changing attitudes and perspectives of course
participants as they engaged with the issues raised by the programmes, and to the
tensions participants experienced as they considered how they might appropriately
respond to such challenges within their professional contexts.
I conclude Chapter Four by outlining my engagement with the Luhimba Project, an
aid/development partnership between a village in Tanzania and a small UK-based
charity. I explain that my collaboration with this group revolved around attempts
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to facilitate critical attention to the nature of the relationship(s) which had evolved
between project partners in the UK and Tanzania.
In Chapters Five through Ten I demonstrate how the questions and issues raised in
these different fields of practice encouraged me to carefully consider, challenge
and shift my understanding of what it means to be an inquirer and agent of change
in relation to ecological challenges.
Specifically, in Chapter Five, I draw on the experiences of participants of the
Ecological Thinking course, and I present my emerging understanding of what
these suggest about the challenges encountered when seeking to engage with the
ecological crisis. The themes which became apparent to me revolved largely
around many participants’ sense of helplessness and powerlessness as they engaged
with the material raised by the course, and around doubts they expressed regarding
whether they could make a difference. I argue that these experiences are not
unique to Ecological Thinking course participants, but are representative of the
kinds of challenges evidently raised for many groups and individuals seeking to act
for change of this kind, including participants of the MSc in Responsibility and
Business Practice programme. In the latter part of Chapter Five, I begin to
consider some of the ways in which we may make sense of these experiences, in
such a manner that we are able to continue to engage with the challenges raised,
and to hold rather than retreat from, smooth over, or resolve the tensions
experienced. I propose that this involves asking questions about how we
understand our sense of agency and our positioning in relation to complex
ecological challenges.
I continue this discussion in Chapter Six, when I draw on Spinoza’s ethical
philosophy and on his concepts of repose and peace of mind in order to develop an
understanding of how we might differently position ourselves in the world, and
how we might differently understand our potential contribution to action for
sustainability. I argue that developing repose in ourselves may enable us to hold
the tensions and complexities associated with ecological challenges, and to
continue to engage with these in sustained, joyful and life-affirming ways.
A central theme which I then develop in the remainder of the thesis revolves
around the following question: how might sustained engagement with ecological
challenges be supported and enabled by the development and enactment of repose?
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By drawing on my experience of participating in the Sustainable Farmshire
initiative and in the Luhimba Project, I consider what it would mean to act and lead
from a position of repose, and I argue that this might be understood as an
appropriate praxis for responding to ecological challenges.
Specifically, in Chapters Seven and Eight, I reflect on my experience as part of the
Sustainable Farmshire initiative, and on what this suggests about the challenges
encountered when seeking to act for sustainability. I draw on the concept of repose
as a lens through which to make sense of these experiences, and I critically reflect
on the kinds of qualities, both personal and relational, which may give form and
substance to a practice of repose. I suggest that a practice of repose may contribute
both to my developing inquiry practice and to the ways in which I understand and
choose to relate to current ecological challenges.
In Chapter Nine, I turn to my collaboration with the Luhimba Project and I
endeavour to show the ways in which I sought to embody qualities of repose in this
field of practice. In part, this involved attending carefully to the emergence of
possibilities in the present moment and/or context, and then responding according
to what appeared to be called for there and then. Indeed, I advocate that it is in the
holding of the process of engagement moment to moment that I/we might find that
which sustains us through the vulnerability and uncertainty which we may well
experience. I suggest that part of what sustains me as I engage with ecological
challenges is my sense of receptiveness to moments of grace: moments which are
defining in the creativity and potential that they hold, and in the qualities of
awareness and attentiveness they call forth from me.
In the concluding chapter of this thesis, Chapter Ten, I expand on the suggestion
that developing the capacity to respond appropriately to ecological challenges may
be linked to a process of personal development and unfolding. I do this by
considering my understanding of repose in relation to Torbert et al.’s (2004)
perspectives on self-development and self-transformation, and by drawing on
Torbert et al.’s thinking as a lens through which I might make sense of the
developmental journey upon which I understand myself to be embarking. In the
latter half of this chapter, I return to my experience of working with the Ecological
Thinking intakes, and I conclude the thesis with a grounded account of some of the
ways in which I am seeking to develop a practice of acting-ffom-repose in my
educative practice.
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2

Developing an inquiry practice

2.1

Framing

As I identified in Chapter One, my aspiration is that this thesis may contribute to
dialogue around the challenges (and the opportunities) presented by the ecological
crisis, and around the choices we might make in seeking to respond to these. Thus
key methodological questions for me are the following: How can we as inquirers
go about creating knowledge of value in making sense of the current planetary
conditions and in bringing about human and ecological flourishing? What
methodology is appropriate for generating knowing that is valuable and necessary
in learning to think and act in more appropriate ways with regards to these kinds of
challenges?
In this chapter, I show that an important aspect of my doctorate studies has been
that of developing a practice of inquiry. I position my research practice within an
emergent participatory worldview and within the broad field of action research, and
I consider some of the key principles which characterise the field. I go on to
explain how I have drawn on various perspectives on action research in developing
my own inquiry practice, and I describe some of the ways in which I have sought
to develop critical subjectivity. In the latter part of this chapter, I critically reflect
on the quality of my action research practice in relation to a number of broad
criteria and choice-points identified by Bradbury and Reason (2001). I conclude
with a consideration of the kinds of issues and tensions that have been raised for
me as I make sense of data.

2.1.1 Shifting worldviews
I set out to develop an inquiry practice from the perspective that current ecological
challenges are grounded in the conceptual and philosophical framework of the
dominant, empirical-positivist Western worldview. Thus, between the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, ‘the notion of an organic, living, and spiritual universe
was replaced by that of the world as a machine, and the world-machine became the
dominant metaphor of the modem era’ (Capra, 1983:38). The individual geniuses
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of a series of influential mathematicians, including Descartes and Newton, resulted
in an ideology of the universe as ‘one huge mechanical system, operating
according to exact mathematical laws’ (Capra, 1983:49). In particular, it has been
argued that the Cartesian split between mind and matter and correspondingly
between self and other, has resulted in a worldview where ‘there was nothing left
alive but individual human egos almost completely detached from any intimacy
with the world’ (Cashman, 1987:29). The mechanistic worldview predominant for
the last four hundred years has afforded significant gains, in our knowledge of
science, technology and medicine, for example; but at the same time, many would
argue that it has proved a highly unsuitable framework from which to approach
many aspects of life and of the cosmic experience. In the words of Toulmin
(1990), the search for an absolute, objective truth triggered a historical shift from a
practical philosophy based on experience and particular practical cases to a
theoretical philosophy concerned with the general, timeless and universal.
Inspiringly, Toulmin and many other observers suggest that there are emerging
worldviews and methods of inquiry which aim to reverse this trend, such that:

Since 1945, the problems that have challenged reflective thinkers on a
deep philosophical level... are matters ofpractice: including matters of
life and death... The ‘modem’ focus on the written, the universal, the
general, the timeless - which monopolised the work of most philosophers
after 1630 - is being broadened to include once again the oral, the
particular, the local and the timely. (Toulmin, 1990:186)

It could be argued that, in present times, we are experiencing a paradigm shift from
a modem to a postmodern worldview (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln and Guba,
2000; Orr, 1992; Reason, 2002a; Skolimowski, 1994; Tamas, 1991). Such a shift
in current patterns of thought and action can be usefully considered in the light of
Thomas Kuhn’s work on The Structure o f Scientific Revolutions (1970). Kuhn
showed that taken-for-granted assumptions and prior constructs provide us with
implicit frameworks, or paradigms, which we then use to shape our thinking.
When our paradigms remain unnamed or unchallenged, our thoughts and actions as
human beings tend to align themselves with our given mental contexts, until such a
time when ‘.. .problems—queries and data which do not fit the paradigm—accrue
to dramatise the inadequacy of the paradigm’s assumptions. In periods of radical
change, dissonance arises between previous assumptions and present experience;
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the paradigm is brought into question—and into consciousness’ (Macy, 199la:8).
Many would argue that the empirical-positivist worldview which has dominated
Western civilisation for a number of centuries is outdated, and is necessarily being
replaced by an emergent worldview which ‘has been described as systemic,
holistic, relational, feminine, experiential, but its defining feature is that it is
participatory: our world does not consist of separate things but of relationships
which we co-author’ (Reason and Bradbury, 2001:6).
An emergent worldview is necessarily pluralistic and inter-disciplinary, borrowing
from a number of intellectual traditions, including the relatively contemporary
fields of systems thinking, deep ecology and feminism, as well as the ancient
Eastern philosophy of Buddhism. Furthermore, in so far as an emergent worldview
is contentious and evades a definitive metaphysic, it invites and demands
problematisation.
This is the frame from which I approach my inquiry, and in this chapter I attempt
to critically consider some of the underlying premises of an emergent, participatory
worldview, focusing in particular on how these may translate into appropriate and
effective inquiry/research practices. In Chapter Six, I introduce a number of
different theoretical and philosophical frameworks, all of which may be understood
to be grounded in, and to contribute to, participatory worldviews. These include
the fields of deep ecology, ecopsychology and panpsychism. In the remainder of
the thesis, I draw on these perspectives to develop an understanding of how we
might appropriately engage with ecological challenges.

2.2

Action Research

This thesis is clearly framed within the traditions of action research, as developed
by Reason and Bradbury (2001), Greenwood and Levin (1998), Freire (1970,
1982), Marshall (1981, 1999,2001), Fals Borda (1991,2001), Kemmis and
McTaggart (2000) and Torbert (1991,2001, 2004) amongst others. The field of
action research is made up of a diversity of voices and methodologies, and indeed,
has been identified by Reason and Bradbury (2001) as drawing on a comprehensive
range of theoretical foundations, including the pedagogical work of Freire (1970)
in the South, as well as pragmatic philosophy (Greenwood and Levin, 1998), the
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practice of democracy (Toulmin and Gustavsen, 1996), critical thinking (Carr and
Kemmis, 1986), liberationist thought (Fals Borda, 1991; Selener, 1997), humanistic
and transpersonal psychology (Reason and Rowan, 1981; Rowan, 2001; Heron and
Reason, 1997), constructionist theory (Ludema, Cooperider and Barrett, 2001) and
systems thinking (Flood, 2001).
At the same time, those practices which form the field of action research also share
important core values and characteristics which paradigmatically distinguish it
from other kinds of social research. In the Introduction to the Handbook o f Action
Research, editors Peter Reason and Hilary Bradbury put forth the following
working definition of action research, which is further built upon throughout the
volume:
...Action research is a participatory, democratic process concerned
with developing practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile
human purposes, grounded in a participatory worldview which we
believe is emerging at this historical moment. It seeks to bring
together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation
with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing
concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual
persons and their communities. (Reason and Bradbury, 2001:1)
The above definition integrates five interdependent characteristics which arguably
draw together the different schools of practice in this field, and it is these
characteristics which I find useful in framing my research practice. In particular,
these defining characteristics say something different about the underlying
purposes of engaging in action research. For example, a primary purpose of action
research is the generation ofpractical knowing that is useful to people in making
sense of their situations, and which assists them in developing and enacting more
effective knowledge-in-action in their everyday lives, where the elements of action
and reflection, theory and practice, build on one another and provide a more
comprehensive, thoughtful and purposeful guide to being-in-the-world. Moreover,
a broader, more encompassing purpose of action research is that of human and
ecologicalflourishing', thus the different arenas in which action research is
practised are linked by a common purpose, all focusing on things that matter to
those involved in the research. Greenwood and Levin, for example, suggest that
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action research is one way through which to reconstruct relationships between
universities and societies:
Community members, small-scale organisations, minorities, and
other powerless or poor people who want assistance with broad
social change issues are looking for solutions to everyday problems
in particular contexts: poverty, addiction, racism, environmental
degradation, and so on. It does not matter to them whether one
university has more government grants than another or ranks above
another in die annual Business Week university rating; their concern
is whether they can get help in producing research that will assist in
solving their problems. (Greenwood and Levin, 2000:89-90)
Action research is therefore participative and democratic, and acknowledges that
human persons are acting, thinking-feeling agents, who have both the capacity, and
the right, to participate in processes of knowledge creation relevant to their own
situations and life experiences. Again in the words of Greenwood and Levin
(2000:97), ‘by linking inquiry to action in a given context, action research
emphasises the role of human inquirers as acting subjects in a holistic situation’.
Thus, action research is only possible with, for and by persons and communities,
and the research design and execution are therefore participative and democratic
processes, ideally involving all stakeholders (Reason and Bradbury, 2001).
Moreover, action research takes an emergent, developmentalform:
Since action research starts with everyday experience and is
concerned with the development of living knowledge, in many ways
the process of inquiry is as important as specific outcomes. Good
action research emerges over time in an evolutionary and
developmental process, as individuals develop skills of inquiry and
as communities of inquiry develop within communities of practice.
Action research is emancipatory, it leads not just to new practical
knowledge, but to new abilities to create knowledge. In action
research knowledge is a living, evolving process of coming to know
rooted in everyday experience; it is a verb rather than a noun.
(Reason and Bradbury, 2001:2)
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In the next section, I expand on some of the characteristics of action research
which differentiate it from other social research, including positivist (mostly
quantitative) research on people and post-positivist (mostly qualitative) research
about people (Heron, 1996). Furthermore, I outline the congruence between action
research and ecological thinking and action so as to demonstrate why the
methodology is fitting to my area of inquiry.

2.3

Research with others

2.3.1 From research dyad to mutuality in inquiry
The conventional interpretation of research as a dyad, composed of an elite
academic researcher studying a passive subject, can be understood as a harmful,
dis-empowering and colonising discourse of ‘the other’. Indeed, the action
research paradigm demands a significant re-examination of the Cartesian observerobserved mutually-exclusive dyad and suggests that ordinary people can develop
the self-determining capacity to create knowledge which is useful in transforming
and making sense of their everyday lives and practice. As Orlando Fals Borda
(2001:30) suggests, it seems counterproductive to regard the researcher and
researched as ‘two discrete, discordant or antagonistic poles. Rather, we had to
consider them both as real “thinking-feeling persons” whose diverse views on the
shared life experience should be taken jointly into account’. The significance of
seeking to re-evaluate and re-describe the degenerative but pervasive
knower/known dichotomy is that it brings forth the possibility of participatory
relationships between human beings and between humans and nature, one which
Fals Borda describes as a ‘subject/subject horizontal relationship’:
A resolution of this tension implied looking for what Agnes Heller
(1989) called ‘symmetric reciprocity’, for mutual respect and
appreciation among participants, and also between humans and
nature, in order to arrive at a subject/subject horizontal relationship.
Moreover, the resolution of this tension was another way of defining
authentic ‘participation’ away from liberal manipulative versions like the dominant one offered by political scientists.. .and as a
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manner of combining different kinds of knowledge. (Fals Borda,
2001:30)
The methodological stance that all people are capable of creating knowledge that is
valid and legitimate, based on their experience and put into practice through
purposeful action, has huge implications when considering how we might approach
ecological challenges. More specifically, it begins to say something different about
where agency, creativity and responsibility lie in dealing with these complex
matters. Rather than rely on academic elites, policy-makers and institutions to
deliver solutions for ecological crises, which affect all beings indiscriminately, this
methodological stance suggests a courageous departure from such learned
helplessness and detachment. Instead, it proposes participation and engagement by
ordinary people in shaping more effective ways of approaching such pervasive
problems.
Moreover, as Fals Borda suggests, a more horizontal subject/subject relationship
begins to combine different kinds of knowledge, and when seeking to explore and
respond to local and practical problems, the participation and experience of those
most immediately concerned might be particularly relevant. Thus, the
methodology of action research takes seriously the notion of an extended
epistemology, and is shaped so as to take into account different ways of knowing.
Greenwood and Levin identify that:
The relationship between the professional researcher and the local
stakeholders is based on bringing the diverse bases of all
participants’ knowledge and their distinctive social locations to bear
on a problem collaboratively.. .Action research does not romanticise
local knowledge and denigrate professional knowledge. It is a cogenerative research process precisely because both types of
knowledge are essential to it. (Greenwood and Levin, 2000:96)
Perhaps most significant is the notion that this horizontal subject/subject
relationship could also apply to the relationship between humans and the rest of
nature. The methodology of action research is congruent with the principles of
ecological thinking in that they both provide a critique on the established
mind/matter and subject/object dualisms, which have arguably led to the distancing
of humans from nature and thereby to the ecological crises of our times. The
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implicit and explicit assumption is that within the physical world awareness is an
exclusively human attribute:
The interior human ‘mind’ or ‘subject’ is kept apprised to random
happenings in the exterior ‘objective’ world by the sense organs,
mechanical structures that register discrete bits of sensory
data...Within this account, ‘meaning’ and ‘value’ are assumed to be
secondary, derivative phenomena resulting from the internal
association of external facts that have no meaning in
themselves.. .the external world is tacitly assumed to be a collection
of purely objective, random things entirely lacking in value or
meaning until organised by the ineffable human mind... (Abram,
1987:8)
A subject/subject participatory relationship would see mind and value in all of
matter, and the hierarchical distinctions as false and degenerative. As part of my
research, I have considered what it would mean to view our being in the world in
this way. From Chapter Six onwards, I expand on this by drawing on the
philosophical thought of Spinoza, the panpsychism expounded by Mathews (2003,
2005) and ecopsychological and deep ecological perspectives as put forward by
Fisher (2002), Bender (2003), Berry (1990, 1999) and Macy (1991a, 1991b, 1995,
1998), amongst others.

2.3.2 Politics and values as formative research qualities
Action research is embedded in transformed understandings of the creation of
knowledge among human beings (Hall, 2001) which highlight the importance of
asking searching, thought-provoking questions with regards to the process of
knowledge-creation, including questions about privilege and worth (for whom and
for what purpose is this knowledge created?) and power and politics (who decides
on what constitutes knowledge, and how can it be used and abused?).
The thought and practice of action research recognises that objectivity and valuefree neutrality are unattainable constructions of the Cartesian mind/matter
dichotomy; instead, it is appreciated that all research agendas are necessarily
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located within moral and political contexts. Greenwood and Levin are critical of
the relationship between mainstream universities and society and suggest that the
research agendas to which the former choose to pay attention (often under the
influence of government and big private sector players) marginalise socially
relevant research which matter to other (relatively disempowered) social groups.
Action research has the potential to begin to shift this dynamic, and as Kemmis and
McTaggart (2000:568) point out, in the so-called developed countries, ‘many of
those who have adopted [participatory research] approaches have been academics
committed to integrating university responsibilities with community works’.
Proponents of action research have sought to highlight ‘the politics of conventional
social research, arguing that orthodox social science, despite its claim to value
neutrality, normally serves the ideological function of justifying the position and
interests of the wealthy and powerful’ (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2000:568).
Greenwood and Levin (1998:53), for example, expose uncomfortable and often
unchallenged political and power dimensions, suggesting that ‘If action research
can be categorised as unscientific or “soft”, then power holders both in academia
and in society at large feel free to ignore our results, which is convenient when our
findings are critical of existing power relations’.
In acknowledging that value judgements are inseparable from research efforts, the
realm of axiology, posing the questions o f‘why’ and ‘for what purpose’, also
becomes an important philosophical consideration. Positivist and post-positivist
paradigms would consider prepositional knowing about the world as an end in
itself; similarly, interpretivists would also value prepositional knowing in so far as
it is ‘instrumentally valuable as a means to social emancipation’ (Lincoln and
Guba, 2000:172). My own sense of purpose centres on exploring and developing
practical knowing, or knowing how, around how we might creatively respond to
ecological challenges and how we might appropriately act for the flourishing of
the wider ecology.

2.3.3 Primacy o f the practical
The separation of research from practice is another long-established dichotomy, the
usefulness of which is called into question by action research. Praxis-oriented
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research developed in collaboration with practitioners in particular contexts has
much greater potential to be valuable as a tool for social transformation. Kemmis
and McTaggart suggest that:
Participatory action research (not always by that name) frequently
emerges in situations where people want to make changes
thoughtfully - that is, after critical reflection. It emerges when
people want to think ‘realistically’ about where they are now, how
things came to be that way, and, from these starting points, how, in
practice, things might be changed. (Kemmis and McTaggart,
2000:573)
Thus, praxis-oriented research brings together the spheres of action and reflection,
with the purpose of engendering, through a disciplined and critically-rigorous
process, knowing that is more grounded, self-aware and applicable. When we
consider action research as a cyclical interconnecting between phases of action and
reflection, it becomes evident that it is grounded in a radical extended
epistemology which acknowledges the full range of human sensibilities and
experience as valid instruments of inquiry (Heron, 1996), thus respecting the value
of whole-person being and knowing. This is particularly fitting in exploring the
experience of ecological living, which is essentially a holistic, whole-being way of
placing ourselves within the world. In relation to my own inquiry practice, this
leads me to intentionally approach the research process, and the experience of
ecological thinking and acting, with heightened awareness, and to attend to an
extended epistemology, paying attention to how the different forms of knowing and
territories of experience can inform praxis.

2.3.4 Inquiry in the service o f ecologicalflourishing
I find myself particularly enthused by the congruence that is evident between the
fundamental values which underpin the action research methodology and those that
underlie a more ecological and systemic way of acting in the world. Action
research and ecological thinking are both philosophies of life, based on
participatory worldviews, and therefore there is a strong link here between what I
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am choosing to research and how I am going about researching it, indeed, I cannot
imagine one without the other.
A participatory worldview necessarily ‘places human persons and communities as
part of their world - both human and more-than-human - embodied in their world,
co-creating their world. A participatory perspective asks us to be both situated and
reflexive...’ (Reason and Bradbury, 2001:7). Participatory worldviews therefore
encourage us not only to be critically aware of our social constructs and
abstractions, but further to be aware of our participation in all relational contexts,
including, necessarily, the natural world to which we belong. Thus the human ego
is not the overriding unit of study; rather, we are asked to attend to the situated self,
and the self-in-process and relationship with others, including the natural world.
The theoretical perspectives upon which I draw in developing my understanding of
repose (including those of deep ecology, ecopsychology and panpsychism, as
introduced in Chapter Six) are similarly grounded within participatory worldviews.
Therefore, the methodology of action research is most appropriate when
approaching my particular research interests, which revolve around how we can
think and act as part of a wider ecology.
Throughout this section, I delineated some of the underlying values characterising
action research. In the following section, I outline some of the different
articulations of action research practice, and explain how I am working with these.

2.4

Living inquiry

There are many articulations around how to engage in action research, and each has
its particular focus and framing. In this section, I explain how I have drawn on
varied articulations and frameworks of action research practice in order to develop
my own inquiry practice.
Through my inquiry, I have sought to create spaces for locally-relevant
collaborative inquiries within communities. In doing so, I have chosen not to take
a singular methodological approach; rather, I have sought to approach life as
inquiry (Marshall, 1999) and to draw on the kinds of thinking and methods which
appeared generative and appropriate as the inquiry emerged and unfolded. Thus, I
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align myself with Geoff Mead’s (2001 :iii) notion of ‘living inquiry as a form of
action research which consciously avoids adopting any single method, preferring
Feyerabend’s argument that there are no general solutions and that the best chance
of advancing knowledge comes from the intuitive use of a pluralistic
methodology’.
That understandings and enactments of action research can be developed in and
through practice is further supported by Heron’s caveat that his own interpretations
of co-operative inquiry be continually developed through dialogue:
It follows from the model of reality as subjective-objective.. .that
there is no such thing as the account of co-operative inquiry, only an
account.. .The discussion of validity and validity procedures in this
book does not hark back to the outmoded objective stance of
positivism...It is an attempt to discover, in dialogue with my peers,
how I can engage in co-operative inquiry with integrity. It develops
a personal canon which legitimates, for me, my participation in
continuing dialogue. That canon will and must change as the
dialogue proceeds. (Heron, 1996:6)
In the sub-sections that follow, I present the canon from which I have drawn in
giving form to my emerging inquiry practice, and explain how I am contributing to
dialogue around these.

2.4.1 First, second and third-person inquiry
A distinction which I find useful in framing my approach to action research is that
of first-person, second-person and third-person research/practice (Torbert, 2001).
These dimensions of action research practice relate to attempts to bring heightened
attention and critical awareness into increasingly more areas of experience and into
the midst of our real-time daily practice, so as to ‘welcome (rather than resist)
timely transformation at the personal, relational and organisational scale’ (Torbert,
2001:256), and so as to contribute to ‘a present-centred, timeliness-seeking
participatory action inquiry’ (Torbert, 2001:251).
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2.4.1a First-person inquiry
Torbert’s articulation of action inquiry as a particular form of action research is one
that I have found helpful and inspiring (and in section 2.4.2 of this chapter, I
explicitly consider the place of enthusiasm and inspiration in inquiry). Action
inquiry, he proposes, is ‘about discovering actions in real-time personal and
professional settings that alert, attune, and sometimes even align self, immediate
others, organizational strategies, and global vision - and that encourage non-violent
personal, organizational, and societal transformations’ (Torbert,
http://www2.bc.edu/~torbert/, Accessed 31 May, 2003). Such a practice, he
suggests, is
.. .inspired by the primitive sense that all our actions, including those
we are most certain about and are most committed to, are in fact also
inquiries. Conversely, action inquiry is also inspired by the primitive
sense that all our inquiries, including those we most painstakingly
construct to detach ourselves as researchers, in so far as possible
from biasing interests, are in fact also actions. (Torbert, 2001:250)
This is not dissimilar to Judi Marshall’s (1999) notion of living life as inquiry,
which I have also found stimulating and thought-provoking, and in reference to
which I have entitled the present section of this chapter:
By living life as inquiry I mean a range of beliefs, strategies, and
ways of behaving which encourage me to treat little as fixed,
finished, clear-cut. Rather I have an image of living continually in
process, adjusting, seeing what emerges, bringing things into
question. This involves, for example, attempting to open to
continual question what I know, feel, do and want, and finding ways
to engage actively in this questioning and process its stages.
(Marshall, 2001:156-157)
The ways in which we might actively engage in this questioning, and in which we
might process its stages, could be understood as aspects of first-person
research/practice. First-person research, therefore, is about developing critical
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attention to one’s own frames, desires, feelings, and patterns of behaviour, and
about attempts to sustain such attention moment-to-moment (see Marshall and
Mead, 2005). Torbert (2001:253) describes this as ‘listening through oneself both
ways (towards origin and outcome)’.
Another way of thinking about first-person research is to say that through engaging
in this kind of inquiry we seek to make explicit both our espoused theories and our
iheories-in-use (Argyris and Schon, 1974), or to critically consider how ‘what we
say we do or think we do’ relates to ‘what we actually do’ in practice. Indeed, it is
possible to argue that first-person research/practice is a significant and defining
dimension of action research generally; for example, Argyris and Schon’s (1974)
articulation of action science ‘addresses the problem of multiple interpretations by
requiring both practitioners and researchers to make their own interpretation
processes explicit and open to public (intersubjective) testing’ (Friedman,
2001:161).
A large part of what I attempt to do in my own research practice is to engage in
first-person inquiry, and throughout the thesis, I seek to notice how my capacity to
do this well is shifting over time.

2.4.1b Second-person inquiry
Second-person research involves ‘encouraging public testing of attributions and
assessments in real-time encounters and meetings, along with transformations
toward increasingly mutual control of our collective vision, strategies,
performance, and assessment’ (Torbert, http://www2.bc.edu/~torbert/, Accessed 31
May, 2003). This may be understood as co-generating first person
research/practice in interaction with others, or speaking-and-listening-with-others
(Heron, 1996). Through my experience of participating in second-person inquiry
with others, I have come to understand this type of inquiry practice as being
grounded in the shared aspiration to help each other learn and develop together,
and to engage in mutual exploration and common learning within an area of
activity whilst remaining self-focused and respectful of individual motivations and
first-person inquiries.
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Co-operative inquiry (Heron and Reason, 2001) is a specific articulation of how we
might engage in first-person and second-person research practice in a community
of peers. Essentially, this is ‘a way of working with other people who have similar
concerns and interests to yourself, in order to understand your world, make sense
of your life and develop new and creative ways of looking at things and to leam
how to act to change things you may want to change and find out how to do things
better’ (Reason and Heron, www.bath.ac.uk/carpp/layguide.htm, Accessed 6
October 2002). Co-operative inquiry is characterised by small groups of people
coming together to inquire into common concerns and interests, acting as both as
co-subjects and co-researchers through cycles of action and reflection. The
defining qualities of co-operative inquiry (which I would argue are also qualities
underpinning a variety of perspectives to action research) are as follows, as adapted
from Heron and Reason (2001):
1. Extended epistemology: Integrating experiential knowing through meeting and
encounter, presentational knowing through the use of aesthetic, expressive
forms, propositional knowing through concepts and frameworks, and practical
knowing in the exercise of interpersonal and political skill, for example.
Primacy is given to critically-informed action and practical transformation, in
the belief that practical knowing is grounded on and consummates the other
three forms of knowing.
2. Research cycling: This refers to the intentional movement between phases of
reflection and action over a period of time, whereby participants experiment
with ideas and perspectives emerging from the inquiry and reflect on the
usefulness and/or validity of these in practice, and furthermore draw on the
results of such experimentation/reflection in the next iteration of the inquiry
cycle.
3. Balance o f action and reflection: Explicit attention is given to the interplay
between reflection/making sense and experience/action, and on how these
inform and shape one another.
4. Developing critical attention: Including non-attachment and metaintentionality, and fine-tuned discrimination in perceiving, acting, and in
bracketing off and reframing lunching concepts.
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5. Authentic collaboration: All participants are fully involved as co-researchers in
all research decisions regarding both content and method.
6. Dealing with distress: Including the development of the emotional competence
to manage effectively anxiety stirred up by the inquiry process.
7. Chaos and order: This relates to participants’ capacity to creatively allow for
the interdependence of chaos and order, and for an attitude which tolerates
messiness, confusion and tension without premature closure.
The above are qualities of inquiry which I have sought to develop, to varying
extents, quite apart from my involvement in formal co-operative inquiry groups.
For example, key challenges raised for me in developing an inquiry practice have
revolved around the following kinds of questions: What is authentic collaboration?
What does this look like in practice, and how do we make it possible (or not
possible)? What does it mean for the quality of action research practice when it is
missing? What competencies and qualities might I draw on in dealing with
distress, and how do I (alongside others) develop these? What do we mean by
chaos and order in inquiry, and how do we experience and appropriately tolerate,
shape and hold these?
In Chapters Three and Four, I illustrate how I sought to create possibilities for
second-person inquiry in various fields of practice, and later in the thesis, I analyse
some of the difficulties I experienced in doing so, returning to the kinds of
questions I listed above.

2.4.1c Third-person inquiry
Third-person research involves ‘publicly testing propositions with persons not
present through measures and publications, as well as through creating learning
organisations that interweave first-, second- and third-person research’ (Torbert,
http://www2.bc.edu/~torbert/, Accessed 31 May, 2003). I understand third-person
research/practice to relate to larger-scale impact across wider systems, and it is
significant that recent papers by Greenwood (2002) and Gustavsen (2003) have
focused on the challenges of moving from the first-person and second-person to the
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third-person level. In particular, Greenwood and Gustavsen both suggest that one
of the widely-accepted strengths of action research, that of the general focus on
local (relatively small-scale) cases, may not readily speak or provide answers to
other actors than those directly involved, and who may pose their questions and
concerns in more or less general terms, such as ‘what to do about poverty;
participation in work; the process of globalisation’ etc. The challenge identified by
Greenwood and Gustavsen is therefore along the following lines: ‘Are there ways
in which action research can transcend the single case without losing the action
element along the road?’ (Gustavsen, 2003:95). In his paper, Greenwood (2002)
credits Gustavsen with the development of broad programmes, rather than single
cases, and in his response, Gustavsen develops this claim:
... First and foremost: the idea is not to replace the single case with a
number of cases but to create or support social movements. A social
movement is a series of events that are linked to each other and
where the meaning and construction of each event is part of a
broader stream of events and not a self-sufficient element in an
aggregate. There is little point in replacing the single case with a
number of disconnected cases. What is here called a social
movement can emanate from many sources and pertain to a wide
range of themes...
.. .The point in this context is, however, that we cannot face the
larger questions of society by digging continuously deeper into an
endless series of disconnected groups, however interesting the
relationship between the action researcher and each group may be.
(Gustavsen, 2003:95-98)
Gustavsen (2003) acknowledges that there remain considerable challenges in
learning to research and report adequately on movement level rather than case
level. He suggests that ‘what is needed is a new generation of efforts to catch
initiation, development and result on movement level’ (2003:97) and that we can
begin to do this by more actively using what is done by such Latin American
contributors as Paolo Freire and Orlando Fals Borda, suggesting that ‘with them
focus has all the time been on movements, not on cases’ (2003:97). Gustavsen
also refers to Greenwood and others’ work with the Mondragon co-operative (see
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Greenwood and Levin, 1998) as being much more about a social movement than
an individual organisation.
Greenwood’s (2002) and Gustavsen’s (2003) arguments raise some important
questions for me, for if it is valuable for the research efforts to be of some kind of
size, then what does this say about the do-ability of these kinds of programmes,
particularly by early-career researchers such as myself? As I have argued
previously, in a book review of Greenwood and Levin’s Introduction to Action
Research: Social Research for Social Change (1998), the novice researcher may
find it difficult to follow in the footsteps of such large-scale projects as that of the
Mondragon study:
.. .It is important to question the worth of these cases from the
perspective of a novice action researcher. Both examples given
relate to large-scale community and organisation-wide action
research, carried out either with the backing of accepted authoritative
bodies or under the initiative of respected professional researchers.
Both cases would have demanded considerable funding, time and
effort, and not least, access; access which may not have been so
readily granted had the outside researchers not been of high repute in
their own fields. Therefore, whilst these cases are helpful in
portraying the potential scope and scale of AR projects, they might
also be considered misleading milestones for first-time action
researchers hoping to initiate their own AR projects, many of which
will inevitably, and perhaps necessarily, begin on a more modest,
localised scale. (Gaya and Reason, 2002:114)
Taking into account the current levels of debate around issues of third-person
action research practice, and the apparent belief by many within the field that this
is a challenge which action research needs to face if it is to affirm its legitimacy as
a practice capable of influencing policy and social movements on a wider scale, it
seems important for me to consider how my own first-person and second-person
research strands fit into broader patterns. Thus, I seek to do what both Greenwood
and Gustavsen argue should be done:
.. .to link micro and macro, to place each event in a broader context.
In doing this, however, each event has to move into the background
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and be part of a larger scene rather than stand out as something to
investigate in detail. (Gustavsen, 2003:97-98)
Through my research practice, I have sought to bring qualities of inquiry to the
various spaces in which I have engaged, and to develop my first-person research
practice in relation to these. My sense is that, through my engagement in various
fields of practice, I am potentially able to contribute not only to my own practice
and to local practice within those spaces, but also to broader social movements that
seek to move us towards ecological and social justice. Within these movements,
the more general questions to which I believe this thesis contributes are those
around how we might develop the personal and organisational capacities necessary
to engage with complex ecological challenges in current times, and to make sense
of the difficulties, anxiety and uncertainty which may be experienced in doing so.
In the following sub-section, I expand on my first-person research/practice.

2.4.2 Critical subjectivity
A key quality I have sought to develop as part of my first-person research practice
is that of critical subjectivity (Reason and Rowan, 1981), the ability to reflect
critically on what I bring to this inquiry as researcher. Critical subjectivity may be
understood as a mode of inquiry that is ‘both deeply engaged and rigorously selfcritical’ (Reason, 1994a:l 1), or as the ‘conscious experiencing of the self as both
inquirer and respondent, as teacher and learner, as the one coming to know the self
within the processes of research itself (Lincoln and Guba, 2000:183). One of my
primary intentions in carrying out research is to reflect on my own life choices and
behaviour, and thus I identify with Reason and Marshall’s argument that good
research is not onlyfor them, andfor us, but also for me, contributing to personal
development and transformation. Good research is for me to the extent that the
process and outcomes respond directly to the individual researcher’s being-in-theworld, and so elicits the response “That’s exciting!” - taking exciting back to its
root meaning, to set in action’ (1987:112-113).
Following careful reflection on the first eighteen months of my PhD studies, I
identified that my energy lay in thinking about how we could shift feelings of
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alienation, fragmentation and apathy, arguably the maladies of current times, to
feelings of connectedness and participation in relation to wider earth systems. For
me, part of making this shift has revolved around approaching this inquiry as a
whole person, and not as an objective, detached outsider. As Mitroff and Kilmann
state:
The main reason why the social sciences have given a fragmentary
and incomplete account of the nature of man is that the social
sciences have themselves been conceived of and practiced in a
largely fragmentary and incomplete manner. (Mitroff and Kilmann,
1978:3)
My efforts to develop personal awareness and tracking disciplines are related to my
aspirations to hold the notion of living life as inquiry (Marshall, 1999) moment to
moment, in disciplined and rigorous ways. The need to develop these
competencies also arises from my commitment to bring forth responsible,
legitimate and powerful accounts of how I seek to influence what goes on around
me and with what intentions. This includes asking myself questions such as ‘where
do I position myself within these different spaces/fields of practice?’ and ‘what
kinds of interventions do I choose to make, and how do I seek to engage others in
possibilities for inquiry and change?’. It is also about trying to capture how I can
find the courage, sensitivity and robustness to make these interventions.
In this section, I outline the kinds of practices with which I have engaged so as to
develop the quality of my attention ‘in the midst of daily practice’, and I touch
upon some of the themes that have become apparent to me as I reflect on my firstperson work. Of course, the emergent quality of my research practice is something
on which I focus throughout the thesis, especially in later chapters; nevertheless, I
wish to make the point here that I understand my capacity to engage in first-person
inquiry to be evolving over time.
At this point, I wish to make quite clear how terribly difficult I have found it to
sustain a systematic first-person practice. As Torbert suggests, in trying to enact
first-person inquiry in our daily lives, and in the midst of our real-time actions,
... we immediately discover a fundamental difficulty. We rarely
remember to do so. Moreover, we don’t really know what to do
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when we do remember. We rarely experience ourselves as present in
a wondering, inquiring, ‘mindful’ way to our own action. (Torbert,
2001:250)
This is an apt description of my own experience of first-person research/practice. I
find that the heightened attention which is necessary in developing such mindful
presence is difficult to cultivate and remains fairly tenuous. Nevertheless,
developing such critical subjectivity is core to what I am trying to do through
engaging in action research (that is, work towards human and ecological
flourishing) and therefore I have attempted to make this an active part of my
research process, and to track how the quality of my critical attention has shifted as
I have progressed through the PhD. The following are the kinds of practices, and
areas of my life, with which I have consciously engaged in developing my capacity
for critical subjectivity. These made space for—and gave form to—my firstperson inquiry practice in various ways and at various stages throughout my
research. I list these briefly below to contribute to the present account of how I
sought to develop an inquiry practice; I return to these as appropriate throughout
the thesis:
1. Journaling as a way of developing detailed attention to my being-in-the-world
and to what happens around me and also through me, or what Judi Marshall
(2001) calls inner and outer arcs o f attention. I find journaling particularly
useful as a method for capturing these in the moment (or soon afterwards), and
that my capacity to engage in first-person inquiry develops as I return to these,
and choose poignant moments on which to reflect off-line. Attending to the
questions and challenges with which I am playing at particular moments helps
me to draw out some of the broader themes arising as part of my inquiry. I
include examples of reflective personal writing from my journal where
appropriate in the thesis.
2. My educative practice as a Research Teaching Associate at the School of
Management from 2001-2005, as one of the organisational roles which,
following Torbert (2001), I have framed as action inquiry opportunities. I
return to aspects of this organisational role where appropriate throughout the
thesis, and I attempt to show how developing critical subjectivity over time has
allowed me to begin to transform worn cycles of attributions, emotions and
actions in this arena (Torbert, 2001).
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3. To allow myself the space to attend to questions that mattered to me, in 2002 I
joined a co-operative inquiry group focusing on embodiment and place. The
group met for a period of nine months, and over that time, the kinds of
questions we attended to revolved around inhabiting space more fully and with
heightened awareness; both the space that is our bodies and our place in nature,
thus developing a sensitivity of our fullness of being. I came to pay attention
to such questions as: Where and how do I meet ‘the other’ that is more-thanhuman nature? In time, I realised that questions around my sense of place and
my experience of self-in-context were core to my inquiry. I return to these
later in the thesis, when I speak about the qualities and practice of repose, or
restfulness, which I argue may be key to our capacity to engage with ecological
challenges in life-affirming and joyful ways.
4. In 2003,1 took part in a meditation retreat, which I saw as an opportunity to
develop my skills in engaging in foundational practices. Through engaging in
an unfolding meditative practice (which, to be clear, is not based solely around
formal practices of meditation as expounded by Buddhist traditions) I have
sought to develop the capacity for openness and silent attention to my being-inthe-moment, shifting the focus of my attention away from the abstract ‘out
there’ worries which regularly occupy me when not in meditation.
5. From time to time throughout the last five years, I have taken part in deep
ecology exercises, otherwise known as ‘the work that reconnects’ (Macy and
Brown, 1998), which have also contributed to my capacity to engage with
first-person inquiry in sustained and life-affirming ways. For example, the
Council o f All Beings rituals developed by Seed et al. (1988) and Macy and
Brown (1998) encourage us to share our sadness and despair at the state of the
world, and then invite us to transcend our bounded, human selves and to
connect with another life-form, experiencing the Earth and the problems it is
facing from this being’s perspective. To enter into conversation with another
being requires us to think and to act from an extended epistemology, and
although I experience some difficulty in representing the experiential knowing
that is embedded in those experiences, I can begin to name this as a sense of
deep compassion, and liberating creativity, which arises through speaking
from another being’s perspective. Furthermore, I have become (at least
temporarily) aware of a sense of interconnectedness, and of a shift from an
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anthropocentric to an eco-centric experiencing of the world. In helping to
facilitate these exercises, I have become deeply conscious of to the importance
of holding these as solemn, sacred spaces, and of why this needs to be
understood as a serious part of the despair work which Macy, Seed and many
others argue we need to open ourselves to if we are to shift current planetary
patterns.
In Chapters Three and Four, I describe in some detail the various spaces in which I
sought to develop both my practice as an action researcher and my thinking around
what it might mean to contribute to change towards ecological sustainability. I
describe how I sought to develop my first-person inquiry practice and create
possibilities for second-person inquiry in each of these. Throughout the thesis, I
reflect on the quality of my action research/inquiry practice and on how this is
developing over time.

2.5

Quality and choice-points in Action Research

In the conclusion to the Handbook o f Action Research, Bradbury and Reason
(2001) reflect on the issues and choice-points which action researchers may attend
to in improving the quality of their action research practice. Bradbury and Reason
(2001:454) are clear that no action research project can address all issues equally
and that ‘making explicit the questions of what is important to attend to is itself
often part of good action research’. They suggest that PhD students using action
research include a review of the strengths and weaknesses of the work in relation to
these five inter-related issues and ensuing eight choice-points. In this section, I
seek to do just this. My aim in doing so is to critically reflect on the degree to
which my action research practice has appropriately engaged with and responded
to these choice-points. I do this at this stage so that the reader may approach the
remainder of the thesis with some awareness of the questions and tensions which
emerged for me as I attempted to develop the quality of my action research
practice.
Below, I list the questions put forward by Bradbury and Reason (2001) and I
respond to each of these in turn.
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Is the action research:
•

Explicit in developing a praxis of relational-participation?

As I have made clear, a defining quality of action research is that it is participative
and democratic, and acknowledges that human persons are acting, thinking-feeling
agents, who have both the capacity and the right to participate in processes of
knowledge creation relevant to their own situations and life experiences. Thus,
Reason and Bradbury (2001) suggest that action research is only possible with, for
and by persons and communities, and the research design and execution are
therefore participative and democratic processes, ideally involving all stakeholders.
I am not able to claim that I have succeeded in making space for participation and
democratic involvement of all stakeholders in my research practice—that is, in
making my research our research. My intention in this thesis is to evidence how
my own capacities for first-person research/practice have shifted, and part of what I
sought to do within my first-person inquiry was to create spaces for inquiry with
others. I believe that I was able to do this to varying extents, as I show in later
chapters. That I was not able to do this as well as I might have liked is, I believe,
in part due to my relative lack of experience as an action researcher in the early
stages of my inquiry, and arguably partly due to the anxieties and tensions which
were raised for me (and many others) in considering how we might appropriately
position ourselves and respond to ecological challenges, as I explain in Chapter
Eight.
I feel that the way that I engaged (or failed to engage) with this choice-point is a
relative weakness of my action research practice. Bradbury and Reason (2001:448)
advocate that ‘we must pay attention to the congruence between qualities of
participation which we espouse and the actual work we accomplish, especially as
our work involves us in networks of power dynamics which both limit and enable
our work’. My sense is that while seeking to make space for second-person
inquiry, I at times failed to give sufficient thought and attention to what the
qualities of participation and collaboration which I espoused actually meant in
practice. Similarly, in the moment, I often failed to attend to ‘issues of
interdependence, politics, power and empowerment’ which Bradbury and Reason
(2001:448) argue ‘must be addressed at both micro- and macro-levels... ’. My
sense is that my shortcomings in relation to these areas limited the extent to which
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I was able to make space for genuine participation and critical second-person
inquiry in these arenas. In Chapters Three and Eight, I further reflect on what these
shortcomings meant for the quality of my action research practice, and I explain
how I am attempting to develop my capabilities in these areas.

•

Guided by reflexive concern for practical outcomes?

A further characteristic of action research is the importance placed on the practical
outcomes of the work. Greenwood and Levin (2000) suggest that social research is
valid to the extent to which the ensuing learning can be put into practice in the
service of problem-solving in real-life contexts:
Credibility, validity, and reliability in action research are measured by
the willingness of local stakeholders to act on the results of the action
research, thereby risking their welfare on the ‘validity’ of their ideas
and the degree to which the outcomes meet their expectations.. .the
core validity claim centres on the workability of the actual social
change activity engaged in, and the test is whether or not the actual
solution to a problem arrived at solves the problem. (Greenwood and
Levin, 2000:96)
This is, I believe, one of the choice-points to which I have given particular
attention in attempting to develop the quality of my action research practice. That
throughout this thesis I often refer to my research practice signals the importance I
have placed on generating practical knowing in relation to the core questions I have
held throughout my inquiry. These include: How do I translate my values into
authentic, effective practice when conducting research? How do I practice action
research in such a way that I can contribute to change within established systems?
And how can I seek to do this within the context of Western academia, where, as
Greenwood and Levin argue (2000), the received view of knowledge-production is
rooted in the Cartesian ethos, which has succeeded in separating mind from body,
praxis from reflection, science from social action, all dichotomies which seem
degenerative?
Apart from seeking to develop the effectiveness of my research and facilitative
practice, I have also sought to develop practical knowing regarding how I may
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appropriately engage with present ecological challenges. Core questions for me
here have included: How do I develop the capacity to engage with such challenges
in joyful and hfe-affirming ways? How do I sustain my engagement with such
challenges, despite the distress and despair which I sometimes experience in doing
so? How do I make sense of these experiences, and how can I look after myself
while doing so? How do I position myself in relation to the ecological crisis, and
what would appropriate action entail? And how might I speak to others about this,
particularly in my role as an educator?
Thus, much of the focus of my PhD inquiry has been on the development of
practical knowing, or knowing how, in relation to these myriad questions. Indeed,
through this thesis, I aim to provide an account of how my practical knowing and
the practical outcomes of my work (or my practice) have shifted over time, as a
result of having engaged in this inquiry.

•

Inclusive of a plurality of knowing?

Heron and Reason (1997) suggest that the quality of participatory paradigm
research can be ascertained by the extent to which the different kinds of knowing
explored and developed, including the experiential, presentational, propositional
and practical, are congruent with one another, and consequently lead to action to
transform the world in the service of human and ecological flourishing.
In a similar vein, Bradbury and Reason (2001) suggest that action researchers ask
themselves the following kinds of questions:
How well is an inquiry experientially grounded? How is it embodied
in sensuous knowing? What is the appropriate form of presentation
given the audience? Is it aesthetically elegant? Is it conceptually clear
to all involved? Does it promote further knowing by raising new
questions allowing us to ‘see through’ old conceptual frameworks so
that these are newly experienced as more limited than enabling?
(Bradbury and Reason, 2001:448-449)
I reflect on some of these questions below.
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o

Ensuring conceptual-theoretical integrity?

My belief is that I have worked hard at developing conceptual-theoretical integrity,
and that my efforts at theorising have indeed been anchored in my experience and
in the experiences of those with whom I have engaged as part of my inquiry. I seek
to evidence this in the way that the thesis is structured and held together.
In the two chapters that follows, I seek to contextualise my inquiry by giving
details of the various fields of practice with which I engaged and by presenting
some of my initial experiences of inquiring there.
In Chapter Five, I reflect on the experiences of participants in two of my fields of
practice, and I present some of the key themes that I see as emerging from these
particular experiences. In Chapter Six, I begin to put together a theory of how
people seeking to act for sustainability might make sense of and develop their
capacity to stay with the complexity and distress which seems to be a common
experience of aspiring change agents. Thus, my conceptualisation of repose and
action-from-repose, which I develop throughout the thesis, emerges directly from,
and seeks to respond to, the experiences of many of the people with whom I
engaged as part of my inquiry.
In Chapters Seven through Ten, I continue to develop the propositional-conceptual
integrity of these ideas, and one of the ways I do so is by testing their usefulness
and appropriateness in relation to my experience (and that of other participants)
across various other fields of practice. Thus, I believe that the theories I put
forward are both anchored and tested in the ground of my own and others’
experience.
At the same time, I am conscious that the interpretations and theoretical
frameworks which I present are just that—interpretations, frameworks, and
‘hypotheses about reality’ (Bradbury and Reason, 2001:451). With this in mind,
my intention is to present my notion of repose (and the way I am working with the
concept) as one way for thinking about influence and agency in current times and
in the context of the ecological crisis. I aim to show that it might be understood as
contributing to how we seek to act within this context, but I also aim to place my
ideas within a wider context of what might be understood as effective thought and
practice in engaging with complex challenges. Throughout the thesis, I aim to
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show how multiple perspectives and practices (alongside those relating to repose)
might be helpful in making sense of the core questions I explore, and I argue that
what is important is finding those that resonate with one’s own lived experience
and positioning in the world, and which help us to see through old conceptual
frameworks, whilst inspiring us to develop a sense of what our own particular
(conceptual and practical) offering might be.
In the concluding section of this chapter, I explore how I have understood myself
as engaging in data analysis. I believe that this section is further evidence of the
attention I have given to developing propositional-conceptual integrity.
o

Embracing ways of knowing beyond the intellect?

As I argue at various points in this thesis, my belief is that embracing ways of
knowing beyond the intellect is central to developing useful, appropriate
knowledge and action in relation to the ecological crisis. Nevertheless, as I hinted
earlier in this chapter, I have found that there are challenges associated with
representing these different ways of knowing, especially when our intention is to
put forward accounts which are legitimate, powerful, and capable of speaking to
and influencing wider systems. At various points in the thesis, I begin to
experiment with alternative representations of different ways of knowing;
nevertheless, I acknowledge that this is a choice-point with which I could have
engaged in much greater depth.
o

Intentionally choosing appropriate research methods?

In the chapters that follows I outline the key research methods and inquiry
practices which I have drawn upon in my various fields of practice. I reflect on the
appropriateness and effectiveness of these research methods at various points in the
thesis. I believe it is fair to say that this is another choice-point to which I could
have given more attention. In Chapter Eight, I consider the possibility that the
anxieties and tensions I experienced in the early stages of my inquiry may have
limited my capacity to draw widely, creatively and systematically from the richness
and diversity of research methods which I might have understood as being
available to me.
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•

Worthy of the term significant?

Bradbury and Reason (2001:452) suggest that one of the qualities action
researchers in general might further develop is that of ‘[paying] explicit attention to
inquiring into what is worthy of attention, how we [choose] where to put our
efforts’. They suggest that in Torbert’s (2001) and Marshall’s (2001) accounts of
their first-person inquiry practices, these authors succeed in ‘[illustrating] ways in
which we can bring ongoing consciousness to the fundamental question of whether
or not we ought to be doing what we are doing at all* (Bradbury and Reason,
2001:452). Bradbury and Reason go on to say that while
It is arguable that as inquiry groups cycle between action and reflection
over time they move from surface concerns to more fundamental
issues... we note the absence of explicit, critical attention to this: we see
few direct accounts of this kind of transformation. (Bradbury and
Reason, 2001:453)
Although I do not claim that this was a choice-point which I consciously set out to
develop, I believe that my inquiry practice has contributed, to a certain extent, to
raising questions about the significance and purpose of the work with which I have
sought to engage. Questions of significance and worth shifted to the foreground
for me (and to a certain extent, for others with whom I collaborated) as we
increasingly experienced frustration and dissatisfaction with the processes which
we had created and/or in which we had agreed to participate. This meant that our
focus eventually shifted from asking more general questions such as ‘how might
we together create a more sustainable community?’ to more particular questions
such as ‘what do we mean by sustainability in this context?’ and ‘what might
working together mean and why is this important?’, for example. These kinds of
experiences encouraged me to be more attentive to the assumptions which
underpinned my sense of purpose as I approached this work. For example, I came
to critically consider different conceptualisations of change agency, authority,
collaboration and so on. My experience is that my own sense of intentionality and
my own understanding of engaging in significant work shifted, and that I have
managed to maintain a degree of lightness and critical attention in relation to these.
I return to this explicitly later in the thesis.
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•

Emerging towards a new and enduring infrastructure?

Bradbury and Reason (2001:449) suggest that ‘the developmental quality of our
work through its history and into the future’ is a further area of concern for action
researchers. They continue:
First-person research/practice is a lifetime’s project...Second-person
collaborative inquiry is something that has to be grown over time,
moving from tentative beginning to full co-operation.. .Further.. .we
must attend to the question of viability in the longer term (thirdperson research/practice). We must therefore ask whether the work
was seeded in such a way that participation could be sustained in the
absence of the initiating researcher? We must create a living interest
in the work. (Bradbury and Reason, 2001:449)
I notice that I experience some difficulty in making sense of my work in relation to
this choice-point. On the one hand, one of my main objectives as I write this thesis
is to represent the emergent, developmental quality of my inquiry practice. As
mentioned already, I believe that my capacity to engage in first-person inquiry
continues to evolve over time, as I engaged in my various fields of practice and
even as I write this thesis. On the other hand, I am aware that through my inquiry,
I did not succeed in helping to move second-person inquiry spaces ‘from tentative
beginning to full co-operation’. The one space which I helped to create turned out
not to be sustainable in the long-term (a fact which I found distressing and
discouraging at the time). Taking into account Bradbury and Reason’s (2001:453)
point that ‘the integration of first-, second- and third-person research/practice
correlates well with emergent and enduring consequence’, I feel hesitant to claim
that I have engaged well with this choice-point.
But there is another point I wish to make here, relating to the difficulties I believe
are inherent in making judgements about the emergent and enduring quality of any
work. I do not know what consequences might unfold out of the work with which I
have begun to engage in this inquiry. I cannot claim, with any degree of certainty,
what this inquiry may have given birth to, what seeds it may have sown. I do have
a sense that I have engaged in important, developmental personal work, and that
this engagement will have emergent and enduring consequences in my own life and
in how I approach my engagement with others and my work as an academic.
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Earlier in this chapter, I quoted Torbert’s point that:
Action inquiry is inspired by the primitive sense that all our actions,
including those we are most certain about and are most committed
to, are in fact also inquiries. (Torbert, 2001:250)
In a footnote to the above point, Torbert explains that the primitive sense or
intuition to which he refers
.. .is that the ultimate essence of efficient, effective, transformational,
inquiring action is its unique, myth-making timeliness, where
‘timeliness’ is understood to refer not just to an immediate effect or
short-term consequence, but to a widening and deepening and
transforming effect across ages of history (e.g., Socrates drinking the
hemlock, or John Hancock signing the American Declaration of
Independence). (Torbert, 2001:258)
I was slightly taken aback when I read Torbert’s words about primitive sense,
intuition and timeliness. How could we possibly appropriately comment on the
myth-making timeliness of our own (or others’) inquiring action? Were there any
dangers in doing so? Could it be understood as somewhat self-aggrandising and
self-indulgent? On the other hand, Torbert’s words also resonated with me
somehow. This is because I do, occasionally, feel a certain intuition that the kinds
of questions I and many others are asking, and the kinds of offerings we are
sometimes able to make, may somehow contribute to widening and deepening
effects across wider systems. A tension I have identified is that of appreciating
that I may be able to contribute to such timeliness, and at the same time,
acknowledging that
o

this is something of which I am often uncertain;

o

which I find incredibly difficult to track; and moreover,

o which I am loathe to speak about because of the risk that I may indeed
be engaging in self-aggrandisement.
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2.6

Thoughts on data analysis

In preparing this thesis, I am conscious of the need to consider questions around
data analysis. There exists a range of inductive and ethnographic approaches to
data analysis within the field of qualitative, social research. In this section, I look
at four such approaches and relate these to my own understanding of the kinds of
processes with which I have chosen to engage as I make sense of the data which
has emerged through my collaboration with others.
Grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998) is one
example of an iterative and inductive approach to data analysis, as is Lincoln and
Guba’s (1985) work in naturalistic inquiry and inductive sense-making. I consider
some of the underlying principles of each of these hereafter. I also explore Judi
Marshall’s (1981) notion of making sense as a personal process, as well as Laurel
Richardson’s (2000) perception of writing as a method of inquiry and ongoing
analysis.

2.6.1 Grounded theory
The following are some of the underlying principles of grounded theory (Glaser
and Strauss, 1967), which both help to inform and develop my thinking around the
processes involved in grounded, inductive theorising, but which also serve to
somehow limit the usefulness of this approach in relation to my own research
practice (and I explain why this is so hereafter):
•

The grounded-ness and emergent quality o f theory, linked to John Dewey’s
(1934:50) notion that ‘If the artist does not perfect a new vision in his process
of doing, he acts mechanically and repeats some old model fixed like a
blueprint in his mind’. As one of the objectives of my action research practice
centres around challenging worn frames/worldviews, I consider it essential that
understandings are allowed to emerge over time, and are grounded in the data
and sense-making of the communities of practice with which I am involved.
Thus, I favour analytical processes which are inductive and grounded. At the
same time, I am aware of a tension between processes which seek to be fully
inductive, and the notion that what we generally and necessarily do, whether
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implicitly or explicitly, is build on that which is already there, that which has
already been, and which has somehow led to us paying attention to this
moment, this experience, this piece of data. I suggest that what may be
necessary is to develop a capacity to be reflexive of what has come before, and
of the foundations on which ideas and understandings are being built, whilst
balancing this with an openness to what may emerge.
•

Theorising as a process ‘of constructing from data an explanatory scheme that
systematically integrates various concepts through statements of
relationship.. .it enables users to explain.. .events, thereby providing guides to
action’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1998:25). In particular, I am struck by the notion
of constructivist theorising as a process, and I explore this further hereafter, in
relation to Kathy Charmaz’s (2000) work on constructivist grounded theory.

•

Describing, Conceptual Ordering and Theorising (Strauss and Corbin, 1998)
as informing and building on from one another. Specifically, describing
involves ‘depicting, telling a story, sometimes a very graphic and detailed
one...’ (1998:25) while conceptual ordering involves ‘the organisation of data
into discrete categories according to their properties and dimensions...using
description to elucidate these categories’ (1998:19).

•

The practice o f coding, and the notion that:
To uncover, name and develop concepts, we must open up the text
and expose the thoughts, ideas and meaning contained
therein...Events, happenings, objects, and actions/interactions that
are found to be conceptually similar in nature or related in meaning
are grouped under more abstract concepts termed ‘categories’.
(Strauss and Corbin, 1998:102)
Broadly speaking, this is the process of identifying ‘.. .potential themes by
pulling together real examples from the text’ (Ryan and Bernard 2000:783). I
understand this to be an iterative process of becoming immersed in the data; re
living the moment of data collection; looking at it both in detail and as a whole;
grouping, forming understandings and drawing out themes and links between
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these; and revisiting the data. It sometimes helps for me to diagrammatically
represent this process of conceptual development as a tentative mind-map.
It is possible to argue that the analytical procedures and processes advocated by
Strauss and Corbin (1998) are somewhat didactic, prescriptive and overrationalised. My understanding is that different approaches to data analysis diverge
with regards to the degree of formality/informality that is tolerated, and the tightness/loose-ness with which structures and procedures for analysing data are
defined. These differences seem to relate both to method (how do we enact data
analysis?) and purpose (why do we seek to analyse data, what outcomes are we
hoping for?), and lead me to ponder on the question: What do we mean by data
analysis in the context o f participative research?

2.6.2 Inductive naturalistic inquiry
My emergent understanding of what is encompassed under the banner of ‘data
analysis’ in a participative context is further informed by the qualities of inductive
naturalistic inquiry, as expounded by Lincoln and Guba (1985), specifically:
•

The notion that the tacit, experiential knowing which is embodied in the
research relationship cannot be arbitrarily dismissed in the way that objectivist
investigations within conventional inquiry paradigms would have us do.
Indeed, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that, as with values, tacit knowledge
is embedded within every inquiry, regardless of the inquirer’s willingness to
recognise and own it. Moreover, Lincoln and Guba (1985) draw on Heron’s
(1981) work which suggests that inquiry and theory-building necessarily
involve an extended epistemology, including propositional, practical and
experiential forms of knowing. Lincoln and Guba (1985:197) credit Heron
(1981) with expressing the notion that ‘no empirical research can be carried out
except through a “subtle, developing interdependence” between these three
knowledge forms’, and specifically:
The research conclusions, stated as propositions and laying claim to
be a part of the corpus of empirical knowledge about persons,
necessarily rest on the researchers’ experiential knowledge of the
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subjects of the inquiry. This knowledge of persons is most adequate
as an empirical base when it involves the fullest sort of
presentational constructing: that is, when the researcher and subject
are fully present to each other in a relationship of reciprocal and
open inquiry, and when each is open to construe how the other
manifests as a presence in space and time.. .So the propositional
outcomes of the research depend critically on the practical and
experiential components of the process of research. (Heron,
1981:31)
Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that the researcher positioned within the
naturalistic paradigm would endeavour to make the use of tacit knowledge both
explicit and legitimate, recognising it as the base from which insights and
understandings will eventually unfold. This is congruent with my own
experience of making sense of data and of the research process, as I illustrate
hereafter. Significantly, Lincoln and Guba link a perceived lack of balance
between experiential, practical and propositional forms of knowing with the
untimely closing down of possibilities:
Of course, the naturalistic inquirer cannot be content to leave his or
her knowledge at the tacit level. That tacit knowledge must be
converted to propositional knowledge so that the inquirer can both
think about it explicitly and communicate it with others.. .But
requiring shareability at the end is a far cry from requiring it at the
beginning. The latter mandate reduces the effectiveness of the
[human] instrument by such an increment as to foreclose much that
might have been of value in the inquiry. (Lincoln and Guba,
1985:198)
•

The notion of grounded theory as one which is ‘local’; where the ‘fit’ and
‘work’ are essential criteria forjudging their grounded-ness. Lincoln and Guba
point out that:
...By this [Elden’s, 1981] formulation local theory is an aggregate of
local understandings that without the intervention of the researcher,
would remain isolated, and we may presume, tacit (or at least remain
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at the level of folklore and conventional wisdom). (Lincoln and
Guba, 1985:205)
Whilst I am largely in agreement with the notion of grounded theory as one
which is local, (both in the sense of adequately responding to that which
matters to the people involved, and in the sense of being based and built upon
local knowing), I am uncomfortable with the suggestion that it is only as a
result of direct intervention from an outsider, the social researcher, that a shift
can emerge from local, embodied knowing to explicit, practical knowing.
Whilst I readily admit that an outside researcher can be a valuable resource to
local communities in helping to shape and co-ordinate the research process, I
would say that, of prime importance for such a shift to occur, is the implicit
and explicit intention to make this happen by those participants involved in the
inquiry, and furthermore, the willingness to mutually develop their capacities
for reflective thinking and purposeful action.
•

The notion that data analysis is an inductive reconstruction of the meanings
and insights which were constructed in the initial inquirer-source (or inquirerinquirer) interaction:
Data are, so to speak, the constructions offered by or in the sources;
data analysis leads to a reconstruction of those constructions.. .the
process of data analysis, then, is essentially a synthetic one, in which
the constructions that have emerged (been shaped by) inquirersource interactions are reconstructed into meaningful wholes. Data
analysis is thus not a matter of data reduction, as is frequently
claimed, but of induction. (Lincoln and Guba, 1985:333)
This framing of data analysis as a process of construction and reconstruction is
useful, because it explicitly takes into account the implications of the language
turn, and suggests that in analysing data and reporting on our findings
thereafter, we must remain conscious that we are actively engaging in the
process of creating our realities, so that our research ‘findings’ are framed not
as literal representations of the real, but rather, as invitations to understand and
interpret particular situations in certain ways, and to consider the insights and
possibilities to which these may give rise. As Kathy Charmaz, a constructivist
grounded theorist, suggests:
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We grounded theorists can profit from the current trend toward
linguistic and rhetorical analysis by becoming more reflexive about
how we frame and write our studies. This trend supports
constructivist approaches in grounded theory because it explicitly
treats authors’ works as constructions instead of objectified products.
(Charmaz, 2000:528)
As aforementioned, the processes in which I immerse myself when making sense
of data are not as cognitive nor as discrete as suggested by Strauss and Corbin
(1998). Instead, seeds for subsequent analysis are sown in the moment, through
noticing and tracking responses to interactions, communications and experiences
(such as ‘that’s interesting... ’ or ‘what’s going on here?’). So, I may note on-line
reflections, reactions, emotions or questions raised for me, whilst inquiring or
engaging with others. Thus, the analytical process is partly tacit, and the knowing
that grounds it experiential, (that is, based on having participated in something
which somehow informs or identifies with what is happening now, and suggests
that this is something to which attention could be given), and therefore not easily
translated into a step-by-step cognitive process. My sense of data analysis is
therefore less in accordance with Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) more formalised
procedures for grounded theory development, and instead closer to that process
articulated by Lincoln and Guba (1985):
.. .the units of data upon which grounded theory is ultimately based
may emerge because of the investigator’s implicit apprehension of
their importance rather than because a specific theoretical
formulation brought them intofocus. Admitting tacit knowledge not
only widens the investigator’s ability to apprehend and adjust to
phenomena-in-context, it also enables the emergence o f theory that
could not otherwise have been articulated. (Lincoln and Guba,
1985:208, my emphasis)
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2.6.3 Making sense as a personal process
In the early stages of engaging with data, my experience is of holding ideas or
questions lightly, in the sense that they may be played with, or may be glimpsed
and put aside for future reflection, or may begin to connect with and build on other
things I have noticed. Indeed, they may shift as different understandings develop
(much as a kaleidoscope!) or simply fade away as others become more discernible
and significant. In this sense, my experience of data analysis is nearer to that
described by Judi Marshall:
This sort of work is really a whole-mind activity.. .It needs a lot of
attention, I have to overcome a lot of inertia.. .But then I get involved
and it starts to make sense, and insights start to come from some sort
of unconscious level. When analysis is going well, I really have
some kind of ‘broad band’ attention when lots of things seem to be
connecting... Lots of things come into my consciousness which
perhaps I hadn’t been aware of for years, and my mind is able to
make connections at all sorts of levels. My attention becomes very
active. (Marshall, 1981:397)
During off-line reflection or when purposefully drawing together stories around
experiences (for example, whilst writing this thesis) I have found myself returning
to different moments/interactions forming part of the wider inquiry, and giving
them more focused attention. To me, this iterative process approximates Lincoln
and Guba’s (1985:209) recommendation that the inquirer engage in continuous
data analysis, ‘so that every new act of investigation takes into account everything
that has been learned so far’. Generally, this does not follow the line-by-line
procedure usually proposed by grounded theorists; rather, I seek to behold an
experience or representation in its entirety (as far as that can be fathomed), asking
questions like ‘What meaning is there here, and what is it saying with regards to
the inquiry?’, ‘How, if at all, does this experience/representation relate to/inform
others?’. I may then provisionally high-light or name elements of the
experience/representation.
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Having undertaken my doctorate research on a full-time basis, I appreciate that I
have been in the privileged position of being able to provide some degree of
thorough, systematic attention to these questions and qualities, and I am aware of
the need for me to consider how this has shaped (and continues to shape) my
practice and my framing as an action researcher. I realise that much of what I
notice, including the stories which I choose to tell, necessarily reflect my own
partial sense-making, and I welcome this, whilst also appreciating that it raises
interesting questions about my role as a researcher. Judi Marshall (1981) suggests
that what she is bringing to the sense-making process is her own vision and
interpretation, and that this in itself has its own integrity and validity as part of the
contribution that she can make as a researcher. Understanding sense-making in
this way, as an intensely personal process, helps me to make sense of my own
emergent practice. I too recognise that I am bringing my own interpretation and
meaning to the data I have gathered as part of my PhD research; at the same time, I
believe that this can (and must) be underpinned by an inquiring attitude and by
deep respect for others with whom I have engaged. So, while I clearly appreciate
that part of what I offer to each of my fields of practice is my own sense-making
around our shared experiences, I seek to do this in ways which respect others’
voices and my aspirations to engage in inquiry and dialogue with others.
In each of the spaces with which I have contracted to work, I have sought to attain
a degree of mutuality around the sense-making process by experimenting with
attending carefully to our shared experience (for example, by listening carefully to
tape-recordings of meetings, writing detailed notes and noticing the themes which
emerge for me, and then carefully checking these out with others in that particular
space). In offering my own personal accounts in order to stimulate dialogue
around what is or is not going on here, I have been conscious of the need to balance
the four parts o f speech (Fisher and Torbert, 1995); namely, those of framing,
advocating, illustrating and inquiring. I frame these as accounts that I have written
(and which are necessarily my own subjective, partial representations), with the
purpose of stimulating dialogue, reflection and further sense-making by and with
others, and I suggest (or advocate) that these are the kinds of themes that might be
emerging. I illustrate these in some detail, by drawing on our joint experiences as a
group, and then I explicitly inquire into others’ responses to these, and invite
feedback as to the extent to which we are comfortable for these to be seen as
accounts which adequately represent our shared experience.
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I purposefully seek to frame themes or understandings so that they are embedded in
our experiences as a group (rather than abstracted from them) and thus what I seek
to do approximates what Kathy Charmaz (2000) describes as the processes
involved in constructivist rather than objectivist grounded theorising:
.. .objectivist grounded theory methods foster externality by invoking
procedures that increase complexity at the expense of experience.
Axial coding can lead to awkward scientistic terms and clumsy
categories. Terms and categories take center stage and distance
readers from the experience, rather than concentrate their attention
upon it.. .Making our categories consistent with studied life helps to
keep that life in theforeground. Active codes and subsequent
categories preserve images o f experience... (Charmaz, 2000:525526, my emphasis)
Such a contextual, experientially-grounded process of making sense of data, of
intuitively perceiving significant moments or ‘chunks of meaning’, is similar to
that described by Judi Marshall:
It always amuses me when I read books on how to do content analysis
that you have to decide on some sort of level of analysis- looking at a
word, a sentence, or a section. But the units are fairly obvious—you
get chunks of meaning which come out of the data itself.. .Also the
books say, ‘Arrive at the categories you will use.’ Well, I don’t do that
either, but let the categories build up all the time as I put things
together that go together. I think this is partly about how much anxiety
and uncertainty you’re willing to tolerate for how long; I think the
more you can, the better the analysis works out. (Marshall, 1981:396397)

2.6.4 Writing as process o f inquiry and analysis
In further developing my understanding of data analysis, I have found Laurel
Richardson’s (2000) work a useful point of departure. Richardson (2000:927)
points to the dissolving of the boundaries between ‘narrative’ and ‘analysis’, which
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she identifies as having arisen as a result of feminist research in the 1970s: ‘women
talking about their experience, narrativizing their lives, telling individual and
collective stories became understood as women theorising their lives’. It is
interesting for me to consider this blurring of boundaries, particularly in relation to
the partly personal, partly collective sense-making process which I described above
as having emerged through my various fields of practice, where becoming engaged
in dialogue and narrative about ‘what is going on here’ could be understood as a
process of making sense, making meaning and forming understandings.
Richardson further suggests that writing is in itself a method of inquiry and
analysis. She proposes that ‘although we usually think about writing as a mode of
“telling” about the social world, writing is not just a mopping-up activity at the end
of a research project. Writing is also a way of “knowing”—a method of discovery
and analysis’ (2000:923). This understanding is deeply congruent with my own
experience. I find that writing is in itself a process of coming to know (even if this
is coming to know what I don’t know), and that my own processes of sensemaking are very much embedded in my writing. Different understandings emerge
as I try to surface and build my experiential knowing into something meaningful
that can be shared with others, and thus I intuitively identify with Richardson’s
(2000:936) wonderful notion that ‘the researcher’s self-knowledge and knowledge
of the topic develop through experimentation with point of view, tone, texture,
sequencing, metaphor, and so on. Another skill, another language—the student’s
own—is added to the student’s repertoire’. Moreover, it makes sense for me to see
the writing process and the writing product as intensely intertwined, much as I
understand the research processes and outcomes to shape and inform each other. I
see writing as a process of sense-making and method of inquiry precisely because
the knowing which is embedded in the final product is one which unfolds over
time, as I play with and labour over my writing, as I go back and forth between
what I have written and what I find myself wanting to say, as I discover that there
is depth and meaning to what I have written which has crept in during the act of
writing, and of which I may not have been consciously aware before. Again, my
experience of writing as an analytical, developmental process is similar to that
described by Richardson:
Who has not had their subsequent writing affected by what they have
already written? How does the process of writing passages and
reading them back to yourself ‘open new questions and issues that
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feed back and emanate from the earlier passages?’ (A.P. Bochner,
personal communication, May 10,1998). How is a changed Self
evoked through the hands-on/eyes-on feedback process?
(Richardson, 2000:932)

2.7

Conclusions

In this chapter, I explained how I sought to develop an inquiry practice as part of
my doctorate research. I positioned my research practice within the field of action
research, and I delineated some of the key principles which characterise the field. I
explained that I have drawn on various articulations of action research in
developing my own inquiry practice. I described some of the ways in which I have
sought to develop critical subjectivity, and I reflected on my own developing action
research practice in relation to key quality criteria and choice-points. I also
considered the kinds of issues and tensions that have been raised for me as I engage
in data analysis.
In the next two chapters, I contextualise my inquiry by providing some detail on
the various fields of practice with which I engaged. I seek to make explicit what
my initial intentions and assumptions were as I contracted to work with these
groups, and to outline how I sought to bring an inquiring perspective to the process
o f engagement with ecological challenges.
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3

Fields of practice (1)

3.1

Framing

In order to contextualise the way that my inquiry has evolved, I dedicate this
chapter and the next to describing the main spaces in which I engaged as part of my
research. I refer to these different spaces as my fields ofpractice because these are
the primary spaces where a) I developed my practice as an action
researcher/inquirer and b) because it is through these that I examined (alongside
other participants) how I/we might appropriately respond to the ecological crisis.
The groups with whom I engaged were situated within two particular spheres. The
first is that of local community action in relation to ecological challenges and
sustainable development. The Sustainable Farmshire initiative (in which I became
involved) spanned a period of eighteen months and over that time sought to
provide a forum for local residents and organisations to collaboratively explore,
discuss and find ways of responding to calls for sustainability within the parish. In
the later stages of my PhD inquiry, I also became involved in the Luhimba Project,
an aid/development partnership between a village in Tanzania and a small UKbased charity. My collaboration with this group revolved around facilitating
critical attention to the nature of the relationship(s) which had evolved between UK
and Tanzanian project partners.
The second strand which formed part of my research revolved around management
education and ‘education for ecology’ (Reason, forthcoming). I tracked the
learning experiences of course participants over two intakes of the Ecological
Thinking and Action in Management undergraduate programme and of participants
in the part-time professional postgraduate programme, the MSc in Responsibility
and Business Practice. I particularly sought to attend to the changing attitudes and
perspectives of course participants as they engaged with complex issues raised by
the programmes, and to the tensions participants experienced as they considered
how they might appropriately respond to such challenges within their professional
contexts.
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In this chapter and the one that follows, I seek to make explicit what my initial
intentions and assumptions were as I contracted to work with each of these groups,
and I outline how I sought to bring an inquiring perspective to the process o f
engagement with ecological challenges.
I dedicate this chapter to describing my collaboration with the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative; I turn to my work with the Luhimba Project and the
Ecological Thinking and MSc programmes in the following chapter. I therefore
give the greater part of my attention to the Sustainable Farmshire initiative. I
believe that this is appropriate because a) I was responsible for co-creating and cofacilitating this space from its very beginning—something which was not the case
in the other group spaces I became involved—and b) perhaps because of this, this
is field of practice with which I was most intensely involved.
I must be clear that the fields of practice presented in these two chapters were not
the only spaces in which I understood myself as engaging in inquiry. Although I
have chosen to focus on these particular spaces for the purposes of this thesis, I
draw on my experiences of attempting to bring an attitude of inquiry to other
spaces as is fitting throughout.
In the next section, I offer a brief conceptual discussion of some of the thinking
which underlies my participation in these various fields of practice, looking
specifically at the notions of redressing the balance of power and of developing the
individual and community’s capacity to act as change agents. In the following
section (3.3), I begin to describe in detail my experiences with the people of
Farmshire.

3.2

Individual and collective action for sustainability

In thinking about how humanity can face current ecological crises and the
challenges of sustainability, one of the issues I have found most fascinating is that
of participation and empowerment of individuals and communities in making a
difference that is genuine and meaningful.
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I have already stated that I see learned incapacity and helplessness as one of the
major challenges currently facing humanity. I understand this as the perceived
inability of ordinary people to get their voices heard and to influence decision
making on a broader scale and at different levels in local and global arenas. With
alarming if not surprising frequency, I hear people bemoaning that they are unable
to make a difference with regards to these complex ecological problems. As
Comstock and Fox (1993:107) suggest, ‘... the weight of ideology has
systematically distorted the people’s view of their world and their own capabilities.
The result for most is passivity and a resignation to the status quo as an
unchangeable and natural experience’.
Early on in my inquiry, I became interested in exploring possibilities for redressing
the balance of power and in considering how individuals and community groups
alike could come to experience themselves as relevant and powerful agents of
change. This focus emerged out of my own experience in the years prior to
beginning this inquiry and was reinforced by the experiences of participants across
my various fields of practice, as I show in later chapters.
This is an important link that I can see between my various fields of practice: in
each of these, my sense is that the intention of many of those involved is/was to
create and participate in the kinds of spaces and processes whereby people can
develop their capacities to make sense of complex challenges and act upon them in
useful and appropriate ways. As I show hereafter, this sense of purpose is core to
the MSc and Ecological Thinking courses and has also emerged in the Sustainable
Farmshire group and in my collaboration with the Luhimba Project. My wish to
become involved in each of these communities of practice was also due to my
desire to inquire into the links between such feelings of incapacity and alienation
and another trend identified by Harman and Hurley (1996), that of destruction of
community. Could strengthening community ties and forming links between local
actors go some way towards reversing the trend of learned incapacity and
helplessness?
Through this thesis, then, I seek to present a grounded understanding of what
happens when people attempt to form learning spaces and enter into dialogue
and/or participatory relationship with one another, in an attempt to more effectively
approach the challenges of sustainability. I also consider what it might mean to
shift current ways of thinking which seem to suggest that the process of
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knowledge-creation and decision-making is more aptly undertaken by a privileged
few, who have the power and resources to make decisions and reinforce certain
models. Indeed, how might we understand the power and resources held by
ordinary people and how can these help us to face the challenges of sustainability?
These were some of the questions to which I attended as I became immersed in my
collaboration with community members in Farmshire.

3.3

The Sustainable Farmshire initiative

3.3.1 Initiating a collaborative process
In October 2002,1 became involved in an initiative designed to instigate dialogue
around the challenges of sustainability and ecological living within a local parish.
Alongside a small group of local environmental consultants, I fulfilled the role of
co-founder, co-facilitator and co-participant of this project.
Throughout the time I engaged with this initiative, I sought to attend to the choices
I made in trying to shape this into an inquiring, participative space, and to the
extent to which we were able to develop a capacity for self-awareness and effective
action in relation to sustainability challenges.
The initiative was located in a medium-sized parish in the South West of England.
Farmshire (a fictitious name) could be described as a thriving and vibrant parish of
circa 2,500 people. Many residents commute daily to larger towns and cities.
Even so, with many local businesses and amenities, a rich diversity of social clubs,
a primary school and two active churches, the parish boasts an active community
life and has won a number of regional and national awards in recent years.
I first made contact with local residents at Farmshire through Conservation (again,
a fictitious name), a small, locally-based sustainable energy consultancy.
Approximately half the staff lived and worked in Farmshire whilst others
commuted there daily. RF, an acquaintance who had recently begun work in
Conservation, informed me that the company was keen to set up some kind of
community forum, where residents could meet to discuss how they might
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collaborate towards more sustainable lifestyle patterns. The team at Conservation
appeared keen to support such an initiative and envisaged this being an inclusive,
participatory project, involving the wider community. Hence they felt that they
might benefit from having on board someone with some kind of understanding as
to how participatory problem-solving and action in community might develop and
be enabled.
Having made contact with RF in October 20021 was invited to write a draft
proposal letter for the rest of the team at Conservation. I remember labouring over
this for some time and becoming acutely aware of how important it felt to get this
‘right’. The importance I gave to the process of making contact could be
understood as evidence of a shift towards a heightened awareness of (my)-self-inprocess or (my)-self-in-relationship-with-others. Through this perspective, the
choices we make when interacting with others are of primary importance in
shaping our realities. As Hilary Bradbury suggests,
.. .developing interpersonal competencies of dialogue would be an
important leverage point for the re-patterning of action among key
stakeholders in the shift towards sustainable development; in other
words, emergent change at the micro-level could shift the macro
dynamics of a system towards more sustainable practices.
(Bradbury, 2001:307)
For this reason, throughout my inquiry I have consciously endeavoured to develop
the effectiveness of my communications with others and have borrowed from
reflective disciplines to help me do this. Indeed, developing the capacity to reflect
on the effectiveness of my actions is a key process that I have chosen to engage in
as an action researcher. Following Torbert (2001) and Reason (2003), I agree that:
Learning to work toward a congruence between our intentions,
frames, behaviour and ‘what actually happens’ is an important
developmental processes to which action research practices can
contribute (Torbert, 2001). Certain attentional exercises in the
individual, and information collection and feedback processes in a
community can help us to see what we were previously blind to.
(Reason, 2003:8-9)
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Throughout this thesis, then, I attempt to be explicit about the attentional exercises
and disciplines upon which I draw in my quest to develop critical awareness in my
first- and second-person research/practice. For example, having recognised the
amount of care I gave to writing the proposal letter, I decided to develop the quality
of that attention. I found that being mindful of Fisher and Torbert’s (1995) four
parts o f speech model was useful in that it helped me to assess the congruence
between my behaviour and the desired effect, that is, to open up creative
possibilities for inquiry with this group. Furthermore, it gave my communication
form. The figure below shows how I explicitly attempted to balance framing,
advocating, illustrating and inquiring as I wrote the letter, with the second-hand
column showing the four sets of questions which I used to structure the letter, and
to introduce and frame each particular section.

Learning to balance the parts of speech when making contact with
potential fellow inquirers
Frame

Introductions: Who am I? What am I doing? What is the
purpose of this letter?

Advocate

Introduction to my research: What am I interested in
researching? What do I propose might be an appropriate,
relevant and interesting area for us research together?

Illustrate

How could we work together? Introduction to some of the
principles of Action Research.

Inquire

Invitation to share any thoughts and feedback.

Soon after I submitted my proposal, I was invited to meet the team at Conservation,
in order to discuss how we might be able to work together. Members of the team at
Conservation explained their enthusiasm to initiate this community forum as
originating from a desire to give something back to the community, all the more
substantiated by their own professional interest in the area of sustainability. Some
had also participated in conversations around sustainability with other residents and
felt that a collective open forum could usefully be formed. The Conservation team
seemed excited about the proposal I had shared with them and were evidently keen
to kick-start the initiative.
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The Conservation team and I then drafted an invitation letter for those community
members who had demonstrated interest in local sustainability. This is where
Conservation’s local knowledge was highly relevant, and I appreciate how
different it might have been for me to single-handedly initiate and lead such an
enterprise, as an outsider to the parish with little experience of life there. Later in
this chapter, I consider some of the issues that arose from my positioning as both
outsider/insider, and how it is that I attempted to create an appropriate role and
positioning for myself within this group.

3.3.2 Patterns o f engagement
In this section, I outline the practices in which we engaged and the patterns which
took shape as this initiative developed. Furthermore, I aim to show how particular
qualities and dimensions of inquiry came to be enacted, identified as important
and/or in need of development.

3.3.2a An attitude of inquiry?
I want to be clear that the Sustainable Farmshire initiative was not named as action
research by those involved, nor did it draw from more formal action research
practices, such as co-operative inquiry, for example. That this was not the case is, I
believe, partly due to the choices I made as a budding action researcher at the early
stages of the initiative, and later in this chapter, I consider what these choices
meant for our practice and collaboration as a group.
Although the initiative was not named as action research, it was explicitly
identified as a space for conversation, reflection and collaborative action for social
change by those involved. As such, I feel able to claim that as a group we aspired
towards an attitude of inquiry in a number of ways. Marshall and Reason (2006)
suggest that taking an attitude of inquiry (or an inquiring perspective) involves
engaging in a number of practices. Of these, the ones that I feel are most closely
aligned to what we sought to do in this space are the following:
•

Attempts to increase the amount of ‘evidence’—empirical, emotional,
behavioural etc.—brought to bear on what is going on.
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•

Active engagement of all those who might be seen as stakeholders in the
matters to hand.

•

Active attempts to create mutuality, ‘power with’.

•

An increasing willingness to actively engage with the perspectives of
others.

As appropriate in this chapter, and again in Chapters Seven and Eight, I seek to
demonstrate how we sought to engage with the above qualities and practices, and I
critically reflect on the extent to which we were able to evidence and appropriately
enact these. Throughout this chapter, I place such reflective commentaries
alongside the ‘patterns of engagement’ which I describe. In order to signify this
shift in focus, the commentaries referring to the development of an attitude of
inquiry are shown in violet font and are placed within brackets, as follows: [violet
font].

3.3.2b Open meetings and other interactions
The invitation letter we sent out elicited a positive response, with most people
confirming that they would be attending the first meeting we had planned. As well
as four members of Conservation and me, participants at this stage included the
rector of one o f the local churches, a teacher from the local primary school, a
Parish Councillor, a professional organic gardener, the environmental officer from
a local business, and an Agenda 21 Officer from the county-level council. It was in
this first meeting that those present agreed to continue to hold open meetings on a
monthly basis. These meetings were understood as ‘open’ in that anyone would be
welcome and participation would be encouraged from the wider community.
Furthermore, each meeting would be called with an ‘open’, flexible agenda, with
the intention that any movement towards a Sustainable Farmshire would come to
be shaped by those attending the meetings. Thus we understood these monthly
meetings as the cornerstone of the community forum space which we wished to
create.

[Thus, from the initial invitation letters sent out, to the way that we framed each of
the meetings as open, the choices we made seemed to be underpinned by a desire to
form a forum space which would be inclusive of different perspectives and led by
those involved in a collaborative way. Indeed, I would argue that the underpinning
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intent o f this initiative was to achieve community-wide engagement. In the
concluding part of Chapter Seven, I evidence the ways in which those at the core of
the initiative eventually made sense o f what this expectation meant for our practice
and development as a group.]

It was agreed that Conservation would take on the coordinating role for these
meetings and that these would be held in their offices in the afternoon of a set day
each month. This pattern was maintained for a period of one year, during which
time we held eleven such open meetings. Throughout this period, numbers of
people attending each meeting ranged from six to twelve. Participation was both
flexible and variable, with some people attending some meetings and not others,
joining the initiative at later stages, and/or becoming involved in the initiative in
various other ways, as I explain later.

The open meetings were designed with a minimum of structure at the start, aiming
to allow the conversation to develop from there. Each meeting began with an
invitation to check in. In the first meeting, for example, we introduced ourselves
and said a few words about why we were there, as a method of capturing themes,
ideas and stories which could serve to get us started. Thereafter, we discussed
where we would like to focus our attentions during the meeting. [I believe that the
ways in which we structured and organised our meetings are, in part, evidence of
our desire to create mutuality, or ‘power with’. We seemed to agree that agendas
should be allowed to emerge in the moment, and that any decisions (regarding
focus, direction, etc.) should be made collectively. In Chapters Seven and Eight, I
reflect on the extent to which the choices we made were conducive to achieving
such mutuality.]

Thus, early on, we established a pattern whereby an unfolding agenda developed
for each meeting, generally loosely structured around reflecting on past cycles of
action (‘what we’ve done since we last m et’) and looking forward to how future
action may be shaped. In this sense, an inherently cyclical pattern could be said to
have been established, and I found myself attending to how these patterns could be
understood as moments o f action and reflection informing one another other. Part
of what I sought to do in developing my research practice was to experiment with
different ways in which I might initiate conversations around this process with the
wider group. I was aware that most o f those present were there as practitioners,
and could be understood as ordinary people trying to do things better in their own
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lives; therefore a key question raised for me was that of how I could raise such
research process questions in ways that were useful to us all and congruent with
what each person might be trying to achieve by being there. [I see this also as
relating to my own attempts to create mutuality or ‘power with’ other participants
in the process of inquiry. Again in Chapter Eight, I critically reflect on my initial
and developing understanding of how mutuality might be established in inquiry
and in action].

In parallel to participating in the open meetings, participants in the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative came to engage in a number of activities and processes with
the explicit objective of making space for the wider community to become
involved in moving towards a sustainable parish. In the open meetings, we
identified a variety of means through which we could engage the wider community
in conversation and action for sustainability. At the same time, we were conscious
that establishing and sustaining such wider levels o f involvement may prove
challenging, and so we sought to attend to our attempts to develop these. Indeed,
throughout the lifetime of the initiative we became increasingly aware of the kinds
of difficulties which can arise in seeking to make such links. As already
mentioned, I provide an account of our attempts to actively engage all stakeholders
in Chapter Seven.

[The various activities in which we sought to engage could be understood as
‘attempts to increase the amount of “evidence”— empirical, emotional, behavioural
etc.— brought to bear on what is going on’. In seeking to develop appropriate
responses to the challenges of sustainability, we were explicit that we wished to
value and draw upon different territories of experience. For example, in our first
contribution to the Village Magazine, we explicitly set out to make space for
different perspectives and areas of experiences to feed into the initiative by
encouraging people to contribute in whichever way they felt appropriate. As
examples, we mentioned that people might wish to discuss/engage with practical
projects and potential technological solutions, and that they may also wish to
consider aesthetic, artistic and spiritual engagement with the issues. Again in
Chapters Seven and Eight, I reflect on the extent to which we succeeded in making
space for this quality of inquiry.]
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3.3.2c My facilitative role
In this sub-section, I reflect on the facilitative role(s) which I felt able to fulfil
within this field of practice and on some of the ways in which I sought to
experiment with and systematically develop particular qualities of inquiry.
In the initial open meeting, I introduced myself as a postgraduate researcher
interested in participatory research and in community efforts around sustainability.
I also explained my links with Conservation, and was introduced as a champion of
participatory approaches to community action; I see now that the initial working
agreement which I had previously formed with Conservation was vital in providing
a platform from which my role could be introduced and my involvement accepted.
I was keen to demonstrate that I was interested in a different kind of research to
that usually associated with the expert, detached social researcher. Thus I sought
to integrate myself within the group and to dispel the idea that I would be standing
on the side-lines or observing as an outsider.
One of the ways in which I sought to provide structure and facilitative support
was by offering to fulfil such tasks as organising meetings, contacting people
and record-keeping. To this latter end, I tape-recorded our meetings and then
used these recordings to write detailed notes or minutes of each meeting which
were then distributed to all participants. Over time, a pattern emerged in our
written communications whereby I volunteered to take on the task of writing
not only the notes of meetings, but also initial drafts for invitation letters and
communications to be posted in community-wide forums, whilst sharing the
responsibility for re-drafting and finalising these with the team at Conservation
and increasingly with other participants.
My sense is that there were mutual and significant gains to the iterative and public
writing process which developed. In the first place, it gave me a tangible role
within the group. As the only new-comer and outsider to the village, neither living
nor working there, I was conscious of the role I was seen to be taking. Peter Park
(1993:9) suggests that a fundamental stage in setting up participatory research is
for the researcher ‘to be introduced and become accepted as a participatory
researcher’ particularly since ‘typically, the researcher is not an established
member of the community or even known in the community’.
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As I wrote these accounts, which were of course grounded in my own
interpretations, reflections and critical analysis of what had happened, I was keenly
aware of what this meant for my power standing and for the voices of other
participants. Thus I was eager to ensure that the accounts I prepared were
explicitly framed as flexible accounts which were open for discussion and
alteration. Furthermore, by actively seeking feed-back I sought to communicate an
open-ness to conversations around ‘what it is we are really trying to say and do
here’. I also frequently enquired into the usefulness of these meeting notes, as it
was important to me that this process was deemed of value by those involved.
Throughout the eighteen months we worked together, I received numerous
appreciative comments regarding the usefulness and thoroughness of the minutes I
prepared, especially to the extent that they allowed others outside o f our core group
to plug into what we were doing.

All minutes were made public in a number of ways. Firstly, minutes were sent via
email and/or post to all participants, including those who had not been able to
attend a certain meeting. Minutes and other relevant information we collected
(regarding opportunities for funding, for example) were also kept in a file in the
Conservation office and were made available to any community members who
approached Conservation wishing to find out more about the Sustainable Farmshire
initiative (which we actively encouraged people to do, through our
communications in the Village Magazine, for example). Furthermore, the minutes
were regularly shared with other community members and parties who may not
have been actively participating in our conversations but who were interested in
exploring possibilities for collaborating with us somehow. These included
members from the Parish Council and the county-level Council. [This is another
way in which I understand us as having wanted to create mutuality, or ‘power with’
others across the community. My sense is that we equated such qualities as
participation and collaboration with opening ourselves to others, which included
making records of our conversations public in a variety of ways. Later in the thesis
I reflect on how helpful or appropriate such understandings of mutuality and
collaboration were.]

In one sense, then, the minutes I prepared seemed to be validated as sufficiently
appropriate representations of our joint discussions: they had quite evidently been
prepared with the aid of tape-recordings and participants apparently appreciated the
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detailed records these notes provided, and were content to share these with others
as representations of what was going on in our discussions.
Of course, I remain conscious that it was I who wrote these notes and who shaped
their form and to a certain extent their content. When drawing on these notes
throughout this thesis, I therefore want to consider how my choice of form and
content might be understood and how it might help me to make further sense of my
own positioning within this work and of my own emerging practice. Of course
these notes will suggest something of where other participants were also, and
where appropriate, I draw on participants’ reflections and sense-making, quoting
these verbatim. I also draw on notes and documents which we jointly prepared as
communications with the wider community and which were published in the
Village Magazine, on the village website, and/or exhibited at the Parish Plan
Exhibition in which we participated.
In my contracting meeting with Conservation, I had suggested that another role that
I could initially fulfil is that of giving feedback and drawing attention to any
themes and issues that may be arising. This was a further reason for my having
volunteered to write up notes of meetings. From the beginning, I made certain
choices about how these notes would be written. Rather than the concise, bulletpoint structure usually associated with minutes, I strove to write full and detailed
accounts. This included paying attention to any themes that were emerging, how
we were choosing to work together, and any discussions on what appropriate action
for sustainability might entail, as well as any reflections on action. I saw myself as
giving shape to a process of reflection and sense-making which could then be
drawn upon as a spring-board for further discussion among participants. This
became a key aspect of how I (and others) came to understand my emerging role in
this space.
One of the key challenges I experienced in my positioning within the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative was that of striking an appropriate balance between giving
sufficient containment and structure so that the process felt sufficiently safe and
purposeful, whilst maintaining sufficient flexibility and openness to whatever may
arise. I expand on this challenge in the following sub-section, and in Chapter
Eight, I show how I am working with the dual challenge of both developing my
capacity to be open to and comfortable with emergence, uncertainty and
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complexity and developing my capacity to act with intention and to establish,
support and contain processes and structures in appropriate ways.

3.3.2d Enacting appropriate assertiveness and authority
As I have already stated, the Sustainable Farmshire initiative was not named as
action research by those involved. I believe that this was partly due to the choices I
made in the early stages of the initiative, and in this section, I consider what these
choices meant for our practice and collaboration as a group. Specifically, I wish to
focus on the extent to which I missed early opportunities to put forward particular
action research and inquiry practices which may have been of value to the group,
and the extent to which this then affected what seemingly became possible and/or
not possible as the initiative developed.

For example, in my initial proposal letter to Conservation I wrote about my
aspirations for this collaboration to be shaped as a process of inquiry. I wished to
be clear about the values and perspectives which were leading my work and so I
made the following claim:

As I see it, the value of us working together is that we may be able to
initiate a process of dialogue, in which we develop inquiring and
reflective attitudes to our own and each other’s actions. This is about
enabling us as ordinary people to collectively investigate problems
and issues that we believe are important, and decide on and
undertake actions that would help us improve the quality of our own
lives. For me, citizen participation and the development of strong
local communities are at the heart of the quest for sustainability and
democratic societies. (Extract from letter, October 2002)

Having finished the letter, I reflected on what I had written using a two-column
analysis format. This is one of the attentional exercises with which I regularly
engage as an action researcher seeking to learn from my experience. Having
pasted the letter into the left-hand column of the two-column table, I sought to
critically reflect on the choices made in writing this piece, and to capture these
thoughts on the right-hand column. I find that the two-column exercise is an
effective framework allowing me to engage in what is arguably the primary ‘rule’
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in action research practice: ‘to be aware of the choices one is making and their
consequences’ (Reason and Bradbury, 2001:xxvii). The following is from my
reflective right-hand column notes, and appears alongside the above paragraph
from the letter:

One important quality criteria for me is that of intentionality, which 1
understand as approaching the inquiry v/ith the intention to convey
through the work the principles of participation and action
committed to human and ecological flourishing, and to generate the
kinds of questions and conversations that matter to those present.
Thus, to my mind, legitimacy and quality are linked to authenticity;
to being able to embody and live the values we believe are important
whilst inquiring with others. Therefore, an important consideration
for me is: How do I translate my beliefs about participation,
democracy and justice into authentic, effective practice when
conducting research? (Reflective notes on letter, October 2002)

Even though in my reflective notes I claim that is important to me is to explore
how I might translate these values into practice, I notice that I do not make this
intention clear in my proposal letter. Indeed, despite my alleged wish to be careful
about how I use these words, I find that I did not bring that quality of attentiveness
to the letter. Instead, it would seem that I am using these words as if their meaning
was clear and/or straightforward. While the letter is peppered with such words as
inquiry, dialogue, democracy and participation, there is little in the way of
exploration and/or questioning around these. With hindsight I believe that I could
usefully have sought to unpack and raise questions about these. So for example, I
could have asked (and given some suggestions about) what an inquiring and
reflective attitude might look like, or what a process of dialogue might entail.

I believe that my lack of clarity around how these words might be defined and/or
understood, and around how these qualities might become apparent in practice,
meant that I felt less willing and able to speak about these to the wider group when
we met for our first open meeting. Thus, although I introduced myself as an action
researcher interested in participatory approaches to sustainability, I missed the
opportunity to say much about action research or to explore in some depth what
participatory approaches to sustainability might look like. I feel that, in part, this
was due to my relative lack of confidence about my ability to raise these issues in
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ways which would be relevant and interesting to others, particularly others outside
academia. I felt privileged enough to be welcomed into a community and to be
able to join into these discussions with others, and less able to be assertive about
what we might seek to do and about what kinds of questions may be worth asking.
Thus, particularly in the early stages of the initiative, and even as I took
responsibility for co-founding it, I was aware that I experienced a tension between
wanting to be assertive and appreciative of what it is that I could offer and bring to
our interactions, while seeking to allow processes, agendas and intentions to
emerge according to what the group felt was important.
Reason (2002b) suggests that, in facilitating co-operative inquiries, it is the
responsibility of the initiator of the inquiry to exercise authentic authority early on,
so that inquiry which is truly transformational may become possible:
It is here that the initiators of inquiry need to exercise authentic
authority in setting out as clearly as they can the principles and
practices of cooperative inquiry, and responding to questions and
comments from the group. It is important that at this stage potential
inquiry-group members understand the logic of the inquiry method
and also the personal and emotional investment that needs to be
made if the inquiry is to be truly transformational. (Reason,
2002b:216)
My sense is that, particularly in the early stages of this initiative, I was unable to
exercise appropriate, authentic authority, for a variety of reasons, and that this
limited the extent to which I was able to make space for second-person inquiry in
this context.
Ospina et al.’s (2004) account of the false tension between authority and
democracy, and the resulting risk of self-censorship, is one which resonates deeply
with me. Reflecting on their experience of initiating and facilitating action
research processes with award recipients of a leadership programme in the United
States, Ospina et al. (2004:64) speak of the potential for action researchers to ‘fall
under the spell of a “false” tension between authority and democracy’, and describe
how, having succumbed to this spell, they found themselves devaluing their own
expertise and silencing their own voices in a paradoxical effort to make space for
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the voices of others. Instead, they argue that ‘owning and taking up one’s authority
is necessary to create a truly democratic space to engage in co-production’ and that
.. .a mutual inquiry space requires a very honest conversation about
roles, tasks, boundaries, authority and power in the context of each
particular project and as relationships are being built. (Ospina et al.,
2004:66)
I do not feel able to claim that we made the necessary space and time to engage in
an honest conversation about the above choice points and issues identified by
Ospina et al. (2004). Even in our earliest meetings, we did not seem to give much
attention to how we might work as a group or what kinds of boundaries, groundrules and/or remits would help to guide how we collaborated. Indeed, particularly
early on, the emphasis seemed to be external (focusing on how we might foster
community-wide involvement) rather than on internal group process. With
hindsight, I feel that a) it would have been helpful to take some time to explicitly
discuss and make decisions about group process, boundaries, ground-rules, and
even about what qualities we would like to see evidenced and enacted in our group
space and b) we could have sought to understand what the consequences may have
been of the choices we did make; that is, we could have considered in which ways
it was helpful/unhelpful (not) to have specific remits, structures, leaders,
boundaries, and so on.
For example, as I explain in Chapter Five, the concept/metaphor of holding is one
which became increasingly important to me. In the face of the anxiety, distress and
helplessness which is seemingly experienced by many people as they seek to
engage with the complexities and uncertainties raised by ecological challenges, I
have become particularly interested in how we might hold these experiences, in
such a way that we are able to continue to engage with the questions and
challenges raised. I believe that it is possible to think about inquiry spaces as
holding containers, where the many tensions, uncertainties and challenges which
emerge are contained in ways that are simultaneously challenging and supportive.
Thought of in this manner, the ways in which an inquiry space is bounded and
structured become important, especially to the extent that these are able to provide
a relatively safe, non-threatening space in which to grapple with and make sense of
tensions and questions. This, of course, is what would arguably happen in the
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nurturing phase of Randall and Southgate’s (1980) model of the creative group
experience, as Reason (2002b) explains:
The nurturing phase draws people together and helps them feel
emotionally safe and bonded. At the same time, early, preparatory
aspects of the group task and the organizational issues which allow
the group to continue its life and work are attended to. The nurturing
phase is about creating a safe and effective container for the work of
the group, and leadership is primarily focused on those concerns.
(Reason, 2002b:212)
I suggest that this relative inattention to issues around safety and containment
eventually resulted in us feeling a significant degree of vulnerability and insecurity,
as I demonstrate in Chapter Seven. In Chapter Eight, I argue that one of the key
challenges we faced within the Sustainable Farmshire initiative was that of learning
how to organise ourselves and our times together in ways which would allow us to
appropriately engage with the concept and practice of sustainability.
In the chapter that follows, Chapter Four, I detail the nature of my collaboration
with various other fields of practice.
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4

Fields of practice (2)

4.1

Framing

As stated in the introduction to the previous chapter, alongside my collaboration
with the Sustainable Farmshire initiative, I also became involved in three additional
fields of practice, to which I now turn.
In the first part of this chapter, I describe my engagement with the Ecological
Thinking and Action in Management and MSc in Responsibility and Business
Practice programmes.
In the latter part of this chapter, I describe my engagement with the Luhimba
Project.

4.2

Management education for sustainability

Shortly after beginning my collaboration with the Sustainable Farmshire initiative,
I decided to pursue some kind of formal engagement with the Ecological Thinking
and the MSc programmes. To reiterate, in both of these spaces I sought to attend to
the changing attitudes and perspectives of course participants as they engaged with
the complex and difficult issues raised by the programmes, and to the tensions
experienced as they considered how they might appropriately respond to such
challenges within their personal and/or professional contexts (that is, how they
might bridge their learning within the educational context with the realities they
experienced in their everyday and/or professional lives).
As part of my engagement with these educational programmes, I sought to attend
to the choices that we as educators might appropriately make in talking about the
ecological crisis within universities. This is, I believe, a particularly significant
area for inquiry because of the ways in which ‘education’ and ‘educators’ are
perceived in current times. For example, Thomas Berry (1999:73) suggests that
contemporary university education ‘prepares students for their role in extending
human dominion over the natural world, not for intimate presence to the natural
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world’, and in a paper entitled Education for Ecology, Peter Reason (forthcoming)
suggests, following environmental educator David Orr (1994), that current
educational forms ‘tend to divide the world by academic discipline, to advocate
domination over nature, to promote individualism and rights rather than citizenship
and responsibility and to separate rationality from feeling and valuing’. Therefore,
as educators seeking to initiate conversations around the role of management and
organisations in relation to the ecological crisis, pedagogical choices become key.
Through my engagement with both the Ecological Thinking and the MSc
programmes, I reflected on the extent to which particular forms of management
education may enable participants to develop capacities for self-awareness, critical
thinking and effective action in relation to ecological challenges.
In what follows, I describe the ways in which I sought to engage with both of these
programmes, and on how I attempted to bring an attitude of inquiry to these spaces.

4.3

Inquiry with the Ecological Thinking groups

4.3.1 Context
The Ecological Thinking and Action in Management course is offered by the
School of Management to eligible undergraduates and postgraduates at the
University of Bath. The course is taught by Judi Marshall, and is related to
(although distinct from) Peter Reason’s course Emerging Patterns in Thought,
Belief and Action. Both of these courses offer opportunities to explore key
challenges facing Western (and increasingly non-Westem) societies, organisations
and individuals, revolving around such issues as ecological degradation,
sustainability, social justice and ethical business. As stated in an introductory
document to the related courses: ‘Both courses start from the view that the current
paradigm or world view of Western civilization is reaching the end of its useful
life.. .And so we are in a time of major change in which a fundamental requirement
is that we leam to think and act in new ways’ (Reason and Marshall, 2001:1).
The Ecological Thinking course is offered in the second semester of each academic
year and so can be taking as a sequel to the Emerging Patterns course offered in the
first semester. It can also be taken as a stand-alone programme. While Emerging
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Patterns focuses primarily on the shifts in thinking and experiencing that may be
necessary as new worldviews develop, the emphasis of Ecological Thinking is on
the issues that this raises for the practice of management. The Ecological Thinking
course is particularly popular: in 2004/05 it had 105 students registered on it. The
majority of course participants tend to be final year undergraduate students on the
BSc in Business Administration and the BSc in International Management and
Modem Languages programmes. Other course participants are Masters students on
the MSc in Business and Community, the MSc in Management and the MSc in
Applied Psychology, as well as final year undergraduates on chemistry and
engineering programmes and exchange students.
The course rationale distributed to all course participants in the first lecture of the
semester states that two threads run through the programme:
The first thread introduces selected key issues and topics to explore as
illustrations of the wider field. For example we shall review and
critique emerging organizational and cross-sectorial practices which
are currently being offered as steps towards responsible, sustainable
business. We shall seek some depth of appreciation/critique of their
potentials and of their degenerative possibilities, and some
understanding of what is required to do such work well. The second
thread looks at, and puzzles about, how we can address these issues,
and so is a necessary companion to the more topic-based material. It
advocates the need for new ways of thinking and acting in changing
times, and introduces some possibilities - those of systemic (or
‘ecological’) thinking, action inquiry and ways to approach change
(including the strategies of people who see themselves as social or
organizational change agents). This second thread is also about
capacities for critical analysis, and being aware of issues of power,
which pervade this ‘field’. (Marshall, 2005:2)
Both the Ecological Thinking and Emerging Patterns courses are framed by the
course leaders as ‘explorations in which we all learn’, with a major aim being that
‘those who participate are able to study some material of their own choice which
they might not otherwise see’ (Reason and Marshall, 2001:1). The assessment
requirements for both courses allow course participants to follow their own
learning paths within broad boundaries.
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In the Ecological Thinking programme, assessment is by two separate pieces of
coursework. The first is an individual essay (responding to the student’s choice of
3-4 set essay titles) of 1500-1800 words, worth 40% of the final mark. Essays are
due half-way through the semester, and students receive their marks and
comprehensive feedback approximately three weeks after the hand-in date. Part of
the advice given to students for completing their essay is to ‘frame your answers,
make choices, show your understanding of what you have done’.
The second piece of coursework is an individual portfolio of learning, of 23002500 words, worth 60% of the final mark. The portfolio is usually due a couple of
weeks after the last session of the semester, and is framed as a collection of pieces
of varying lengths and types evidencing the student’s learning through the course.
As Judi explains at the beginning of the course, she is ‘interested not just in how
well [students] have understood the material of the course, but in [their]
engagement with it: intellectual, emotional, spiritual, practical’ (Marshall, 2005:4).
Course participants are encouraged to keep a diary of learning during the course,
with a view to this contributing to the portfolio. The following are the criteria used
in marking the portfolio (these are of course shared and discussed with participants
early in the semester):
•

critical reflectiveness

•

thoroughness and creativity in engaging with academic material

•

development of own thinking

•

quality of self-reflection

•

appreciations of critical subjectivity (perspective)

•

use of observational skills

•

appreciation of potential implications of the issues covered

•

having engaged with the issues, whatever the conclusions

4.3.2 Patterns o f engagement
In this section, I describe the ways in which I engaged with the two intakes of the
Ecological Thinking course, firstly in 2003 and then in 2004. I begin by explaining
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how I contracted to work with these groups, and how I framed my intended
engagement.
In January 2003, Judi asked whether I would be interested in speaking to course
participants as part of my PhD research. I was immediately interested and went to
speak to her about doing so. In our conversation, we agreed that it might be
interesting for me to track the experiences of participants as they went through the
course. I felt that this had the potential to contribute to my inquiry in several ways.
In the first place, I felt a closeness to and empathy with this group. Most course
participants were final year management undergraduates, just as I (and my friends
and peers) had been two years previously. For me (and many of my
contemporaries) participation in the Emerging Patterns course in the first semester,
and in the Ecological Thinking course in the second, were significant experiences.
While participating in these courses, I was aware that I and other participants
grappled with what the issues raised meant for us as individuals, as part of
organisations and larger systems, and as students and aspiring practitioners of
management. My sense was that there would be value in tracking these kinds of
questions, especially since by this point (fifteen months after joining the PhD
programme and three months after the beginning of the Sustainable Farmshire
initiative) I had identified that one of my core inquiry questions was as follows:
What are the kinds of questions, challenges and experiences that individuals are
faced with as they consider how they might respond to current ecological
challenges?
Secondly, I was particularly interested in exploring the above question within the
context of management education. Since the beginning of my doctorate studies, I
had been fulfilling the role of Research Teaching Associate within the School of
Management. Increasingly, I identified myself as an educator and as someone who
wished to build a career in academia. I therefore saw academia and higher
education as the context in which my professional practice was situated.
Furthermore, I increasingly understood that one of the ways in which I could
engage with ecological challenges was through education for sustainability and
corporate responsibility. Thus I felt that engagement with this programme would
give me the opportunity to reflect on the role of management education in enabling
individuals to engage with ecological challenges. At the same time, it was
apparent that Judi would welcome any feedback and/or data I might gather
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regarding participants’ experience of the course. Thus I saw that tracking the
group’s experience had the potential to actually influence the kind of education for
sustainability being offered to students within the School of Management.
Having negotiated access with Judi, I joined course participants for the first lecture
of the semester and gave a short presentation. I introduced myself and my
background, and explained that my PhD studies revolved around exploring more
ecological and sustainable ways of living and acting in the world. I explained that
the questions on which I would like to focus with them were to do with their
experience of engaging in the course, and more generally to do with education
around issues of sustainability and ecological thinking, including:
• How might we engage with the sorts of issues raised by the Ecological
Thinking course; what might we be able to take away from such an
engagement, and how might this help us to effect change in our own life?
•

How might we speak about these things in a way that challenges and
stretches boundaries, but also supports and enables others in exploring
these issues?

•

How might we make sense of these issues together, so that we are each
able to move on in a way that is appropriate and helpful to us?

I explained that my role amongst them could be understood as that of a ‘roving
reporter’. The patterns of engagement I proposed (and eventually fulfilled)
included attending all lectures throughout the semester and, wherever possible,
intermingling with course participants and talking to them about how they were
making sense of the course; what was being raised for them; and what responses
they had to the material with which they were being asked to engage. For example,
during break-out or small group activities, I would move around from group to
group, listening in and participating in various discussions. I also explained to
course participants that I would like to help capture their thoughts and feelings at
the beginning of the course, as the course developed, and at the end of the course. I
suggested that they too may find it of value (in making sense of the course and also
in completing their coursework) to notice and track what was going on for them as
they explored these issues over time. I proposed that at the end of the course, I
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could make space to feed-back to the group on what I have noticed, drawing
attention to particular points that might have been raised and asking how we might
together make sense of these. I also explained that the feedback cycle would
extend to Judi also, and that thus they may also like to see this as an opportunity to
influence the future development of the course.
Having made this presentation to the group, I asked them whether they felt that my
intended engagement was something to which they could agree and/or whether
there were any questions or concerns about what I had proposed. As far as I could
tell, there were nods and smiles all around, and no questions/concerns at that point.
At the end of that first lecture, I asked the group to participate in the first datagathering exercise. I distributed slips of paper with the following questions and
asked them to write down a few sentences in response.
•

Why are you choosing to do this course?

•

What are your hopes andfears as you embark on this course?

The response rate was very good, with only a couple of people leaving without
taking the time to respond to the questions. Most responses were anonymous (and
remained so throughout the semester) although some students included their names
and email addresses.
Halfway through the course, I again distributed slips of paper with the following
questions:
•

What are your impressions o f and reactions to the course at this stage?

•

Is the course challenging, exciting, disconcerting, etc. ? I f so, in what
ways? What aspects o f the course are having these effects?

And as the final data-gathering exercise at the end of the course, I asked the
following questions:
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•

What about the course helps you to engage with these issues in a way that
is appropriate for you?

•

What about the course hinders you from engaging with these issues in a
way that is appropriate? What is unhelpful?

In the feedback session I facilitated, also towards the end of the course, I fed-back
to the group the main themes that I had noticed, and also sought to facilitate a
group discussion around the following questions:
•

Do you feel that the course is structured in a way that is sufficiently safe
and well-contained, so that you are able to explore difficult and
challenging issues in a safe and helpful way? In which ways is it or is it
not?

•

How might you be supported in learning to live with what has been raised
for you during the course, and how might you be enabled in moving on in a
way that is appropriate for you?

•

How can we give students sufficient resource to work through these
issues/areas, without this becoming too overwhelming?

Alongside engaging with the group in relatively structured ways in the lectures, I
also found myself making connections with course participants in more informal
ways. A number of participants contacted me outside of class-time and arranged to
meet up for coffee and for further conversation around the issues raised on the
course. Many of those who got in touch with me seemed to be considering
alternative career paths to those usually pursued by management graduates and
seemed to feel that, having gone through a similar experience myself, I may be able
to relate to and advice them. Indeed, I remember several students referring to me
as a ‘kindred spirit’ and other words to that effect.
As I show in Chapter Five, the data-gathering exercises I describe above were of
great value in capturing some of the challenges and questions experienced by
participants. In Chapter Five, I explore these themes in some detail, and I consider
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what these might mean in relation to appropriate action in response to the
ecological crisis.

4.3.2a Participant observation and action research: boundaries and
tensions
I wish to take a moment here to reflect on the manner in which the methods
described above fit into an action research model.
It is possible to argue that my engagement with the Ecological Thinking intakes
(and also with the MSc group and the Luhimba Project, as described later in this
chapter) could correspond to models of participant observation in social science.
As I positioned myself as a ‘roving reporter’ in the Ecological Thinking
programme, and as a ‘fellow traveller’ with the MSc group, part of what I found
myself doing as a researcher was ‘observing’. Indeed, Angrosino and Mays de
Perez (2000) suggest that observation may be understood as the mainstay of social
science research, and point out that:
Even studies based on direct interviews employ observational
techniques to note body language and other gestural cues that lend
meaning to the words of the persons being interviewed. Social
scientists are observers both of human activities and of the physical
settings in which such activities take place. (Angrosino and Mays de
Perez 2000:673)
The assumptions made around the nature of ‘observation’, and specifically around
objectivity and subjectivity (Ladkin, 2005), could be understood to significantly
differentiate particular methods and approaches in social science research from one
another. For example, Angrosino and Mays de Perez suggest that even though
most social scientists have
.. .long recognized the possibility of the observer’s affecting what he
or she observes...careful researchers are nonetheless supposed to
adhere to rigorous standards of objective reporting designed to
overcome that potential bias...[and to] maintain their scientific
objectivity. (Angrosino and Mays de Perez, 2000:674)
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As was made clear in Chapter Two, the action research paradigm with which I
identify problematises the notions of objectivity and value-free social science, and
instead advocates the development of ‘critical subjectivity’, or a mode of inquiry
that is ‘both deeply engaged and rigorously self-critical’ (Reason, 1994:11).
Indeed, postmodernist critiques (including those related to action research thought
and practice) have questioned the very existence of objective truths and have
emphasised the importance of understanding the researcher’s situation and
positioning as part of interpreting the research product (Angrosino and Mays de
Perez, 2000).
As I engaged in the various field of practice I describe in this chapter, my intention
was that any ‘observations’ which I might make would be grounded in, and
furthermore contribute, to my developing capacity for critical subjectivity. Hence,
many of the themes and observations which were raised for me as I engaged with
these groups revolved around my own participation in, contribution and responses
to what was unfolding in each of these spaces (and in the following sub-section, for
example, I explain how my participation in the Ecological Thinking programme
contributed to my developing practice as educator in the at the interface of
management and ecology).
Clearly, the research methods and modes of engagement I describe in this chapter
do not meet some of the key quality criteria of action research, including the
suggestion that research design and execution are participative and democratic
processes, ideally involving all stakeholders (Reason and Bradbury, 2001).
Nevertheless, I feel that I was able to bring qualities of inquiry to these different
spaces, of the kind that more closely resemble the principles and practices of action
research, rather than those of conventional perspectives on participant observation
and social science approaches which aspire towards objectivity and the
identification of a detached, value-free ‘truth’. In clarifying the nature of my
engagement with each of these spaces, I find it helpful to again draw on Marshall
and Reason’s (2006) suggestion that an attitude of inquiry means engagement in a
number of practices. The following most closely represent the qualities I sought to
bring to my various fields of practice, while posing questions, gathering data,
feeding-back emergent themes, and observing (as well as actively participating in)
the group’s journey:
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•

Efforts to increase awareness of the frames that are being employed by
oneself and by others and an understanding of their origins and impacts on
what is going on.

•

Close attention to the process of engagement with the issues and with
others as well as to the content.

•

Increased awareness of the choices that are being made—about frames,
about positions taken, about evidence employed and so on.

•

Willingness to start from where one without necessarily knowing where
one is going.

Throughout the thesis, I seek to evidence how it is that I am developing the
capacity to engage in these kinds of practices in systematic and rigorous ways.

4.3.2b Developing my practice as educator
I wish to end this section by explaining how my engagement with the Ecological
Thinking groups became an important part of my first-person inquiry. Following
my work with the first intake in 2003,1 was in a position to give feedback to Judi
regarding participants’ experience of the course. As previously mentioned, when I
initially negotiated access with Judi, she explained that learning more about the
student experience would be of value to her. Thus I found that one of the skills I
had to develop within this context was that of making sense of data and giving
feedback in appropriate ways (this, of course, is something I also had to when I
held the feedback session for course participants at the end of the semester). I was
aware that sharing my findings and sense-making with Judi offered me the
possibility to influence how the course evolved and to suggest any changes I felt
were necessary. Thus I had to carefully consider what practical changes I was
advocating and what evidence I provided in support of my claims.
Significantly, I had to consider what the data I had gathered (and the way I had
made sense of it) meant not only for Judi and for the students’ learning experience,
but for my own practice as a budding educator in the field. Increasingly, I found
myself contributing to education for sustainability within the School of
Management. For example, from 2003 onwards I gave lectures on deep ecology
and eco-psychology to the Emerging Patterns group, and on ecology for business
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and corporate social responsibility to the first-year undergraduates on the
Organisational Behaviour course. Furthermore, in 2004 and 2005 I shared the
coursework marking on the Ecological Thinking course with Judi, and I acted as
guest lecturer a couple of times each semester. The lectures I presented centred
upon such subjects as ‘people acting for change’ and ‘building the capacity to
respond to ecological challenges’, both areas which we felt needed further
attention, based on the data I had gathered from the groups. Thus, while lecturing
and facilitating group discussions, and in my engagement with students’ written
work, I found myself continually seeking to work with and respond to the various
issues and questions which were evidently raised for many participants as they
engaged with the material in its complexity and subtlety.
In Chapter Five I draw on the responses of Ecological Thinking course participants
and I present my own emerging understanding of what these suggest about the
challenges encountered when seeking to engage with the ecological crisis. In
Chapter Ten, I return to my experience of working with the Ecological Thinking
intakes, and I reflect on my developing practice as an educator at the interface of
management practice and ecological challenges. I consider my practical
engagement and experimentation with regards to the following kinds of questions:
How might I learn to engage with ecological challenges in a sustained and
committed way, and how might I facilitate others in doing so, particularly in the
context of management education? How do I/we create the kinds of spaces where
people feel able to continue to engage with the material raised by the course,
despite the discomfort and complexity to which this may give rise?

4.4

Inquiry with the MSc group

4,4.1 Context
The MSc in Responsibility and Business Practice is framed as an innovative
management degree addressing social, environmental and ethical issues. Initiated
in 1997, the course is offered by CARPP in partnership with the New Academy of
Business, an independent educational organization established in 1995 by Anita
Roddick, Founder of the Body Shop International. The course website describes
the programme in the following way:
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This course addresses the challenges currently facing society as we
seek to integrate successful business practice with a concern for
social, environmental and ethical issues. It looks at the complex
relationship between business decisions and their impact on local and
world communities and economies, on the environment and on the
workplace itself. Participants will develop management practices
which are responsive to pressures for greater awareness in these
areas. The course offers a wide range of alternative perspectives on
business, all of which challenge ideas about where ‘responsibility’
begins and ends. Participants will learn about management
techniques and approaches being developed in leading-edge
organizations, and will test the relevance of these ideas and practices
in their own workplaces, (http://www.bath.ac.uk/carpp/msc.htm,
Accessed 10 February 2006)
The course is taken on a part-time basis over two years and involves attendance at
four intensive residential workshops per year, each of which lasts five days. The
course welcomes participation from a wide range of people, including managers,
consultants and other practitioners in commercial, public, not-for-profit and
intergovernmental organisations. According to the course website, ‘[the course]
will be especially suitable for people working in companies already thinking about
issues of corporate responsibility, those who are seeking to take the role of change
agents with organizations or communities, or those who wish to undertake
postgraduate education as a form of personal and professional development’
(http://www.bath.ac.Uk/carpp/msc.htm#for, Accessed 10 February 2006). The
programme is increasingly renowned and well-regarded, and receives many more
applications than there are places on offer. The seventh cohort (with which I
worked) had 26 participants on it.
The course is not only considered innovative in terms of its content and the
questions it raises; it is also considered innovative in its approach to learning. As
the course website explains, ‘The course is designed as a process of disciplined
inquiry into the issues, questions and practices involved in a values-focused view
of managing international business, drawing on the expertise in this form of
learning established in [CARPP]. There is therefore an emphasis throughout the
programme on inquiry processes and skills’
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(http://www.bath.ac.Uk/carpp/msc.htm#innovative, Accessed 10 February 2006).
The course assessment is such that participants are encouraged to develop and
practise inquiry skills alongside exploring the issues and ideas raised through the
workshops in their own personal/professional contexts. In the first year of the
programme, participants are asked to complete a short written assignment as part of
each cycle of learning (the time in between any two workshops). At the end of the
first year, they are asked to submit a review of their learning to date. In the second
year of the programme, participants negotiate formal learning projects involving
both academic and action components. Through the workshops design and the
assessment requirements, participants are encouraged to engage in active reflection
and experimentation, and to ‘become explorers and potentially pioneers in relation
to responsibility and business practice’
(http://www.bath.ac.Uk/carpp/msc.htm#appproach, Accessed 10 February 2006).

4.4.2 Patterns o f engagement
In this section, I briefly describe the ways in which I engaged with the seventh
intake of the MSc, beginning early in 2003 and ending in 2005. I describe my
intentions and aspirations as I contracted to work with this group, and I outline the
ways in which I sought to engage with the group throughout the duration of the
programme.
My central motivation in seeking to work with the MSc group was that doing so
would give me the opportunity to explore the ecological challenges facing
organisations and individuals with people who were open to these issues and who
had chosen to be there. My feeling was that the established framework of the
course, and the self-selection of its participants, would help to provide both a
practical structure and a frame of support for the second-person inquiry I sought to
initiate. I felt that being contained within a relatively safe space would be
particularly beneficial to me as a budding inquirer, particularly since I was seeking
to develop my capacity to hold space within groups in ways that were
simultaneously challenging and enabling.
My sense was that, essentially, participants on the MSc course were people who
had made a serious commitment to explore these issues in their own lives. At the
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same time, I of course realised that there would be a diversity of perspectives and
frameworks represented within the group and that people would be coming to this
from different places and with different agendas. This is where I saw the stretch
for any potential second-person inquiry within this group. The kinds of questions I
posed to myself at this point (and which I felt might be of interest to others)
included:
•

How can we engage with others, across a variety of perspectives, and make
sense of these issues together, so that we are each able to move on in a way
that is appropriate and helpful to us?

•

How do we engage in genuine dialogue and inquiry around issues as
complex, difficult and contentious as these?

The year before contracting to work with the MSc 7 group, I had accompanied the
MSc 6 cohort to Schumacher College for their ‘Ecology and Sustainable
Development’ workshop, and had become aware that responses to the experience
differed widely across the group, and that participants engaged with the subject
area and the exercises on different levels and in a variety of ways. Thus it became
apparent to me that as (co-)inquirers, we needed to develop awareness of how
difference is played out and handled in an inquiry group, particularly when we are
exploring issues and ideas which challenge deeply-held notions and behaviour
patterns, to do with our place in the world and relationship with the wider earth
system, for example. How do we choose to make sense of difference, and how do
we co-exist across these tensions in learning-full ways? How do we manage such
differences, and how might we approach these in inquiring manners? At the end of
the MSc 6 workshop, there was a short debriefing session during which a number
of process questions were raised, and yet there was limited time available to enter
into such a discussion.
I therefore felt that it may be useful and appropriate to purposefully notice and
track the process that an MSc group goes through whilst inquiring into questions of
sustainability, making space to reflect on the following kinds of questions:
•

What helps (and, alternatively, hinders) engagement with, and inquiry into,
these issues?
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• What supports and enables people to think about how they might make sense
of these challenges? What scares and alienates? What raises barriers and why?
• What is it about what I am (we are) doing in relationship which is (is not)
allowing us to engage with these ideas in an inquiring or useful way?
• What is it about the material / the way it is presented (or whatever else is
happening here, e.g. group dynamics) which is facilitating / stopping us from
entering into dialogue around these issues?
Following an extended negotiation process with the course facilitators of the
commencing MSc 7, we agreed that an appropriate role for me to take would be
that of an action researcher there to notice and track the process the group went
through whilst inquiring into sustainability, and the development of the group’s
capacity to hold these questions in an inquiring way. It seemed important to me
and to the course facilitators that participants were clear that I was neither a fellow
participant nor a member of staff. Thus we felt that my role and positioning
needed to be distinguishable from either of these. We agreed that in those
moments when I was present in the group (by prior agreement with the facilitators
and participants), I would position myself as explicitly there to monitor the group
process itself, to seek to notice and track whether/how we were developing the
capacity to act in accordance to the values we espoused and to acknowledge and
pay attention to what was happening within the group space.
My hope was that in the role of action researcher working alongside the group, I
would develop my own capacity, and help the group develop a capacity for
•

Making meta-comment interventions around group/inquiry processes; and

•

Making space for reflection and sense-making around our observations and
experiences as part of the group.

When I contracted to work with the MSc group, I suggested that there were a
number of specific functions I could fulfil that may be of service to the group.
These included not only tracking the learning/inquiry process of the group over
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time, but keeping a record of this, and feeding this back to the group, both in the
moment and over time. For example, I suggested that during the course of our time
together, I would seek to notice and attend to critical issues and interesting
moments as they arise. I could then transcribe examples of such instances, and
identify themes, patterns and questions which may be of interest to the group. I
might then present this orally or in a written form, with the intention that this be
seen as a stimulus for reflecting, both individually and collectively, upon the
particular experience. What I wished to do was to facilitate spaces through which
we might attend to how we were engaging in inquiry and/or action around issues of
responsibility and business practice.

4.4.2a Discovering my learning edges within this group space
Throughout the duration of the MSc programme, I was present at each of the eight
workshops. In some of these, I was present at a limited number of sessions, but in
most I was present in the majority of the week’s sessions, including any informal
events and/or gatherings. On a number of occasions, I facilitated feedback and
reflection sessions with the group in manners similar to those described above.
Nevertheless, despite attempts to do so, I was unable to initiate a formal, systematic
process of second-person inquiry with course participants. Indeed, by and large,
the experiences and encounters I considered most meaningful and significant were
those that I had with individual group members informally, outside of the formal
workshop space.
I want to be clear that my engagement with this group raised many challenges and
difficulties for me. The process of joining this group as a not-quite insider, notquite outsider was in many ways uncomfortable, as were my attempts to find and
occupy an appropriate place and positioning within it. I also experienced the group
dynamics as thorny and difficult, and realised (with some discomfort) that the
questions I had posed myself regarding how we as (co-)inquirers might make sense
of and deal with difference were particularly relevant to my own inquiry practice
within this context. Indeed, one of the core questions with which I was left as I
engaged with this group was that of how participants representing multiple
perspectives might come together to reflect on and learn from significant
experiences and difficult interactions as part of an inquiry group.

105

The realisation that this had not turned out to be the safe and contained space I had
envisaged was particularly difficult for me to make sense of. At various points
during the two years, I considered ending my engagement with this group. With
hindsight, I am glad that I did not do so, not only because of the rich and rewarding
relationships I was able to form with some individuals, but because I feel that in
sustaining my engagement with this group over a significant period of time I was
able to identify and begin to work on some of my learning edges. These included
the following:
•

Dealing with the issues that arise while contracting and negotiating roles
and boundaries for working with a group.

•

Dealing with difference, conflict and tension within a group inquiry space.

•

Holding the various tensions raised by the issues, and finding ways to
move forward from these.

•

Holding the process of engagement moment to moment, despite the
difficulties, challenges and discomfort felt.

As already mentioned, my experience is that the questions and challenges which
emerge as people seek to engage with sustainability issues are often related to those
experienced while seeking to develop a practice of inquiry. The learning edges I
identified above are, I believe, relevant both to ecological action and to the
development of inquiry skills and competencies, and also became apparent during
my engagement with other fields of practice. In Chapters Five through Ten, I seek
to show how engaging with the above learning edges in various spaces is helping
me to develop my capacities for critical inquiry and effective action in relation to
ecological challenges.

4.5

An unexpected invitation...Inquiry with the Luhimba

Project
In this section, I wish to briefly outline the nature of my involvement with the
Luhimba Project, an aid/development partnership between Luhimba, a village in
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Tanzania, and a small UK-based charity, which has been ongoing for the last
twenty-two years.
As the title of this section suggests, my engagement with this group began through
an unexpected invitation. An acquaintance, Richard, approached me and asked me
whether I would to pursue some kind of collaboration with the Luhimba Project
group. Richard is a trustee of the Luhimba Project, and his feeling was that the
project had ‘reached a point where it’s highly desirable to view its future in a wider
context of development projects in general, and small-scale, locally-supported
projects in particular’ (personal communication, August 2003). Richard suggested
that I may be able to work with the project in such a way that it would both
progress their work and be relevant to my PhD studies. Thus he invited me to meet
with the group of trustees, ‘to talk through possibilities with you as a first step in
defining whatever collaborative role you would play, in order to ensure it enhanced
your own work as well as, undoubtedly, being of benefit to the longer-term
Luhimba Project’ (personal communication, August 2003).

4.5.1 Context
The Luhimba Project could be described as a non-governmental community
development project revolving around a remote village, Luhimba, in rural south
eastern Tanzania.
The project was initiated in 1984 under the sponsorship of the UK Institute of
Mechanical Engineers, with the explicit purpose of achieving ongoing, sustainable
improvements in the quality of villagers’ lives through education, health, clean
water, agriculture and engineering. Luhimba, which at the time had a population of
1660 and currently has a population of 3500, was selected for the project by the
British Tanzania Society on the basis of the quality of the local leadership and the
fact that the village is located in the fertile Ruvuma region, which was only then
being opened up to the rest of Tanzania via the (then new) Songea - Dar es Salaam
road.
The working arrangement which was originally negotiated and agreed upon by the
project leaders from the UK and the village government of Luhimba was that
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villagers and UK fundraisers would work together to set up each project, with
subsequent responsibility for the running, maintenance, development and
strategising for the project being taken by the local project owners, sometimes with
the aid of government advisors (as was the case with the medical dispensary and
the primary school, for example) and if possible and necessary, with further
intermittent support from the Luhimba Project charity (such as fund-raising for the
medical officer at the village dispensary to undertake training so that he is able to
perform minor eye surgery locally). This pattern has been largely maintained over
the last twenty-two years. In this way, most projects have been planned so that
they could be sustained in the long-term by local residents. Most recently, a smallbusiness loans pilot scheme has been launched in the village, and the hope is that
this too will become a self-sustaining enterprise.
The project is currently run by a small group of volunteers in the UK and in
Tanzania, a number of whom have been involved in the project since its early days,
and is jointly led and coordinated by Paul Temple in the UK and by Dr Paul Mosha
in Dar es Salaam.

4,5.2 Patterns o f engagement
I first met with the group of trustees in September 2003. They explained to me that
for some time, they had wanted to explore in some depth and detail the nature of
the relationship which they felt had evolved between themselves and local project
owners in Luhimba, and to consider how this might unfold into the future. Thus,
we agreed that one way that I might usefully collaborate with the group was by
helping them to notice and attend to these kinds of questions in a systematic way.
To this end, I was invited to take part in all of the Luhimba Project forthcoming
meetings and activities, and over a period of ten months, I participated in many
conversations with the five or six people who make up the voluntary work-force of
the charity in the UK, and who are responsible for the entirety of the fund-raising
and for the administration and organisation of the project on the UK side.
Early in my engagement, I organised and facilitated a brainstorming session with
the UK project leaders/partners so that we might collectively identify what the
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focus of our collaboration and of my contribution might be. We identified that the
following questions were of interest to die group:
•

What are the kinds of challenges and/or opportunities that we have experienced
over the years we have been collaborating with the people of Luhimba?

•

What is the nature and/or quality of the relationships that have been established
here?

•

What is the nature of the ‘mutual learning’ that unfolds through this
relationship, and how does this inform the ways in which we approach issues
of power, equality, participation and so on?

•

Over time, how do we maintain the high levels of energy and commitment
called for by this project?

•

What learning can be taken from these experiences and how might this shape
the future of the project?

In the conversations which followed this early brainstorming session, we sought to
reflect on the above questions and to build a shared awareness of the kinds of
dynamics (both generative and degenerative) which could be played out within the
context of aid and development. In particular, we focused on the ways in which
certain power relations and power differentials might be established within the
context in which the project was located. In particular, I found that Paul, the co
chairperson of the charity and the person who seemed to be most intensely and
passionately involved with the project, seemed to hold questions regarding the
power dynamics and the quality of mutuality evident in the relationship(s) amongst
the project partners in Luhimba and in the UK. He expressed a wish to carefully
consider the various dimensions and subtleties of these relationships/dynamics, and
invited me to accompany him on his annual trip to Luhimba, so that I might see for
myself the quality/qualities of the relationship(s) they had developed, and so that I
might facilitate the holding of attention around these.
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I made the trip to Luhimba in August of 2004. In Chapter Nine, I reflect on my
visit to Luhimba, and I seek to demonstrate in some detail how I sought to bring an
attitude of inquiry and qualities of care and attentiveness to my interactions there.
Throughout my engagement with the UK and Tanzanian project partners, I
participated in many collective conversations, meetings and activities, and I also
participated in many one-to-one conversations around the key issues and questions
identified above. As part of my role in this field of practice, I took responsibility
for pulling together a commentary from the stories that emerged, and I fed this
back in various ways to both the people of Luhimba and the project leaders on the
UK side.
In ending this section, I wish to make the point that despite my collaboration with
this group having emerged out of an unexpected invitation, I feel that it is one of
the spaces in which I was most assertively and effectively able to demonstrate the
qualities of inquiry towards which I aspired throughout my research process. I
believe that this is partly to do with the timing of this engagement, and with the
fact that I became involved in this project around the time when I was most
seriously reflecting on, and I would argue, most actively learning from the
difficulties that I had encountered in some of my other (earlier) fields of practice,
specifically as part of the Sustainable Farmshire initiative and in my collaboration
with the MSc group.
I hope to evidence how the nature and quality of my inquiry practice shifted
through the remainder of this thesis. For the time being, I wish to end this section
by sharing the below feedback I received from Paul following our visit to Luhimba.
The following is an extract from the report he distributed to trustees and partners in
the UK and in Tanzania following our visit:
Patricia and I travelled from Dar es Salaam to Luhimba on Sunday
and Monday 1st and 2nd of August and stayed in the village until the
following Sunday. From my point of view it was one of the most
successful and beneficial visits to date. I felt that being involved in
Patricia’s research made me much more aware of the feelings,
thoughts, worries, hopes and aspirations of so many of the villagers.
It enabled me to take stock of the whole project, to understand the
villagers’ perceptions of the impact the project has had on their lives
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and the roles we all play within the project. It also enabled me to
focus on certain areas and to see more clearly the way forward.
What I also found very interesting from Patricia’s work were the
different attitudes held by different members of the community.
Many now have the motivation, energy and desire to do things for
themselves and see our input as an added bonus to help them achieve
their goals, while a minority still show signs of donor-dependency,
which we might also understand ourselves as contributing towards.
These attitudes and observations gave rise to some interesting
conversations and discussions. (Extract from Paul’s report on visit to
Luhimba, September 2004)
I believe that the above suggests that, through my emerging inquiry practice, I am
becoming better able to contribute something of value to the spaces and fields of
practice with which I choose to engage.

4.6

Conclusions

In the last two chapters, I have sought to make explicit what my initial intentions
and assumptions were as I contracted to work within my various fields of practice,
and to outline how I sought to bring an inquiring perspective to the process of
engagement with ecological challenges.
In the remainder of the thesis, I aim to demonstrate how the questions and issues
raised in these different fields of practice have encouraged me to carefully
consider, challenge and shift my understanding of what it means to be an inquirer
and agent of change in relation to ecological challenges.
In the following chapter, I draw on the experiences of participants of the Ecological
Thinking course and the MSc programme, and I present my own emerging
understanding of what these experiences suggest about the challenges encountered
when seeking to engage with the ecological crisis. In Chapter Six, I introduce the
concept of repose, and I argue that developing repose in ourselves may enable us to
hold the tensions and complexities associated with ecological challenges, and to
continue to engage with these in sustained and life-affirming ways.

I ll
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5

Agency in relation to ecological challenges

5.1

Framing

In this chapter, I reflect on the experiences of the Ecological Thinking intakes with
whom I engaged. I suggest that it is possible to interpret a number of key themes
as emerging from course participants’ responses to the questions I invited them to
consider as they made their way through the course. These key themes, I believe,
revolve around many participants’ sense of helplessness and powerlessness as they
engaged with the material raised by the course, and around doubts they expressed
regarding whether they could ‘make a difference’. Additionally, many participants
acknowledged the difficulty they experienced in attempting to deal with the
perceived murkiness and complexity of ecological issues, and repeatedly expressed
their desire for answers and for practical solutions.
I argue that these experiences are not unique to Ecological Thinking course
participants, but are representative of the kinds of challenges evidently raised for
many groups and individuals seeking to act for change in the area of sustainability.
Indeed, my own experience, and that of many participants in the various fields of
practice in which I participated, is that it is possible to feel overwhelmed and even
debilitated by feelings of anxiety, distress and helplessness as we engage with the
complexities and uncertainties raised by ecological challenges. In order to
evidence this claim, in this chapter I also provide a brief account of some of the
challenges and tensions experienced by participants in the MSc in Responsibility
and Business Practice programme, with whom I also engaged.
In the latter part of this chapter, I begin to consider some of the ways in which we
may reflect on and make sense of these experiences, in such a manner that we are
able to continue to engage with the questions and challenges raised, and to hold
rather than retreat from, smooth over, or resolve the tensions experienced. I
propose that part of doing so involves asking questions about how we
conceptualise and understand our sense of agency and our positioning in relation to
complex ecological challenges, and also involves developing a more appropriate
sense of agency.
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5.2

Grounding: The experience(s) of Ecological Thinking

course participants
I wish to ground the arguments I make in this chapter by drawing on the experience
of the Ecological Thinking intakes with whom I was involved in 2003 and in 2004.
As I explained in Chapter Four, within this space I sought to draw attention and
facilitate noticing around the kinds of questions and challenges that emerge for
course participants as they begin to develop a critical awareness of ecological
challenges, and as they consider how they might respond to these challenges, both
personally and professionally. To this end, I invited short written responses to
questions at various points during the course.
I am choosing to begin the present discussion by drawing on my work with this
group due to the following reasons: I too participated, as a fmal-year
undergraduate, in the Ecological Thinking course, and the experiences of the 2003
and 2004 intakes do not seem to me to be dissimilar to my own, and that of my
peers, in 2001. Indeed, it was through partaking in this course in the second
semester of my final year and the Emerging Patterns course in the first semester,
that I discovered the space I needed to attend to questions of purpose and meaning
in my life, and to questions regarding how I might appropriately reframe my sense
of place in the world. I therefore find that the kinds of questions, concerns and
experiences evidenced in my interactions with course participants in 2003 and
2004 are indicative of my own initial grounding when I first began to seriously and
systematically consider how I stood in relation to current ecological challenges.
Having collated and spent time with course participants’ responses to my various
questions, my sense was that key themes could be seen as emerging from the data.
I believe that these themes were evidenced in the responses from across both the
2003 and the 2004 intakes. As part of the inquiry process, I conducted a feed-back
session towards the end of the course programme, where I presented these key
themes to course participants and invited analysis and dialogue around their
experience of participating in the course. In the conclusion to this thesis, I draw on
my experience of facilitating these sessions and argue that this formed an important
part of my developing practice, both as an inquirer and as a person seeking to
respond to the ecological crisis. In this section, I present the key themes which I
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believe emerged from my inquiry with the Ecological Thinking intakes, and show
how these gave rise to particular questions, which I then considered in some depth.
The themes could be summarised as follows:

1.

Grappling with feelings of helplessness and hopelessness: How can we
make a difference?

2.

Reflections on this course as part o f a management programme:
Appreciation of space for thinking/being differently.

3.

Desire for answers and practical solutions: The challenge of living with
uncertainty and complexity.

4.

Choices for the future: Where do we go from here?

In the remainder of this section, I build on the themes presented above by drawing
from the responses offered by Ecological Thinking course participants.

5.2.1 Grappling with feelings o f helplessness and hopelessness
Many of the responses gathered from the Ecological Thinking groups are poignant
in capturing participants’ sense that they are grappling with feelings of helplessness
and hopelessness, and asking questions around the very possibility of ‘making a
difference’. These are questions which I myself have held and continue to hold
throughout my inquiry. For example, in response to the first question I invited
participants to answer during the first lecture of the semester, namely ‘Why are you
choosing to do this course? What are your hopes and fears as you embark on this
course?', the following responses came to light:

T hope this course shows me the way to being more ecologically
responsible. I am very worried about forcing myself to acknowledge
the damage that I could be doing and am afraid that I may feel
helpless regarding problems/issues raised.’ (ET, 2003)
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‘.. .Hope to gain better grasp of what can actually be done, but fear
the outcome is that we will have little control unless there is a large
collective movement to get things done.’ (ET, 2003)

‘...The main questions I’m asking at the moment concern how we
are going to save the environment and if this is even possible. As an
individual, I feel powerless to make a difference, with so much
power being concentrated within a few corporations. I am becoming
much more aware o f the damage I am making to the environment
and feel guilty a lot of the time!...’ (ET, 2004)

And in response to the second exercise, specifically, ‘ What are your impressions
o f and reactions to the course at this stage? Is the course challenging, exciting,
disconcerting, etc.? I f so, in what ways? What aspects o f the course are having
these e f f e c t s I gathered the following replies:

‘...Disconcerting...have started to question my own identity...I feel
too that I am one person with some people (can talk for hours about
shoes/clothes) - it doesn’t feel right “inside” but I feel if I talk about
the things I really feel and how meaningless it all is - perhaps I will
be left with no friends at all...Angry with others when they ask me
what is the point of caring...and with myself, when I still go
shopping (still a consumer contributing to the problem )...’ (ET,
2004)

‘The course is a bit disconcerting because I’m stumbling across
many examples of corruption and ecological damage. It feels
frustrating to read these examples yet being unable to do
anything.. .It would be encouraging to know that people taking this
course can make a difference.’ (ET, 2003)

In addition to the responses shared above, participants spoke of the ‘penalising
effect’ of ‘feeling incapable of doing anything’ (ET, 2003), and of feeling
‘desperate to make a difference but don’t know how or where to begin’ (ET, 2003),
Let me be clear: these kinds of replies were not uncommon. Indeed, according to
deep ecologist Joanna Macy, feelings of despair and distress are well merited and
even healthy responses to the ecological challenges facing us, and they abound
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when people begin to seriously consider the state of the world. The challenge,
then, may be understood as follows:

In the face of what is happening, how do we avoid feeling
overwhelmed and just giving up, turning to the many diversions and
demands of our consumer societies? (Macy, 1991b:4)

Along with Macy, I have come to believe that there is a need to consider the inner
resources and (inter-)personal capacities which we might develop in relation to
such challenges, and which might allow us to engage and to stay with these, despite
the many difficulties which arise as soon as we open ourselves to awareness of the
ecological crisis. Macy (1991b:4) suggests that developing this inner capacity is
partly about learning ‘to look at things as they are, painful and overwhelming as
that may be, for no healing can begin until we are fully present to our world, until
we leam to sustain the gaze’. This, in my mind, is reminiscent o f the challenge
identified by panpsychist and ecological philosopher Freya Mathews (2003:11),
which I consider at various points throughout the thesis, of ‘.. .how it is possible to
sustain an erotic engagement in the world...in full knowledge o f the possibilities of
suffering and death that this world holds for us’.

5.2.2 Appreciation o f space fo r thinking/being differently
Throughout my engagement with the two Ecological Thinking intakes, I collected
many replies which expressed affective responses (of anxiety, fear, hope and
excitement, and so on) to the very process on which course participants were being
asked to embark, and to the very fa ct o f being asked to engage with the material
and questions raised by the course. Indeed, I understand many o f the responses to
be linked to the real difference experienced by course participants between what
they were being asked to do in this course, and what they had become accustomed
to throughout their university careers so far, as evidenced by the following
reflections:

‘I have to admit that I arrive at the end of my studies and I am
annoyed and frustrated with logistics and marketing lectures. I chose
this course because I want to open my mind to such issues as I fear
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we are not really able to have interests in them in our professional
lives.’ (ET, 2004)

‘Outlet for thinking outside “normal” boundaries. Possibility to
challenge “normal” thinking that most courses insist upon. Main
worry is of still obtaining grades needed to get 2.1 degree. Would
not have taken course, even though most wanted to, if I wasn’t so
secure on my degree, coming into this final semester. There is a
security in taking “normal business” (profit assumption) courses that
allows me to answer essays and exams in a way that I know the
lecturer is looking for.’ (ET, 2003)

Judi Marshall suggests that in the context of education for ecology, it is important
to ‘[match] form to content’, to ‘...develop educational forms that are robustly
congruent with the issues addressed’ (Marshall, 2004:197). My sense is that some
participants on the Ecological Thinking course seemed to develop an appreciation
o f the intentional matching of form and content in the way that the course was
structured, and seemed to find comfort in this emerging understanding. There was
also a sense in which the opportunities and space provided by the course (to look at
things differently, to engage with assignments in different ways) were appreciated:

‘Although the course appears at first very disjointed it is becoming
apparent that this isn’t so. The course structure seems to reflect the
systemic thought processes, and is therefore less disconcerting. I am
excited by the number o f options we have for our portfolio and lack
of barriers. The progression of the course and consistency in
teaching despite the initial appearance of inconsistency (until you
understand the subject) is helping to make me feel secure and less
anxious. Having early coursework is also helping me to focus my
learning so I am not becoming overwhelmed.’ (ET, 2003)

‘A very important aspect is the portfolio. Because it is
recommended to think and read about subjects every week and write
your findings in the portfolio, you are “into” this course from week
one onwards. You go to bed and wake up thinking “ecologically” ... ’
(ET, 2003)
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While engaging with the Ecological Thinking intakes, key questions for me, as a
budding academic and educator, have included the following: How might I
appropriately speak about these questions and issues in a way that stretches the
boundaries of what is considered normal discourse in a management programme,
and which challenges participants, in the words of a couple of students, ‘to step out
o f the DBA1 Bubble’ (ET, 2003), and to ‘look at problems from a number of angles
rather than the black and white approach most courses take’ (ET, 2003)? And,
significantly, how do I balance such a challenging, question-posing approach with
providing support and with somehow enabling others to explore these issues? How
do I create the kinds of spaces where people feel able to stay with these questions
and able to continue to opt into such a practice of encounter with the state of the
world, despite the discomfort and suffering to which this may give rise? In
Chapter Ten, I return to these questions, and consider how they inform the ways in
which I seek to position myself as an educator in the context of management
education and education for ecology.

5.2.3 The challenge o f living with uncertainty and complexity
A key challenge that seemed to materialise for course participants was that of
living with uncertainty and complexity, particularly when they realise that
straightforward practical solutions (which many expect from the course) are not
forthcoming. Arguably, the desire for answers, solutions, tool-kits and prescriptive
models is seen as a legitimate expectation of the educational process in current
times, and is in itself a pedagogical stance which needs interrogating. To illustrate,
I draw on the responses of three Ecological Thinkers to my first question of the
semester, regarding why they are choosing to take this course, and what their hopes
and fears are in relation to it. These responses are a few of the many which
repeatedly expressed a desire for answers and practical solutions:

‘Hopes - to develop a tool-kit to deliver responsible practices in my
own business activities.’ (ET, 2003)

1DBA is the popular abbreviation for the undergraduate course, the BSc (Hons) degree in
Business Administration.
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‘. . .It will be fascinating to discover sustainable ways of living and
what needs to be done in the world in order to know what actions
will be taken. Hence, this is my main hope for the course - to
understand what needs to be done so that we can apply this
knowledge in the future.’ (ET, 2004)

‘I have read No Logo and found it very interesting but was frustrated
by the fact that it offered limited solutions to such massive problems.
I hope to get some answers or ideas from this course as to how such
huge problems can be tackled by individuals in a realistic way. I
have studied economics and sociology which point towards
individuals adopting selfish/egotistical attitudes. I find it hard to
decide if anything can be done but hope I will be proven wrong!!!’
(ET, 2003)

Halfway through the semester, in response to the second question I asked,
regarding their impressions o f the course so far, a number of course participants
acknowledged the challenges they experienced in attempting to live with the
uncertainty and complexity raised by these issues:

‘I find it both challenging and disconcerting. I am slowly beginning
to realize the complexity of these issues.. .In attempting to write the
essay, I find that for every answer I think I’ve found endless
questions are generated. At the moment, the course is leading me
from question to question; about why things are how they are, why I
am as I am and why I do so I do so little despite being aware of so
many issues...’ (ET, 2004)

‘There are so many obstacles, it seems, in the way of everything that
I originally hoped to get from the course. I think I thought there
would be prescribed answers to my questions but instead I am
coming up against more questions.. .1 keep wondering if I will ever
be able to make real change in my life and the world. It seems so
difficult and somewhat impossible to me at this point but it has
forced me to think more!’ (ET,2004)

120

‘Being frank and honest, I feel slightly frustrated by the course - I
know it is virtually impossible to fully structure the material that
we’re covering, but I think it would be really useful if we were
working towards establishing some kind o f list of the most important
challenges, and what was to be done about them. I also have to say
that I am virtually constantly disappointed by the lack of correlation
between ecological ideals and real, practical solutions.’ (ET, 2003)

Again, let me emphasise that these types of responses are not unique, but rather,
are representative of a significant proportion of the responses I received.

5.2.4 Where do we go from here?
For some course participants, complexity, tension and uncertainty seemed to be
experienced not only in relation to the content of the course, in the present moment,
but also in relation to what this meant for any choices they may make in the future,
and the direction that their lives and career paths may take. For example, the
following responses suggest that course participants experienced difficulties in
understanding how they may act on what they learned through the course, and how
they may sustain their interest and commitment to these issues in future:

'... I hope I have the courage o f my convictions to act responsibly
based on my beliefs rather than follow the path of least resistance or
most money in my career. ’ (ET, 2004)

‘... It also overwhelms me trying to think of a way forward for this
problem... I wonder how many of the students will go and change
their way of behaving and act on thoughts stimulated by the course.
I wish there was more time to continue discussions...’ (ET, 2003)

Others appeared to worry about the possibility that through engaging in the course
their career prospects and plans for the future may be disturbed:
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‘... I fear that I will not like everything I hear and question my future
plans and current motivations - maybe my priorities might change?’
(ET, 2003)

‘...Fears - worried I may question standard business practices too
much and I will panic.’ (ET, 2004)

‘.. .Fears - that I won’t want to work for a global firm in the future! ’
(ET, 2003)

.Fears - becoming too cynical o f business as about to embark in a
career of this nature!’ (ET, 2004)

‘.. .Fears - how will this help me in my career? I.e. although very
important and fundamental, does a course that won’t develop “hard”
skills, such as Accounting/Finance or IT carry weight in the business
arena? Hopes - that my fears are not true! An opportunity to gain
clarity on certain issues in preparation for career.’ (ET, 2003)

Reflecting on these responses, and on my own experience of partaking in the
undergraduate Business Administration programme, I believe that engaging with
ecological issues can be experienced as challenging because of the realisation that
aspects of our lives which we accept or which we feel fairly confident and assured
about can be problematised. Arguably, participants on the Ecological Thinking
course had worked hard at developing their lives in particular ways, and were quite
understandably protective o f the paths and objectives they had thus far fashioned
for themselves. My sense is that some course participants felt that engaging with
this material had the potential to unsettle the stability and positioning they had
succeeded in securing up to this point. As one student suggests, in response to a
question posed on the last data-gathering exercise of the semester, ‘ What about the
course hinders you from engaging with these issues in a way that is appropriate?
What is unhelpful

‘Suggesting a career with not much hope and future is not
appropriate for the majority o f [Business Administration] students in
Bath. Students in a top business school are looking for a “career”.
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More emphasis could be laid on successful “careers” and businesses
in sustainable development.’ (ET, 2003)

At the same time, it interested me to see that some course participants seemed
willing and able to hold such tension and complexity in what appeared to be a
curious, even joyful, manner:

‘I am enjoying the course very much and am really enjoying the fact
that my norms and mindset are being challenged. It is both exciting
and worrying though to try and deal with the conflicts and
contradictions that I see myself being a part of. It has really opened
up my awareness to ecological issues and is generating conflicts
about my career direction, which I will have to deal with. I find
Judi’s teaching quite inspirational, and the reading I have done
around the subject is really motivating me to try and challenge the
direction in which my career and future is heading.’ (ET, 2003)

I now turn to the experience(s) of the MSc group with whom I also collaborated.
My intention in doing so is to demonstrate that participants on this educational
programme also experienced significant tensions and challenges as they considered
how they might appropriately respond to the problems and questions raised by the
programme.

5.3

Grounding: The experience(s) of the MSc in

Responsibility and Business Practice
I believe that the kinds of themes and experiences which I argue became figural
through the experience of the Ecological Thinking groups are manifested in a
variety of responses commonly associated with the ecological crisis. My sense is
that feelings of powerlessness and futility are often experienced by people seeking
to act for sustainability, and that tension and anxiety are also generally experienced
in the face of such seemingly enormous challenges.

Indeed, I would suggest that a key challenge faced by self-appointed change agents
seems to be that o f holding the tension that comes from recognising the immensity
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and urgency of the planetary condition, whilst appreciating that these patterns may
be incredibly difficult to shift and may demand persistence and time which we may
feel ill able to afford. Participants of the MSc programme seemed to frequently
grapple with this tension, with initiatives such as Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR) reporting being referred to as ‘rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic’,
for example. Similarly, it became evident that whilst some participants in the
Sustainable Farmshire initiative could draw strength from systemic notions of
small wins and Arne Naess’s metaphor of ‘the long wall of change’, others found it
difficult to continue to persist in the face of what they saw as their apparent
inability to shift systemic patterns in ways which they considered to be sufficiently
significant.

In this section, I give a brief account of some o f the tensions and challenges
experienced by participants of the MSc programme, while in Chapters Seven and
Eight, I describe in more detail the kinds of questions which were raised for
participants in the Sustainable Farmshire initiative.

The tensions which seemed to be experienced by participants on the MSc
programme could be understood to revolve around how we might understand the
nature o f the challenges facing us and how we might position ourselves in relation
to these. Very briefly, such tensions seemed to include:

•

Experiencing a sense of agency / experiencing a sense of humility;

•

Experiencing the possibility of change / experiencing stuck-ness;

•

Understanding urgency / understanding this as a long-term
developmental process;

•

Positioning ourselves as inside/outside, as covert/overt, in our
organisations and our fields of practice;

•

Opting for action / opting for non-action.

And tension also seemed to be experienced, more broadly, with regards to the role
of humanity and our place in the world:

•

Humans as plague/cancer, and/or humans as saviours, and/or humans as
part of the healing.
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Having joined course participants for the majority o f the MSc programme, my
impression is that participants’ very progress through the course (and related
processes of inquiry) both challenged and enabled them to hold such tensions, so
that these could experienced in ways which are both unsettling as well as
potentially creative and generative. I seek to evidence the above claim by drawing
on particular episodes from the course.

For instance, I believe that for some course participants at least, the ‘Ecology and
sustainable development’ workshop at Schumacher College brought to the fore the
subtle interplay between experiencing both a sense of agency and also a sense of
humility. In our collective reflection session at the end of the workshop, we spoke
about experiencing humility through the act of scrambling through the forest and
the banks of the River Dart. One participant summed up her experience by saying
that she felt

‘.. .more solid... and also more hum ble... I can contribute my part,
but something much bigger than me is going on!’

Feelings of awe and wonder were also evidenced. As one participant said:

‘We live in such an amazing w orld... I kind of knew that but it was
good to know it again’.

Throughout my inquiry, and particularly through my journey alongside this group,
I have found myself wondering whether awe, wonder and reverence are the kinds
of qualities which might help one to maintain such a delicate balance between
agency and humility. Later in this chapter, and again in Chapter Nine (when I
reflect on my experience with the Luhimba Project) I consider this question in
some depth.

Later in the programme, as part of the workshop entitled ‘Humanity and
enterprise’, Peter Hawkins, (a leading consultant and researcher in organisational
learning, the management of complex change and the development of
organisational culture) spoke to the group about ‘going in’ (as a
consultant/facilitator) not having taken the moral high-ground, but rather, with
compassion. He talked about not going in as the avenging hero but with humility,
and about needing to find a place from which to simultaneously feel compassion
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for apparently opposed actors/groups. Again on this occasion, I felt that a delicate
balance/tension was being enacted, with which I feel participants in the group
empathised. I would argue that the tension between taking an adversarial position
and seeking to connect with others becomes particularly poignant as we (as selfappointed change agents) consider how we might go about influencing systems and
bringing about change in the organisations and contexts in which we participate, as
all of those on the MSc programme arguably sought to do. Indeed, this is a tension
which I argue also played itself out within the Sustainable Farmshire initiative, and
which became particularly prominent for me during my time in Tanzania.
Along with these various tensions, there seemed to me to be a more allencompassing tension experienced by some participants in the MSc group,
specifically around who we are and our place in the world. I recount the following
stories because they felt to me to be particularly poignant and even distressing (and
in the next chapter, I explain how such questions and experiences have helped me
to determine my focus for this thesis, particularly in relation to the literature and
theoretical perspectives with which I have chosen to engage).
As part of the ‘Sustainable corporate management’ workshop (Workshop Four),
the group was asked to engage in a Future Scenario Exercise, and to put ourselves
in the place of social historians circa 2050, considering the following questions:
‘How did governments help un-stick the situation and help take
things forward? How did the rest o f society (NGOs, business,
community) help enable that? '
We divided into two groups, and within my group, we had animated discussions.
We established that more than half of this group believed that there was no
affirmative way for this to happen, and that a highly visible, catastrophic ecological
crisis (perceived to be of similar significance to the terrorist action of September
11th, 2001) would be required to actually shift current patterns. Others favoured an
enlightened dictator who would take control and force change upon others. The
guest speaker had been thought-provoking and contentious in his view that
communities could be understood primarily as a grouping of selfish, greedy
consumers and that governments would not choose to act in ways which might be
considered political non-runners.
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I was saddened (along with many others, I believe) by the mood that prevailed in
this conversation, and I wondered (and continue to do so) what seems possible or
not possible when we understand humanity primarily in this way, and how we
might understand human potential and capacity differently were we to reframe our
understanding of human nature. Miko, a visiting award-winner from Japan who
had joined us for this session, and who had been mostly silent throughout, put
forward the following question to the group as we were drawing our discussions to
a close:

‘Can you tell me, what is your happy view of this sustainable world
in 2050?’

At the time, it struck me that Miko’s sole contribution could be considered a timely
offering, in that it interrupted what felt like an unconstructive pattern and
challenged us to imagine a different vision of what might be possible.

In my mind, the strong response evidenced in the Future Scenario Exercise was
juxtaposed with something that had happened earlier in that workshop. Following
a session entitled Taking Stock - A Story o f Unsustainable Development, in which
the guest speaker spoke knowledgeably about the depletion of fish-stocks off the
coast of Nova Scotia, there were a number of responses from the group. One
participant talked about the depression and pessimism that he felt because (in his
words):

‘...every way you look at it, it’s all going belly up.’

Someone else chipped in:

‘What hope have we got?’

And then another participant spoke and said something along the lines of

‘1 feel optimistic. I think that there is something in the kinds of
stories we choose to tell. Do we tell depressing stories or beautiful
stories? And what are the possibilities if we change that?’
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And someone else built on this and said that she felt that this kind of mourning was
part of the natural grieving cycle. She asked:

‘But do we get stuck there?...We can learn from this and develop and
mature and grow. That terrible place is the start.. .where do you go
from there?’

We then carried onto David Ballard’s session The End o f the Slave Trade in the
UK, which was at various points referred to as potentially a beautiful story.

For me, these two stories/instances from this particular workshop raised a number
of questions and tensions which I proceeded to hold and explore throughout my
inquiry, and to which I return at various points in the thesis, including the
following:

•

How might the MSc course (and related educational processes and practices of
inquiry) be understood as facilitating and/or encouraging a process of personal
development whereby we are able to balance an understanding and
appreciation o f both the beautiful stories and the difficult stories showing
stuck-ness? How might we understand that both are real, both are possible?
How might we move on from that understanding?

For example, when we spoke about complexity (also in Workshop Four), a
participant asked:

‘So is it possible to hide behind complexity?’

Whereupon a discussion emerged around how complexity also says that
‘everything makes a difference’.

Thus, I suggest that a key capacity we might seek to develop might be that of
appreciating both the challenges and opportunities inherent in a complex
world. Throughout the thesis, I seek to demonstrate how I attempt to work
with this tension in various fields of practice, as I come face to face with
difficulties and with opportunities, with the experience of pain and of joy.
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•

How might we understand what happened in these two instances in Workshop
Four, in the light of Geoff Mead’s session on story-telling in Workshop Five?
When thinking about our (humanity’s) place in the world, are we aware of the
stories which are being inscribed upon us? How might we critically
understand the power of stories in shaping our thinking, for example, around
humanity as centre of the universe and around humanity as a cancer to the
world? Is there a call for re-storying ourselves (both personally and as a wider
human community)?
I return to these kinds of questions in the following chapter, when I explain my
rationale for engaging with a number of theoretical perspectives on the human
self (including the self in relation to more-than-human nature, and the role of
the human in the cosmos) and on personal and spiritual development. I suggest
that the perspectives upon which I draw are capable of affording us great
ecological wisdom and insight, especially insofar as they challenge the all too
common belief that human beings are solely to be understood as greedy,
destructive and narrowly egotistical actors. Instead, the thinkers and writers
with whose work I choose to engage seem able to both deconstruct and
problematise the human condition and the current state of the world, while also
presenting possibilities for different qualities of engagement with the natural
world and different ways of thinking of our role and place within it.

•

Is our experience of tension somehow related to our sense of purpose and to
why it is that we choose to engage with the ecological and social challenges
facing us? Is our purpose to bring about change? What kinds of
transformations are we looking for (of self, others, wider systems, and so on)?
What kind of change do we consider to be significant? Is the change we are
looking for possible? Can we even pin it down? Is it the primary outcome of
engaging? How do we grapple with experiencing a need/urgency to bring
about change and realising that this might not be as readily forthcoming as we
had hoped? How do we come to terms with this? Does this require a reshifting of purpose in our engagement with these issues?
The above questions were also core to our experience as part of the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative, and in Chapters Seven and Eight, I consider these in some
detail.
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The kinds of questions and challenges which moved into the foreground for me as I
reflected on the experiences of course participants on the MSc programme
therefore revolved around:
•

Participants’ (perceived) (in)ability to respond to ecological challenges
in ways that were appropriate and effective;

•

The experience of hopelessness, pointlessness and ‘stuckness’ which
participants sometimes described; and

•

Participants’ attempts to come to grips with the lack of straight-forward
solutions and the seeming intractability of the situation (Ballard, 2006).

In the following section, I begin to show how I seek to make sense of these
questions.

5.4

Making sense

In this section, I build on the themes presented thus far in this chapter, and show
how I am attempting to make sense of the experience of holding various questions,
centering around:
•

Our understanding of ourselves as change agents; and

•

The frames and assumptions underlying our conceptualisations of
change.

One way in which it is possible to make sense of the experiences and questions I
have described so far is to consider how these represent and/or mirror trends in
more global contexts; for instance, how these fit within a broader context of people
acting for sustainability. I believe that this is helpful in that we may leam to see
our experience not as an anomaly, but rather as being symptomatic of wider
systemic patterns. For example, many commentators (see Harman and Hurley,
1996; Korten, 1995) have identified learned incapacity and helplessness as one of
the problematic characteristics of the human condition in current times. Arguably,
such incapacity and helplessness means that, even where there is awareness and
concern regarding the far-reaching ecological and social challenges facing us,
people often feel unable to act or respond in meaningful ways. In a paper
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delineating the special challenges encountered when strategising for sustainable
development, David Ballard (2006; see also Ballard, 2005) suggests that ‘low
awareness sustained by perceived difficulties in responding’ is one such challenge:
Most people prefer to remain unaware because they think they
have no ‘agency’ - i.e. there is nothing meaningful that they can
do about the sustainability crisis. This is not surprising: the more
we look at the issue, the more intractable, urgent and serious it can
seem. It can indeed be painful to hold awareness unless we find a
meaningful way of responding. (Ballard, 2006:1)
Accordingly, Ballard (2006:3) recommends that ‘no initiative should be undertaken
as part of any strategy without explicitly considering both the likely agency and
awareness of those participating and without setting up appropriate processes to
reinforce either or both of these areas’.
Similarly, Elizabeth Ryland (2000) points to a sense of helplessness and anxiety as
being at the roots of wide-spread passivity in the face of ecological challenges:
Research reveals a widespread lack of sustainable activity, even
among professed environmentalists. The 1990 Roper Organization
revealed a clear disconnect between environmental attitudes and
behavior, as well as an overwhelming sense of individual
helplessness and loss of control. This large gap between attitude
and behavior exists both in the United States and abroad (De
Oliver, 1999; Dunlap & Mertig, 1992; Finger, 1994; Gardner &
Stem, 1996; Hallin, 1995; Scott & Willits, 1994; Uusitalo, 1990;
Widegren, 1998). In the presence of growing environmental
dangers, people typically respond with passivity while being prey
to anxiety, fear, pessimism, and helplessness. (Ryland, 2000:382)
Following Finger (1994), Ryland (2000:382) recommends that ‘environmental
educators focus on individual experiences of fear and anxiety because these are the
feelings preventing people from going beyond standard environmental behaviors’.
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5.4.1 Reframing our understanding o f agency
The kinds of themes and experiences which emerged from my inquiry with the
Ecological Thinking and MSc groups could therefore be understood as relating to
wider issues around how we understand our sense of agency and our positioning in
relation to complex ecological challenges. The following are the kinds of
questions that have become prominent for me as I make sense of my experience
(and that of other participants) in various fields of practice:
•

What is the nature of the agency and capacity which we must arguably feel
we hold in order to feel moved to respond to ecological challenges?

•

How, if at all, might such a sense of agency be developed or reinforced?

•

How might we understand the experience of agency as being related to
feelings of anxiety, fear, helplessness, and so on?

•

If agency is related to the capacity to bring about change, then what is the
nature of this change? What model of change might it represent?

•

How might we understand the experience of agency if, following Macy
(1991b), we do not see this as synonymous with assuming personal guilt
for the state of the world, nor personal responsibility for its resolution?

The notion that we might re-describe and reframe our sense of agency is, I believe,
an important one. For example, it may be valuable to reframe the way we
understand our feelings of helplessness, and consider these not as shortcomings,
but as valid experiences which must be acknowledged and processed. This may
include asking what we mean when we claim that we feel helpless or hopeless and
asking ourselves: when do I or do I not feel helpless? What keeps me feeling this
way? In what ways could I understand my actions differently, as being helpful and
valuable? And so on.
In a similar vein, we might also reframe our positioning in relation to these
challenges, so that rather than understand ourselves as eco-warriors, change agents
or stewards of the Earth, heroically and self-righteously acting in pursuit of change
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of grandiose proportions, we may understand our sense of purpose as being to
engage with and be present to the challenges facing us. Claire Foster (2004),
National Policy Adviser on Environmental Issues to the Church of England
Mission and Public Affairs Council, suggests that for too long the notion that
humans are endowed with a special purpose has been taken as license to harm
much of the natural world. She joins polemical philosopher John Gray (2002) in
suggesting that the special purpose of human life may be ‘simply to see’. This
resonates with social ecologist Murray Bookchin’s (1980) view of humanity as
‘nature rendered self-conscious’ and raises questions as to how we might
differently understand ourselves as rejoicers, celebrators or full participants
witnessing and attending to the state of the planet.
My sense is that such reframing may be hugely challenging for both myself and
others, so caught up are we in ways of thinking which encourage us to see our role
in the ecological crisis alternatively as perpetrators or as stewards seeking to solve
and manage these problems. And it is of course possible to probe and problematise
the new frames with which we seek to replace old ones. So for example, we could
ask what it is that we might celebrate or rejoice about, particularly in the face of the
devastation which we must also acknowledge. And we might also ask questions
regarding how we might understand our witnessing and being present to these
challenges as being of value. What would it mean, for example, to engage and to
stay with these issues, and to seek to understand and acknowledge and attend to
‘the way things are’? What is it that I can meaningfully offer to the world through
this process of engagement? What would the nature of this offering be, if not to
directly bring about the change that I desire and believe is urgently needed? And
how might I hold the tension between acknowledging the urgency and enormity of
the challenges facing us, with an appropriate sense of agency and of my positioning
in this?

5.5

Conclusions

I would like to end this chapter by clarifying that, through my inquiry, I have
become increasingly conscious of the challenge of holding the distress and anxiety
I experience in the face of the ecological crisis alongside the experience of joy,
beauty and connectedness with the natural world which I also regularly experience,
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and which I find nourishing and sustaining. I drew the picture below at a moment
when I was feeling particularly conscious of the need for holding tensions and for
holding the process of engagement with ecological challenges. Some time on, it
still feels to me to meaningfully represent my experience of engaging in this
inquiry.

Figu re 1: H old in g

My inquiry has therefore revolved around the question of how we might learn to
hold our gaze in the face of the pain and distress experienced in the world, while at
the same time taking care that we neither bum out nor retreat into the joylessness
that Naess (1995) suggests is often experienced by environmentalists and seriousminded, socially responsible people. Indeed, the notion and experience o f joy or
joyfulness became a key aspect o f my inquiry fairly early on. In particular, having
experienced significant difficulties as part of the Sustainable Farmshire initiative
(as I show later in the thesis) the following became a key question for me: How
might we develop the emotional competence and the (inter-)personal capacity to
keep on working, with commitment andjoy, to shift unsustainable patterns of
thought and action? I held this question for some time, sensing that it was an
important one, and that I would find it of value to stay with it.
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While I was doing so, I came across contemporary ecophilosopher Arne Naess’s
(1995) paper The Place o f Joy in a World o f Fact2, through which I first became
aware of seventeenth century philosopher Benedict de Spinoza’s notion of repose.
I felt drawn to Naess’s argument that self-acceptance or repose in oneself is a
quality that tends to be missing in current times, and that this makes it even more
difficult for ordinary people to engage with environmental problems. Since then, I
have given much thought and time to the study of Spinoza’s and Naess’s notions of
repose. I have come to believe that this is an important concept, with the potential
to help us in forming an appropriate positioning in relation to ecological
challenges. In the chapter that follows, I begin to explore the concept’s relevance
and significance for how we might be moved to respond to ecological challenges in
current times.

2 First published in 1973, reprinted in 1995. Throughout the thesis, I refer to the 1995
reprint.
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6

Developing the concept of repose

6.1

Framing

In the previous chapter, I suggested that a nearly overwhelming sense of
incapacity, helplessness and/or futility is sometimes experienced by individuals
when presented with evidence of ecological degradation, and that it may at times
become difficult to sustain our engagement with such complex, seemingly
intractable challenges. Furthermore, I suggested that even in the case of selfappointed, would-be change agents, questions are often raised regarding the
experience of agency (or lack thereof) in the face of the enormity of the challenges
facing us (as was the case with many participants of the MSc in Responsibility and
Business Practice programme). I explored the kinds of responses evidenced by
participants on the Ecological Thinking course, whose progress I tracked, and I
indicated that the experiences of these young people were not dissimilar to those of
the MSc group, and to my own in going through this inquiry.
In this chapter, I draw on Spinoza’s ethical philosophy and on his concepts of
repose and peace of mind, and I seek to develop an understanding of how we might
differently position ourselves in the world, and how we might differently
understand our potential contribution to action for sustainability.

6.2

Repose in oneself

I propose, following on from Spinoza and Naess, that developing an appropriate
sense of agency and place within the world may be akin to creating repose in
ourselves (or acquiescentia in se ipso, in Spinoza’s words). Naess (1995:253)
suggests that such repose may be understood as a form of self-acceptance, or as the
joy that is ‘derived from contemplation of our own achievement, creativity, or
more broadly - activeness, and the joy derived from contemplation of causes of joy
outside of us’. Naess argues that:

137

Lack of self-acceptance {acquiescentia in se ipso) accounts for much
of the passivity displayed by an important sector of the public in
environmental conflicts. Many people are on the right side, but few
stand up in public meetings and state how they, as private persons,
feel about the pollution in their neighborhoods. They do not have
sufficient self-respect, respect for their own feelings, and faith in
their own importance. (Naess, 1995:253)
He continues:
One may say, somewhat loosely, that what we now lack in our
technological age is repose in oneself. The conditions of modem life
prevent the full development of that self-respect and self-esteem
which is required to reach a stable high degree of acquiescentia in se
ipso (the term alienation, incidentally, is related to the opposite of in
se, namely in alio wherein we repose in something else, something
outside ourselves such as achievement in the eyes of others—we are
‘other directed’). (Naess, 1995:255)
As I make sense of it, such repose in oneself is not synonymous with a heroic,
grandiose sense of self, nor with a self committed to strategies of domination or
control (Mathews, 2003). It is not synonymous with the quest for complete
knowledge and quick-fix solutions. Neither is the sense of humility implicit in the
notion of repose tantamount to the experience of incapacity or futility. Creating
repose in oneself is not even, to my mind, about finding a midway point, or a
balance, between these two extremes. Both of these extremes may be understood
as arising from the conditions of modem life which Naess suggests ‘prevent the
full-development of...self-respect and self-esteem’. Rather, such repose may lie in
re-visioning our very sense of how the self may appropriately relate to the world,
and to the many challenges and opportunities which may lie therein.
Having drawn, in the last few paragraphs, on Spinozistic notions of joy, repose and
activeness, it may be appropriate at this juncture to delve deeper into Spinoza’s
philosophy. I cannot proceed without something of a caveat. I do not intend,
within this thesis, to attend to the minutiae and technicalities of Spinoza’s
argument. Having spent some time immersing myself in Spinoza’s Ethics (1677),
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in particular, I feel that I can empathise with Woodbridge’s (1949) qualified
introduction to what is considered Spinoza’s greatest work:
The convictions of philosophers are often more interesting and
frequently better than the arguments they use in supporting them.
Consideration of the argument is largely a consideration of logical
consistency and thorough consistency is difficult to attain.
Consideration of convictions leads one to reflect on their character
and their power, on what they do or may do to us. Sometimes, when
the argument fails to support them, they do not lose their power.
(Woodbridge, 1949:xxvi)
I am attracted to Spinoza’s philosophy, not because of the logic or form of his
argument, but because I believe that some of his key convictions could
appropriately inform the challenge that I have identified so far in this thesis: that of
creating the personal capacity to stay with and engage with complex ecological
challenges, and to make sense of the uncertainty, ambiguity and helplessness which
may be experienced. So what are Spinoza’s key convictions, and how are they
relevant to work for sustainability?

6.2.1 Spinoza’s blessedness or peace o f mind
Spinoza’s naturalistic theology is, arguably, the foundation for the rest of his
metaphysics. As Woodbridge (1949:xxxii) points out, in Spinoza’s study of ethics,
or of a life of freedom, he ‘puts God first, for God is not the last resort of
desperation but the first resort of understanding’. Indeed:
Integrated order and connection, substance, nature, ultimate essence,
existence, idea, and power, God - these are all only different
expressions for that in which everything that is, is and without which
nothing can be nor be conceived. Of nothing else, thinks Spinoza,
have we more immediate or more certain knowledge. On it
knowledge of everything else depends. Into it our knowledge of
everything else must be fitted... (Woodbridge, 1949:xxxiii)

139

Spinoza’s theology collapses the distinction between a transcendental God and
earthly nature, referring instead to a single all-encompassing entity, to which he
referred (among other things) as God or Nature. Philosopher Don Garret (1996:9)
speaks of Spinoza’s theology in the following way: ‘ . .by reconceiving Nature as
active and self-causing, and at the same time reconceiving God as nonpurposive
and extended, he was able to conceive of God as identical with, rather than as the
transcendent creator of, Nature’. For Spinoza, God or Nature is the only substance,
and therefore ‘all knowledge is knowledge of God... just as all effects are effects
of God’s power’ (Garret, 1996:9). Particularly relevant to our discussion is the
subsequent conclusion that all beings ongoingly participate in the divine (although
arguably not usually in full consciousness of this). Spinoza is clear that:
Individual things are nothing but modifications or modes of God’s
attributes, expressing those attributes in a certain and determinate
manner. (Ethics, Part 1, Prop. XXV, Corollary, 1949:63)
This is not dissimilar to Thomas Berry’s (1994:4) suggestion that the Earth’s
species and beings might be appropriately understood as ‘modes of divine
presence’ and as ‘the very basis of our religious experience’. For Spinoza, the
highest virtue we can aspire towards is an adequate understanding of God or
Nature, and of our place therein:
It is therefore most profitable to us in life to make perfect the
intellect or reason as far as possible, and in this one thing consists the
highest happiness or blessedness of man; for blessedness is nothing
but the peace of mind which springs from the intuitive knowledge of
God, and to perfect the intellect is nothing but to understand God,
together with the attributes and actions of God which flow from the
necessity of His Nature... (Ethics, Part 4, Appendix IV, 1949:242)
Blessedness, then, or peace of mind, might be understood as emerging out of an
enlarged understanding of God or Nature, and all that this encompasses, including
the nature of our relationship to, and place in, God or Nature. Spinoza grounds his
ethical philosophy in his observation of human bondage to the affections.
Experience teaches Spinoza that human beings are often enslaved by mental
anxiety, by passions and affections which make us, to his mind, less free. Spinoza
is convinced that such disturbances of mind arise from the love of that which we
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hold dear, and which is simultaneously perishable; in other words, from the
knowledge that we are always in danger of losing that which we love. Spinoza
claims that ‘when a thing is not loved, no quarrels will arise concerning it - no
sadness will be felt if it perishes - no envy if it is possessed by another - no fear,
no hatred, in short no disturbances of mind’ (On the Improvement [OTI], 1949:5).
The challenges identified by Spinoza are of course similar to those that Freya
Mathews (2003:11) considers when she asks ‘...how it is possible to sustain an
erotic engagement in the world.. .in full knowledge of the possibilities of suffering
and death that this world holds for us’. How then, might we free ourselves from
the enslavement of mental anxiety, from the fear, envy, possessiveness and malice
which Spinoza points to as causing much grievance and unrest to ourselves and to
the communities to which we belong?
Spinoza suggests that such peace of mind may be attained by a love of that which
is eternal: ‘But love toward a thing eternal and infinite feeds the mind wholly with
joy, and is itself un mingled with any sadness, wherefore it is greatly to be desired
and sought for with all our strength’ (OTI, 1949:5). This ‘true good’ or eternal
love, can be inspired by ‘the knowledge of the union existing between the mind
and the whole of Nature’ (OTI, 1949:6). Indeed, the experience of blessedness
might rest on the understanding and appreciation of our own ongoing participation
in nature (which is one and the same with the divine). This, to me, is a key point.
Insofar as we develop an adequate understanding of the role and place that we
occupy as modes of an eternal divine essence, we experience blessedness, peace of
mind, repose; the equivalent, Spinoza suggests, to the glory referred to in sacred
writings.
Spinoza begins his analysis of the nature of the emotions with definitions and
descriptions of the so-called primary emotions, from which he believes all others
arise: namely, desire, joy and sorrow. He refers to desire as a being’s endeavour to
‘persevere in its own being’. Indeed, a being’s desire, essence and endeavour to
persevere are identical to one another. Spinoza’s concept of desire is closely linked
to his concept of freedom, which he defines in the following way:
That thing is called free which exists from the necessity of its own
nature alone and is determined to action by itself alone. (Ethics, Part
One, Definition VII, 1949:41)
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Spinoza understands freedom, or perfection, as he also refers to it, as being an
approachable but not a completely attainable model or limit. According to
Spinoza, an individual may be understood as always striving towards a greater
power to act, and this experience of greater power is simultaneous with the
experience of joy. Indeed, apart from desire, the primary emotions are joy and
sorrow, where joy is an affect by which a being passes to greater perfection or
freedom, and where sorrow is an affect by which a being passes to a lesser
perfection or freedom. Our experience of freedom is therefore intimately linked to
our experience of capacity for action, and also to our experience of joy. This raises
a number of questions relevant to the challenge I explore in this thesis: that of
creating the capacity to engage with and respond to the ecological challenges
facing us in a complex world. What does ‘capacity for action’ entail? What is this
‘greater power to act’ about, and is this indeed a capacity which human beings
strive towards, insofar as they strive to fulfill their own nature (and indeed, how is
our own nature, our own essence, understood)? How might we describe and
understand this power; how, if at all, might we seek to foster it? And how might
we understand power and capacity for action in a way that is consistent with
ecological wisdom, rather than with anthropocentric dominion?
It is significant that Spinoza’s thinking focuses particularly on the transition to
greater or lesser perfection and freedom, rather than on the attainment of an ideal
end point. Indeed, Spinoza suggests that such perfect freedom is nonsensical, since
all individuals are part of social and natural systems where external laws and
causes are always interacting with and shaping the course of an individual’s life, so
that he/she is never the only adequate cause of his/her own actions. Indeed, this
very understanding of ourselves as necessarily following the laws of nature, and as
being part of more powerful, more encompassing systems and patterns, is the kind
of enlarged understanding which Spinoza refers to as adequate knowledge, the
transition to which moves us towards greater freedom.
But human power is very limited and is infinitely surpassed by the
power of external causes, so that we do not possess an absolute
power to adapt to our service the things which are without us.
Nevertheless we shall bear with equanimity those things which
happen to us contrary to what a consideration of our own profit
demands if we are conscious that we have performed our duty, that
the power we have could not reach so far as to enable us to avoid
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those things, and that we are a part of the whole of Nature, whose
order we follow. If we clearly and distinctly understand this, the part
of us which is determined by intelligence.. .will be entirely satisfied
therewith, and in that satisfaction will endeavor to persevere; for, in
so far as we understand, we cannot desire anything except what is
necessary, nor, absolutely, can we be satisfied with anything but the
truth. (Ethics, Part Four, Appendix XXXII, 1949:250-251)

6.2.2 Spinoza9s repose andjoyful living
We may now return to Spinoza’s notion of repose in oneself, which I argue, along
with Naess, may help us to appropriately reframe how we position ourselves in
relation to the ecological crisis. One way that Spinoza defines repose in oneself is
as self-satisfaction, as follows: ‘Self-satisfaction is the joy which is produced by
contemplating ourselves and our own power of action’ (Ethics, Part Three,
Definition XXV, 1949:179). This may be akin to experiencing contentment with
oneself, where this is defined in the following way: ‘He who has done anything
which he imagines will affect others with joy will be affected with joy
accompanied with a consciousness of himself as its cause, that is to say, he will
look upon himself with joy’ (Ethics, Part Three, Prop. XXX, Dem., 1949:150).
Developing repose in oneself may therefore be understood as concurrent with
increased self-awareness, and with increased consciousness of our own positioning
and the effects of our own actions. In acknowledging that we are ‘part of the
whole of Nature, whose order we follow’, it is possible to develop an adequate
appreciation of our own sources of power, as well as of our own limitations.
Experiencing repose in oneself is therefore not equivalent to the experience of
conceit, or contempt for others, or unaware self-exaltation and uncritical selfimportance. Spinoza suggests that it is indeed possible to think too much of
oneself, and that this is equivalent to an inadequate understanding of ourselves,
where we allow imagined or fantastical views to take the place of what is real, what
is evidenced in our living in the world, and how we are actually experienced by
those with whom we interact.
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When a man thinks too much of himself, this imagination is called
‘pride’, and is a kind of delirium because he dreams with his eyes
open that he is able to do all those things to which he attains in
imagination alone... (Ethics, Part Three, Prop. XXVI, Dem. and
Note, 1949:147)
We may therefore find repose, or joy, in an understanding of ourselves neither as
saviours nor as irrelevant, but as participating in processes of creativity and
activeness, and in nourishing relationships and important work. We may find
repose in the knowledge of our openness to phenomena, and our willingness to
enter into relationship with the world as it is, in its unfolding, co-created mystery.
So I may find repose in my willingness and ability to be in love with my husband,
to care deeply for the intimate relationships I participate in with family and friends,
to care for the place in which I live, and the beings and patterns of life I encounter
here. My very engagement in this PhD inquiry, the knowledge that I am willing to
face my own sense of self-doubt and hopelessness, to question my own role and
positioning, and to begin to push myself to edges with which I am less comfortable,
gives me some sense of repose, or restfulness.
We may also find repose, or restfulness, in a sense of humility, understood as *.. .a
humbling of the self, an admitting that we emerge from and are beholden to serve a
natural world much deeper and greater than our individual and personal selves’
(Fisher, 2002:119). Indeed, as Naess suggests, following Spinoza, it is through
such an understanding of Nature, or the total field of reality, as much deeper and
greater than our individual selves that we might find joy: ‘We can come to know
adequately more potent things than ourselves. This gives us joy because of our
activeness in the very process o f knowing them. The realization of our own
potency, and our active relation to the more potent, results in joy’ (Naess,
1995:255, my emphasis). At the time of writing this, my most immediate memory
of such restful, joyful humility is one I experienced while driving home one recent
evening, at the close of winter, with Matthew next to me. In the silent
companionship of that moment, I felt myself moved, and simultaneously swelled
and humbled, by the beauty and grandeur of the rose-coloured dusk, which
enveloped the earth around us, and us within it.
Spinoza argues that humility is not a virtue, since it is accompanied by the
experience of sorrow and not of joy, and therefore leads to a decrease in perfection
144

or freedom. Importantly, though, humility might also be understood as arising out
of an adequate understanding of ourselves as relating to something more powerful.
In this case, we might argue that the experience of humility, though often
accompanied by a kind of sorrow, also has the potential to bring forth a kind of joy,
to the extent that we are humbled by more adequate knowledge of something
greater than us. In the following extract, Spinoza argues, somewhat paradoxically,
that understanding something to be more powerful than ourselves also increases
our own power of action, to the extent that we then understand ourselves more
distinctly than we did before.
Humility is sorrow which springs from this that a man contemplates
his own weakness.. .But if we suppose that he forms a conception of
his own impotence because he understands something to be more
powerful than himself, by the knowledge of which he limits his own
power of action, in this case we simply conceive that he understands
himself distinctly, and his power of action is increased. (Ethics, Part
Four, Prop. LIII, Dem., 1949:226-7)

6.2.3 Repose and power o f acting: what’s the link?
A reading of Spinoza does not necessarily leave one clear about what he means
when he talks about our ‘power of acting’. We may infer that such power is
closely related to our endeavour to persevere, to carry on living and being, but
there does not appear to be much further detail or specification of how this power
might be embodied and enacted. The extract quoted above seems to afford a clue
regarding the nature of this power of action. Is it possible that our power of acting
is intimately linked to an adequate knowledge of ourselves and our place in Nature,
so that any increase in such knowledge is inextricably linked to increased power
and increased activeness? Naess talks about Spinoza’s power of acting in the
following way:
An increase in power is an increase in the ability to carry out what
we sincerely strive to do. Power does not presuppose that we coerce
other people; a tyrant may be less powerful than some poor soul
sitting in prison. This concept of power has a long tradition and
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should not be forgotten. What we strive to do is defined in relation
to what actually happens; thus ‘to save the world from pollution’ is
not something anyone strives to do, but is rather a kind of limited
effort to save the things around us. (Naess, 1995:254)
It may be that a more adequate understanding of ourselves and of our place in the
world is synonymous with distinctly understanding what it is that we strive to do
and also what it is that actually happens as a result. So our power and capacity for
action may be increased not through vague fantasies and impractical ideals, such as
that of ‘saving the world’, but through carefully contemplating what our intentions
are in each moment, and how these might influence things around us. Understood
in this way, it seems to me that there is much richness and subtlety to the concept
of power of acting, and to the practice of developing repose in oneself.
Importantly, such a practice would seem to be grounded in seeking always an
adequate understanding of oneself, and may usefully draw on inquiry practices
which create capacities for self-awareness and self-reflection. Knowledge of
oneself would be adequate insofar as it conceives the self as active participant in a
more powerful cosmos. The experience of repose would not serve to aggrandise
the individual so that she believes that her own power rivals, or eclipses, that of the
whole, but rather, would appropriately ground the individual as a local mode or
part of God or Nature. Indeed, Woodbridge (1949:xxiv) suggests that this
discovery of place is at the core of Spinoza’s project and of his critique of the
human condition: ‘We are what we are because of our place in nature and no other
reason, and we are bound to be unhappy and miserable so long as we are ignorant
of what that place is’. Woodbridge continues to ask:
But what is our place in nature? The question is now no longer one
of geography.. .It is discovered by the mind. It is the same place as
that of the sands of the desert, or of the stars, if you will. It is a
necessary place, a place, that is, which nature does not and cannot
get on without and without which neither we nor the sands of the
desert can get on. (Woodbridge, 1949:xxx)
Arguably, then, developing repose in ourselves requires that we understand both
our geographical place and our place, or role, within a wider pattern. It requires
that we understand ourselves as a necessary part, and also as part of something that
is much more than just us. It requires us to feel confident of the ground from
146

which we speak and act, and also to understand that the experience of joy is an
essential part of such groundedness. Such joy, groundedness, repose and
restfulness, could be seen as antidotes to the anxiety and agitation of the human
condition, described by Spinoza in the following way: ‘It is plain that we are
disturbed by external causes in a number of ways, and that, like the waves of the
sea agitated by contrary winds, we fluctuate in our ignorance of our future and
destiny’ (Ethics, Part Three, Prop. LVII, Note, 1949:172). The anxieties and
disturbances referred to by Spinoza are ones that I experience daily, the fluctuating
between hope and fear of what lies ahead for me, for those I love, for humankind
and for the earth. As a matter of course, I find myself agitated by doubts regarding
my own self-worth; by dreams and aspirations of all that I might or might not
achieve in an uncertain future; by shame and modesty and apprehension and all of
those things which Spinoza recognizes as coming hand-in-hand with the experience
of sorrow.
Like perfection or freedom, blessedness or peace of mind might also be understood
as approachable rather than ideal states, and indeed, Spinoza readily admits that the
experience of mental anxiety is a normal and natural human condition, and that the
attainment of peace of mind is not without its challenges. He concludes the Ethics
with the following lines regarding true peace of soul: ‘It must indeed be difficult
since it is so seldom discovered, for if salvation lay ready to hand and could be
discovered without great labor, how could it be possible that it should be neglected
almost by everybody? But all noble things are as difficult as they are rare’ (Ethics,
Part Five, Prop. XLII, Note, 1949:280). We might thus infer that the process of
developing repose in oneself is a challenging one, demanding much attention and
effort on our part, and one which we might therefore see as being linked to an
ongoing process of personal and spiritual development. Perhaps most importantly,
though, Spinoza’s philosophy suggests that such ongoing personal transition is
necessarily accompanied by the experience of joy. How might this understanding
inform the way that we think about our work, our responsibilities, our spiritual
practices and disciplines of inquiry, especially as these relate to sustainability and
ecological justice? As I mentioned earlier, Naess, for one, critiques the joylessness
which he suggests is endemic in modem environmental movements:
The environmentalist sometimes succumbs to a joyless life that
belies his concern for a better environment. This cult of
dissatisfaction is apt to add to the already fairly advanced joylessness
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we find among socially responsible, successful people, and to
undermine of the chief presuppositions of the ecological movement:
that joy is related to the environment, and to nature. (Naess,
1995:250)
According to Spinoza, the experience of joy approximates the experience of
blessedness, or peace of mind. Indeed, Spinoza defines joy as the ‘temporal
participation in divine blessedness’, as moments when we experience peace of
mind, albeit temporarily. So how is it that the transition towards an adequate
knowledge of God or Nature, and of our place therein, is simultaneous with joy and
with increased peace of mind? Spinoza suggests that the highest virtue we can
aspire towards is knowledge of God or Nature, and that the transition towards this
knowledge allows us to knowingly participate in the eternal and the divine.
Through consciousness of such participation we then understand that part of us, at
least, necessarily perseveres (since we are modes of that eternal substance which is
God or Nature), and in this way, our ability to live joyfully is increased. We
experience less fear and anxiety, and feel more at rest and at peace in the face of an
uncertain and potentially dangerous world, since we also understand this world
(and us within it) as part of that which is eternal substance.
Thus, as one gains a larger share of adequate knowledge, one’s mind
becomes something ‘whose greatest part is eternal’ (E 5p39). It is
not that one achieves continued personal existence after one’s
biological death... Instead, one brings within the scope of one’s own
mind adequate knowledge which has always been and always will be
eternal in God, and one thus achieves for oneself the perspective of
the eternal while one is alive. In consequence, a greater part of one’s
mind is composed of ideas that are impervious both to harmful
affects—including fear—and to death itself (E 5p38). That is, the
mind is less affected by fear in general, and hence by fear of death in
particular; and, at the same time, death becomes less harmful and so
less to be feared, because the greatest and most important part of the
mind will survive (although not, of course, as the idea of the actually
existing body, since that body will have perished). (Garrett,
1996:282-283)
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6.2.4 The relevance o f repose in current times
Given this admittedly brief exploration of some of Spinoza’s key convictions, we
might now return to the challenge posed by Woodbridge (1949): that of
considering what it is that a philosopher’s convictions do or may do for us. So
what is it that an understanding of the Spinozistic concepts of joy, peace of mind,
repose, and God or Nature, may do for us? How, in particular, might they help us
in navigating our way through the ecological challenges currently facing us? How,
if at all, might they help us to reframe how we position ourselves in responding to
these challenges? Woodbridge suggests that were we to understand the world and
our place within it along the lines proposed by Spinoza, we might be affected thus:
If we begin with God, thinks Spinoza, we shall not cease to be men,
we shall not cease to work hard or have troubles and pains, but our
attitude of mind will be changed. We shall not go through life
crying, complaining, and afraid. We shall not be docile, submissive,
dissolute or resolute. We shall be something quite different. We
shall be like one who has found an object which creates an
irresistible love which can not be lost, or taken away, or impaired
should others love it too. (Woodbridge, 1949:xxxiii)
The Spinozistic concepts of joy, peace of mind and repose may potentially help us
to make sense of the extent to which we experience ourselves as capable of
meaningful action in relation to ecological degradation.
But Spinoza’s philosophy also raises many questions with regards to the
particularities of cultivating such states of mind. In particular, the notion that
blessedness or peace of mind is concurrent with our understanding of an eternal
substance, God or Nature, in which part of us eternally perseveres, begs a number
of questions. For how might we come to adequately know the eternal substance of
which we, and all other beings, are a mode? Spinoza argues that of nothing have
we more immediate knowledge than of this substance:4We need not be ignorant,
because we really are not, that this order and connection is the way that things and
mind are held together and that without it, things and the mind would not be at all*
(Woodbridge, 1949:xxxii). With Spinoza, we might agree that we are always in
the midst of this substance, whether we call it God or Nature or something else,
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because we are necessarily and completely o f this substance. And with Spinoza,
we might also admit that such peace of mind or adequate knowledge of our place
commonly evades us. If we do believe that such noble understanding is as difficult
as it is rare, then the following question may present itself: how do I come to know,
in the concreteness and presentness of my particular experience, that I participate
in such all-encompassing substance?
And indeed, how might we understand the eternal quality of this substance,
particularly in view of the ecological degradation which is threatening the
continuity of many of earth’s beings and systems? And is such obsession with an
abstract eternity a symptom of humanity’s tendency to live in fear of death, and of
our culture’s unwillingness to accept the finitude of an individual’s life? And if
this is the case, how may a wish to know and participate in the eternal, divine
substance inform the extent to which we are able to respond to the particularities of
the current ecological crisis? How might we understand the eternal and the divine,
not in abstract, theoretical terms, but in terms of our concrete experience of
participation in such a thing? How might we come to judge the usefulness of peace
of mind, and of understanding ourselves as actively participating in an infinitely
more powerful, eternal substance, in relation to our efforts for sustainability and for
ecological justice?

6.3

Moving forward with repose

I believe that the above are important questions, for which I do not pretend to have
answers. It is important to note that Spinoza’s philosophy, while possibly
contributing to the development of a more appropriate sense of agency in relation
to ecological challenges, can also be understood as giving rise to many complex
questions. Indeed, some aspects of Spinoza’s thought have been strongly critiqued
as incommensurate with the ecological wisdom called for in current times (debates
around this are developed in Naess [1977,1980,1983], Lloyd [1980] and Houle
[1997], for example). I want, once again, to echo Woodbridge’s (1949) appeal that
a philosopher’s convictions may best be judged according to what they do or may
do for us. This, then, is a central theme I wish to develop in the remainder of die
thesis: how might sustained engagement with ecological challenges be supported
and enabled by the development and enactment of repose?
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My sense is that, although Spinoza’s central arguments are ultimately directed
towards the concepts of blessedness and peace of mind (both of which could be
understood as relating to and emerging from acquiescentia in se ipso, or repose in
oneself), his seminal work, Ethics (1677), does not give us much of a clue as to
what such repose or peace of mind would look like in practice (and even if it did,
of course, one would have to consider the relevance of his proposals to current
times). Naess, in his treatment of Spinoza’s notion of repose, suggests that repose
in oneself would mean possessing sufficient self-respect and self-esteem to stand
up for what one believes is right, but again does not address the development and
practice of repose in much detail.
In the remainder of this thesis, I build on both Spinoza and Naess’s notions of
repose, and by drawing on my experience of participating in various fields of
practice/inquiry spaces, I seek to show what acting and leading from a position of
repose might entail.
Furthermore, in developing the notion of repose in oneself throughout this thesis, I
draw on a number of theoretical perspectives on the self (and the self in relation to
more-than-human nature) and on personal and spiritual development. These
perspectives could be understood as being rooted in participatory worldviews and, I
believe, are capable of affording us great ecological wisdom and insight. The
various theoretical perspectives I draw upon could broadly be understood as
emerging from the fields of ecopsychology, panpsychism and deep ecology, and
could be described, following Fisher (2002) and Davis (2005) as ecocentric,
organic, radical, pluralist and inclusive of both environmental and psychological
concerns.
That throughout the thesis I draw primarily on worldviews and theoretical
perspectives which could be described in this manner is indicative of the frame of
reference in which I have grounded myself as I engaged in my doctorate inquiry.
Along with many proponents of participatory worldviews (see Reason, 2002;
Skolimowski, 1994; Tamas, 1991; Bender, 2003), I concur that the pervasive
mind/matter, human/nature, subject/object dichotomies which characterise
modernist ways of thinking are at the roots of the present planetary condition, and .
so I consciously seek out those perspectives which challenge such degenerative
dichotomies. One such thinker is Thomas Berry, a Catholic monk and cultural
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historian with special concern for the foundation of cultures in their relations with
the natural world. He argues that:
The deepest cause of the present devastation is found in a mode of
consciousness that has established a radical discontinuity between
the human and other modes of being and the bestowal of all rights on
the humans. The other-than-human modes of being are seen as
having no rights. They have reality and value only through their use
by the human. In this context the other than human becomes totally
vulnerable to exploitation by the human, an attitude that is shared by
all four of the fundamental establishments that control the human
realm: governments, corporations, universities and religions—the
political, economic, intellectual, and religious establishments. All
four are committed consciously or unconsciously to a radical
discontinuity between the human and the nonhuman. (Berry,
1999:4)
Instead, Berry proposes that the Earth and all its beings (human and more-thanhuman) be understood as an integral community of subjects, capable of meaningful
and life-affirming engagement with one another:
In reality there is a single integral community of the Earth that
includes all its component members whether human or other than
human. In this community every being hast its own role to fulfill, its
own dignity, its inner spontaneity. Every being has its own voice.
Every being declares itself to the entire universe. Every being enters
into communion with other beings. This capacity for relatedness, for
presence to other beings, for spontaneity in action, is a capacity
possessed by every mode of being throughout the entire universe.
(Berry, 1999:4)
The majority of the perspectives upon which I draw throughout the thesis are
consistent with the sentiments expressed by Berry above; that is, they represent
ways of thinking which raise serious questions about the usefulness and
appropriateness of anthropocentric and egocentric standpoints and of human
dominion over the planet. Both instinctively and deliberately, I have been most
attracted to those perspectives which seek to transcend shallow approaches to
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environmentalism and ecological justice. The terms ‘shallow’ and ‘deep’ were first
defined in connection with the ecological movement by Arne Naess (1973).
Shallow approaches could be described as those which contend that major
ecological problems can be resolved within, and with the continuation of, industrial
capitalist society (Orton, 2003). The concepts (and practices) of sustainable
development and conservationist environmentalism are often criticised for their
seeming acceptance of the value systems underpinning our modem ways of life,
and for allegedly perpetuating business as usual; indeed, in his original use of the
terms shallow and deep, Naess (1973) argued that one of the underlying objectives
of shallow movements is to safeguard the health and affluence of people in the
developed countries by, for example, fighting against pollution and/or resource
depletion which affects such privileged minorities directly.
Alternatively, deep ecological approaches could be understood as posing a head-on
challenge to dualistic worldviews which ‘frame humans as subjects standing in
cognitive, affective, and practical relations to a world of independent objects’
(Bender, 2003:397). Nondualist ontologies challenge both the dualist assumption
of a world composed of independent human subjects and separate objects, and the
monist belief that all beings exist in undifferentiated unity, as one thing. Deep
ecologist Frederic Bender makes the point well:
Nondualists, including Lao Tzu, Nagaijuna, Spinoza, and Naess,
reject dualism and monism alike as one-sided. Thus, monists’
mystical experience of all-encompassing unity yields to the
nonmystical, nondualist two-truth doctrine, according to which
ontological particulars reemerge, as it were, framed from the relative
standpoint as interdependent particulars-in-relation (corresponding to
Spinoza’s natura naturata), and from the absolute standpoint as
nature’s spatiotemporal manifestations (modifications of Spinoza’s
natura naturans). There’s nothing ‘mystical’ about this way of
describing ontological particulars, though it happens also to be found
in various contemplative traditions. Significantly, it is fully
compatible with current developments in science. In Buddhism, the
technical term for the ontological quality of particulars, incorporating
both their phenomenality and their interdependence, is ‘suchness’
(Skt. tathatha). (Bender, 2003:398)
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Bender (2003) equates the depth of an ecological movement with its nondualist
insight, and with the extent to which it has the potential to deactivate the
discriminating intellect and open us to awareness of interbeing and/or at-one-ment
with the sacred ground of Being. He describes depth metaphorically, in the
following ways, and suggests that any approach to the ecological movement which
grounds itself in nondualist insight may be described thus:
Depth, in sum, metaphorically means nondualism. Temporal depth
stands for the deeply archaic, long-repressed hunter-gatherer, even
hominid or primate sensitivities and lifeways, or deep mind. Depth
also connotes rootedness in place, for example, in local ecosystems,
food webs, and the ecosphere as a whole.. .Depth connotes also an
aesthetic of joyful finitude, heightened sensibilities associated with
experiencing and affirming ourselves as parts of the Great Round of
life and death. Attaining depth connotes spiritual transformation or
enlightenment. It refers also to depth of commitment to bringing
nondualist insight to bear on philosophical and practical issues.
(Bender, 2003:404)
In what remains of this chapter, I explore some of the philosophical contributions
of the broad theoretical perspectives upon which I draw for the purposes of this
thesis. I return to the various thinkers and ideas to which I refer here later in the
thesis, as I seek to develop an understanding of what it would mean to act and lead
from a position of repose, and to show how this might be understood as a relevant
and appropriate praxis for responding to ecological challenges in current times.

6.3.1 Ecopsychology: psychological and ecological healing
Ecopsychology is the name given to emerging paradigms which seek to integrate
ecology with psychology in responding to fundamental questions regarding the
state of the world and of the self in current times. Ecopsychology is rooted in the
understanding that psychological and spiritual questions—or the study of the
soul—cannot adequately be considered without reference to the physical world,
and correspondingly, that current environmental problems emerge from our narrow
understanding of the self (or soul) and of our relationship with (more-than-human)
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nature. Indeed, ecopsychology poses a fundamental challenge to modernity, the
metaphysics of which have postulated a clear dualism between the allegedly
‘exterior’ world of material nature and the allegedly ‘interior’ world of the mind
and emotions since the time of the Enlightenment (Abram, 2002).
The practice of ecopsychology commits itself to considering questions of personal
health and personal growth side-by-side with questions regarding the health of the
natural world and of global and local ecosystems, and through ecologicallyinformed psychotherapy and/or therapeutic interventions, seeks to facilitate the
development of lifestyles that are both ecologically and psychologically healthy
and sustainable (Davis, 2005). Environmental commentator Lester Brown
(1995:xvi) welcomes ecopsychology’s promise to ‘[bring] together the sensitivity
of therapists, the expertise of ecologists, and the ethical energy of environmental
activists’ and suggests that ‘out of this rich mixture may arise a new, more
effective, more philosophically grounded form of environmental politics’, while
ecological philosopher David Abram (2002:ix) applauds ecopsychology’s proposal
‘that the psyche cannot really be understood as a distinct dimension isolated from
the sensuous world that materially enfolds us, and indeed that earthly nature can no
longer be genuinely understood as a conglomeration of objects and objective
processes independent of subjectivity and sentience’.
Transpersonal psychologist John Davis (2005) explains that the thought and
practice of ecopsychology is rooted in three insights, namely:
•

That there is a deep emotional and psychic bond between humans and
more-than-human nature;

•

That the illusion of a division between humans and more-than-human
nature leads to suffering for both the environment (in terms of ecological
degradation) and for humans (experienced as grief, apathy and alienation);

•

And that acknowledging and respecting the bond between humans and
more-than-human nature is healing for both. Such reconnection may
include harvesting the healing potential of contact with nature, and
engaging in grief and despair work in relation to environmental
degradation, amongst other practices.

155

Lester Brown suggests that every political movement (and specifically the
environmental movement) has its psychological dimension, since persuading
people to alter their behaviour patterns demands an understanding of motivations
and value systems. He argues that ‘political activism begins with asking what
makes people tick’ and asks:
What do they want and fear and care about? How do we get and
hold their attention? How much can people take—and in what order
of priority? Have we overloaded them with anxiety and guilt? How
do we make credible the threats we perceive? Movements that fail to
think carefully about this may fail to persuade. (Brown, 1995:xiv)
At one level, then, ecopsychology addresses the problem of effective
communication with the general public and considers how people may be
motivated to undertake action for environmental regeneration and ecological
justice. As such, it is immediately relevant to the fields of practice with which I
have engaged as part of my research, in which many of the facilitators and
participants involved are actively asking practical questions regarding how we
communicate, educate and engage with others (within and beyond our
organisations and localities) in responding to the ecological challenges facing us in
current times. Of course, ecopsychology also raises questions of a philosophical
kind, which as Brown points out, have everything to do with our understanding of
human nature, and of the nature of the soul:
Psychology is, after all, the study of the soul in all its complexity and
contradiction. It is the study of what people love and hate and fear
and need. At some point, both psychologists and environmentalists
need to decide what they believe our human connection is with the
planet our species has so endangered.. .At its most ambitious,
ecopsychology seeks to redefine sanity within an environmental
context. It contends that seeking to heal the soul without reference to
the ecological system of which we are an integral part is a form of
self-destructive blindness. (Brown, 1995:xv-xvi)
In a similar vein, Davis (2005) identifies that ecopsychology involves thoughtful
consideration of the ‘deep and enduring psychological and spiritual questions—
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who we are, how we grow, why we suffer, how we heal’. The psychological and
spiritual questions identified by both Davis (2005) and Brown (1995) are again
immediately relevant to my experience of participating in various fields of practice,
where questions regarding our individual and collective understanding(s) of human
and more-than-human nature (and the relationship between the two) were core to
the challenges we faced.
These are, of course, also the kinds of questions which Spinoza and Naess
consider, and which makes their discussions around the notion of repose so alluring
to me. As I explained earlier in this chapter, the conviction that we need an
adequate understanding of the place we occupy within Nature is at the core of
Spinoza’s project. Questions about our place in and relationship to nature are, I
believe, key to developing our capacity to appropriately respond to ecological
challenges.
Part of the reason I am attracted to the convictions of Spinoza and Naess (and
many others) is that they challenge the all too common belief that human beings
are solely to be understood as greedy, destructive and narrowly egotistical actors.
Instead, the thinkers with whose work I choose to engage in this thesis seem able to
both deconstruct and problematise the human condition and the current state of the
world, while also presenting possibilities for different qualities of engagement with
the natural world and different ways of thinking about our role and place within it.
These various writers, and the perspectives they represent, recognise that the
experience of joy, blessedness, beauty and wonder (in relation to the cosmos and
our participation within it) is vital to the development of a healthier mode of
existence. Therefore, the perspectives on which I draw are those which caution
against the use of coercive manipulation, scare tactics and guilt trips when seeking
to communicate with the wider public, and which encourage human beings to act
from a position of joy and gratitude for our participation in the wider earth system.
Ecopsychologist Theodore Roszack makes the point well:
Until just a few years ago.. .the environmental movement went about
its work of organizing, educating, and agitating with little regard for
the fragile psychological complexities of the public whose hearts and
minds it sought to win. As intensely aware as environmentalists may
be of the complexity of the natural habitat, when it came to human
behaviour their guiding image was simplistic in the extreme. They
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worked from a narrow range of strategies and motivations: the
statistics of impending disaster, the coercive emotional force of fear
and guilt.. .Even though many environmentalists act out of a
passionate joy in the magnificence of wild things, few except the
artists—the photographers, the filmmakers, the landscape painters,
and the poets—address the public with any conviction that human
beings can be trusted to behave as if they were the living planet’s
children. (Roszack, 1995:2)
Of course, these perspectives do not suggest that we should ignore and/or deny the
anxiety and guilt which many people experience in relation to the ecological crisis;
indeed, they argue that such repression is at the root of many of the problems
currently facing us, both psychological and ecological. Rather, these perspectives
call for a psychologically intelligent and ecologically informed understanding of
what such feelings and experiences mean; what their roots are and, importantly,
how we might learn to work with and through them. Ecological thinker and
activist Joanna Macy argues that this kind of psychological and spiritual work
(sometimes referred to as ‘despair work’, whereby people allow themselves to
consciously acknowledge and experience the pain and the fear they feel for the
world) has the potential both to sharpen our awareness of our collective plight and
to allow us to discover appropriate forms of power, both within and beyond us:
As a society we are caught between a sense of impending apocalypse
and the fear of acknowledging it. In this ‘caught’ place, our
responses are blocked and confused. The result is three widespread
psychological strategies: disbelief, denial, and double life.. .what is it
that leads us to repress our awareness of danger, miring so many of
us in disbelief, denial and a double life? I believe finding an answer
to that question is an essential part of environmental political action.
Uncovering the deep roots of repression is part of what psychology
can offer environmentalists in pursuing their work. (Macy,
1995:242-243)
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6.3.2 Panpsychism and a practice o f encounter
I now turn to a brief exploration of panpsychism; a perspective upon which I have
drawn insofar as I have engaged with (and been stimulated by) the writings of
ecological philosopher and cotemporaiy panpsychist Freya Mathews (2003,2005).
Panpsychism refers to those philosophical systems in which ‘mind’ is understood
to be a naturalistic, holistic and universal phenomenon, rather than something
attributed exclusively to human beings and perhaps higher mammals, as is the case
in the mechanistic, modem worldview (Skrbina, 2001). As David Skrbina (2001)
suggests, in panpsychist worldviews, mind (or a mind-like quality) is considered to
be present in all things and throughout matter, with human mind being understood
as a particular manifestation of this universal nature. Skrbina (2001) argues that
panpsychism has deep intellectual roots, both in Eastern and Western philosophy.
Furthermore, Skrbina (2001) makes the point that ‘panpsychist perspectives often
co-exist and correspond quite closely to various aspects of participatory
philosophy’.
In a similar vein to Skrbina (2001), Bender (2003), and other proponents of
nondualist worldviews, Mathews suggests that the environmental crisis is a
symptom of a larger, metaphysical crisis. She asserts that, first and foremost, it is
necessary to return to metaphysics, to expound a philosophical argument which
supports the panpsychist premise of a world which is a communicative presence
and subject in its own right, capable of co-responding with us, rather than a world
which is seen as an inert backdrop to human presence. Mathews (2003:4) defines
panpsychism as ‘any view that reunites mentality with materiality, and thereby
dismantles the foundational dualism of Western thought.. .[and which] attributes a
psychic dimension to all physicality... [and] proceeds from a postulation of the
universe as a psychological unity’. The panpsychist metaphysics which she
expounds in her book For Love o f Matter (2003) suggests that the universe is a
One, a field of subjectivity, which also self-differentiates into a Many, a manifold
of individual subjects. (It is interesting to note that Mathews (2003:3) claims to
have become ‘completely enamored’ of both Leibniz and Spinoza during her
undergraduate and postgraduate studies, describing them as ‘two philosophers who,
in their different ways, sought to capture the intuition that everything is woven
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from the same skein, that everything informs everything else, and hence that
“mind” in some sense must be intermingled with “matter”’.)
However, in putting forward her particular version of contemporary panpsychism
she also warns the reader against becoming trapped within the rational argument or
philosophical theory she presents, suggesting instead that the intuitive gist be held:
.. .The sketch of panpsychism offered here is intended to be
consistent with the evidence of our senses and with the empirical
findings (though not the metaphysical inferences) of science, but its
claims are of course far from either exhaustive or fully
demonstrable.. .my intention is not that the resulting theory be taken
literally. When reason is satisfied, I would ask the reader to step
back and drop the specifics of the exposition, and retain only its
intuitive gist. This disarticulated gist will surely approximate more
closely to the truth of panpsychism, if truth there be, than any
explicated elaboration possibly can. It will also serve as permission
and motivation for the practice of encounter explored [later in the
book]... (Mathews, 2003:45)
As the above quote hints, Mathews (2003) makes a forceful distinction between
seeking to encounter the world, and seeking to know or theorise it. Mathews
asserts:
.. .if the world is actually a communicative, conative subject or field
of reality—then the entire scientific project of exposing the structure
of reality, bringing to light the inner mechanisms of things, may
constitute a moral or spiritual affront to the world.. .For while there
can be no moral or spiritual objection to our investigating of a
thing.. .when the thing in question is a pure object, to adopt the same
approach to a subject is an altogether different matter. ..A subject is
entitled to preserve the secrets of its own nature, since its privileged
access to its nature is constitutive of its reflexivity, and hence of its
subjectivity. It may choose to confide its nature to us, or invite us to
discover it, but if we attempt to drag its nature into the light of day
without consent of the subject itself, then we are presumably
violating its subjecthood. (Mathews, 2003:76)
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Mathews, then, calls into question the very quest for knowledge, at least when
knowledge is understood in its scientific sense, as it has been throughout much of
modem times. She raises the following little-asked questions: is the quest for
knowledge an intrinsic good, an end-in-itself? Do we, as human beings, have a
right to unlimited epistemological access to all other things and beings? *Must the
world be known?’, she asks (2003:75). In response to all of these questions, she
thinks not. Indeed, she suggests that if we are to discard our assumptions of matter
as dead and of the world as pure object, then it is no longer appropriate to subject
this world to an epistemological probe. Rather, ‘the appropriate approach to such a
world would appear to be not, in the first instance, to investigate it, but rather to
encounter it. To encounter others.. .involves recognition of and contact with their
independent subjectivity, where such recognition and contact inevitably give rise to
a certain respect for their integrity and sympathetic concern for their fate’
(2003:76-77). Knowledge, then, seeks to explain, reduce, and pin down, while
encounter seeks to engage, to ‘make contact with the self as they experience it—as
subject... [allowing them to] communicate to us something of the meaning they
have for themselves... ’ (2003:78). Such encounters are, according to Mathews
(2003:78), in themselves felt forms of mutual knowing, akin to carnal knowing,
‘only secondarily translatable into information’, and thus quite different from
knowledge in its scientific sense. Understood in this way, the departure between
encounter and knowledge is perhaps most significant to the extent that the quest for
the latter denies the sacredness, mystery, and ineffability of the cosmos, making its
goal the complete knowledge and representability of everything:
Knowledge seeks to break open the mystery of another’s nature;
encounter leaves that mystery intact.. .where I respect its opaqueness,
I retain my sense of its otherness, and hence the possibility of
encounter remains. And while knowledge enables me to predict the
behaviour of the other, encounter does not: the mysterious other
retains its capacity to surprise. Encounter is open-ended, allowing
for spontaneity and entailing vulnerability. That is why encounter is
erotic. (Mathews, 2003:78)
One of the questions I consider later in the thesis is that of how such a practice of
encounter (understood as respect for and openness to the subjectivity, mystery and
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‘otherness’ of others) may help me to develop my understanding of what acting
and leading from a position of repose may entail.
By way of drawing to a close this present discussion of Mathews’ (2003,2005)
panpsychism, I wish to briefly consider one final point made by Mathews. This is,
in my view, an important point to make because it closely resonates with my own
experience of embarking on a process of psychological and spiritual awakening to
the state of the world, in its beauty and its perils, and while appreciating both the
joy and the pain which this may call forth from us. In a few words, Mathews
(2003:11) suggests that the psycho-developmental challenge is to become able ‘to
face up to the possibilities of suffering in our own lives in ways that do not
compromise our openness to encounter’. Possibilities of suffering, she suggests,
are immediately abundant when we understand ourselves as subjects openly
encountering the subjectivity of others, for we are then vulnerable to experiencing
loss, being hurt and feeling pain. Erotic engagement, or ‘in-loveness’ with the
world, simultaneously opens one to joy, delight, mystery, as well as to pain,
sadness and even loneliness.
This is very much my own experience of living in loving relationships with those
nearest and dearest to me. In my love for my husband, family and friends, I am
always aware of a tension or a double-edged sword between being fulfilled,
renewed and energised through this love, while at the same time being made
vulnerable by it, and by the possibility of the eventual loss and absence of this love
and these persons. Similarly, when seeking to relate to more-than-human matter in
an erotic, loving way—whereby I open myself to the subjectivity of the food I eat,
the earth and grass beneath my feet, the water I drink and the rain that soaks me,
the winds that howl, and the trees that sway and dance along with the howling;
when I become aware of the delights, joys, pains and sufferings of these morethan-human others—I again run the risk of being hurt and distressed. My own
experience is that, particularly when we recognise that the other (human or morethan-human) is in a precarious situation, there is also a sense of vulnerability in
being called to respond in a way that engages with their suffering and pain. For
how can I ascertain that I have the capacity within me to respond appropriately to
that which is required of me? How can I come to judge how best to relate with and
how best to meet their suffering? How can I understand my own suffering as
related to theirs, and the ways in which we are evoking pain, distress, joy, and so
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on, in encounter with one another? And how can we, then, continue to opt into,
and to grow forth from, the possibilities held in this encounter?
I believe that these are the kinds of questions and challenges which I experienced at
various points during my PhD inquiry, when I came face to face with the partly
energising, partly terrifying possibility of experiencing both joy and pain through
engagement with an ever-widening circle of subject others (including
disadvantaged human and more-than-human others). I venture to make the claim
that my own inquiry revolves around the challenge, as identified by Mathews
(2003:11), of ‘ . how it is possible to sustain an erotic engagement with the
world... in full knowledge of the possibilities of suffering and death that this world
holds for us’, and that acting from a position of repose calls for the development of
psychological and spiritual capacities which enable us to sustain our active
engagement with this challenge. I expand on what I mean by this specifically in
Chapters Eight through Ten. For the time being, I wish to briefly concur with
Mathew’s suggestions regarding what may be required of us:
The key lies in the development of an erotic modus operandi that
includes both methods of negotiating danger that are synergistic
rather than repressive, and a psychological profile endowed with
specific strengths not available to a self organized around repressive
strategies of control. (Mathews, 2003:10-11)
An erotic modus operandi, as proposed by Mathews, appears to call for
psychological development of a kind that is profound, complex and presumably
also immensely challenging:
It might.. .be worth adding here a further note recapitulating what the
erotic self is not. It is not, for instance, the flip side of the rational
self—it is not the purely instinctual, the intuitive, emotional and
spontaneous, or the purely sensuous. Nor is it preconscious,
unevolved, unreflective. To achieve erotic selfhood requires, as I
have been at pains to demonstrate, prodigious psychological
development, and, once attained, such selfhood can be maintained
only by a keen attentiveness to the subtle dynamics of situations and
by skill in negotiating those dynamics (a skill that can be honed
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through reflective experience). Eros demands, in other words, all the
intelligence at our disposal. (Mathews, 2001:139-140)

6.4

Conclusions

I wish to end with some concluding thoughts which might further clarify my
decision to engage with the ideas and perspectives introduced in this chapter. As
stated in the Introduction to the thesis, I arrived at this inquiry with some
awareness and a sense of growing concern regarding the many ecological
challenges currently facing us. In considering how I as an individual and we as a
human community might respond to such challenges, I have come to the
conclusion that many of us (myself included, of course) also face a psychological
challenge, to do with our understanding of our-selves, our place in the cosmos, and
the nature of our relationships and processes of relating with others. Hence, I have
chosen to focus on those theoretical perspectives which explicitly and implicitly
make links between issues of ecological concern/justice and issues of personal (and
transpersonal) psychological and spiritual development. The particular strengths of
these perspectives, as I interpret them, is the robust and rigorous links they make
between life-affirming development and well-being at the individual, human
collective, earth community and cosmos levels. There are other perspectives
which, though useful in different ways, I have chosen not to focus on because of
their restricted (anthropocentric and/or egocentric) understandings of self, psyche
and community, and/or because of their lack of grounding in cosmological insight.
The more I appreciate the complexity and breadth of the ecological challenges
facing us, the more I understand that my capacity to deal with such challenges is
linked to my own personal development. Focusing my energies on developing an
appropriate sense of role, positioning and relationship to others and to the cosmos
might therefore be one of the specific ways in which I can contribute to forming
appropriate responses to ecological challenges. Thus, I agree with Berry’s
suggestion that linking the journey and story of the individual with the journey and
story of the universe has the potential to be mutually fulfilling for both:
This journey of the universe is the journey of each individual being
in the universe. So this story of the great journey is an exciting story
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that gives us our macrophase identity with the larger dimensions of
meaning that we need. To identify the microphase of our being with
the macrophase mode of our being is the quintessence of human
fulfillment. (Berry, 1999:164)
In the chapter that follows, I turn to my experience of participating in the
Sustainable Farmshire initiative and offer it as the grounding from which the
arguments made in Chapter Eight emerge. My aim in Chapter Seven is to present
an account of what happened as part of this collaboration, focusing in particular on
the kinds of conversations, actions and interactions in which we engaged as part
thereof. In Chapter Eight, I reflect on what this experience suggests about the
challenges encountered when seeking to act for sustainability.
Furthermore, in Chapter Eight I draw and build on the concept of repose introduced
in this present chapter and use it as a lens through which to make sense of these
experiences. My aim is to show how the practice of repose is relevant to both
action research processes and to action for sustainability, and the kinds of qualities,
both personal and relational, which might give form and substance to a practice of
repose.
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7

An account of the Sustainable Farmshire

initiative

7.1

Framing

In the previous chapter, I drew on Spinoza’s and on Naess’ thinking and explored
the notion of developing repose in oneself, and I suggested that our capacity to stay
with the questions and challenges raised by the ecological crisis was intimately
linked to a practice of psychological, psychic and spiritual development.

In this chapter, I turn to my experience of participating in the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative and offer it as the grounding from which the arguments made
in Chapters Eight emerge. My aim in this chapter is to present an account of what
happened as part of this collaboration, focusing in particular on the kinds of
conversations, actions and interactions in which we engaged as part thereof. As a
method of doing so, I give a month by month account of what it was that we
focused our collective attention on during (and between) each monthly open
meeting.
To be clear, the stories and the text I present are largely adapted from the
notes/minutes of the meetings which I put together and shared with all participants,
in the manner described in Chapter Three. The account presented here could
therefore be understood to be shaped by my own initial perceptions, reflections and
interpretations of what had taken place in each meeting (based on my own
participation and my subsequent engagement with the tape-recordings of these),
and corroborated by others to the extent that these notes were accepted and
publically shared as valid accounts of what had gone on. In order to distinguish the
fact that the narrative of this chapter is constructed largely from the notes of our
monthly open meetings, the main body of text is presented in Bookman Old Style
italics font, thus: main body.
Of course, since the time when these notes/minutes were written (late in 2002 and
throughout 2003) I have undergone many further cycles of action and reflection,
both in relation to this particular field of practice and to others. At various points,
then, I take a step back from the narrative, and I point to the ways in which I went
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on to reflect on these experiences. Such reflective pauses are represented in violetcoloured Times New Roman font and are enclosed by brackets, thus: [reflective
pauses]. Specifically, I use these reflective pauses to indicate the key issues and/or
themes to which I return in Chapter Eight when, in some detail, I reflect on the
experience of participating in the Sustainable Farmshire initiative and on what it
suggests about the challenges encountered when seeking to act for sustainability.

7.2

November 2002: Convening our first open meeting

A s I explained in C hapter Three, participants at the fir s t open meeting
included the rector o f one o f the local churches, a teacher from the local
prim ary school, a Parish Councillor, a professional organic gardener, the
environm ental officer from a local business, an A genda 21 Officer fro m the
county-level council, a s well a s fo u r m em bers o f the team at Conservation
an d m y s e lf

We began our fir s t open m eeting w ith a round o f introductions in w hich w e
each sa id som ething about our interests a nd our reasons fo r attending the
meeting. The kin d s o f them es, interests an d areas o f experience expressed
in this initial round o f introductions are sum m arised in the table below:

Range o f interests/experiences expressed

Fam iliarity w ith su stainability issues (particularly relating to energy use
a n d clim ate change) th ro u g h professional life.

Wish to measure and assess the village’s impact on the environment, to
raise awareness of problems and opportunities and to set achievable
targets.

Familiarity with L ife Cycle A ssessm en t, a decision-m aking tool fo r
a ssessin g th e overall environmental impact o f a
p r o d u c t/se r v ic e /te ch n o lo g y throughout its e n tire life cycle.

Wish to explore th e notion of joined-up thinking.
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Links between the ways in which we relate to nature and our
sense of spirituality.

P rior knowledge and experience o f Local Agenda 21.

F a m ilia rity w ilh th e slogan 'th in k g lo b ally , a c t locally* am i in te re st in
co n sid erin g how people in F a rm sh ire could respond locally to th e
ch allen g es o f su s ta in a b ility .

Interest in how community groups can work together to address these
problems in democratic and practical ways.

Interest in providing opportunities for children to engage with issues
around the environment and to become involved in related activities, and
in introducing these subjects as part of the school curriculum.

Interest in considering the different spaces within the community (existing
or prospective) which may be used as educational and demonstrative
spaces for issues around sustainability.

Interest in provision of suitable community services for youngsters and
for the elderly.

K eenness to devote som e space, tim e and resources to the
com m unity; a sense of giving back to th e com m unity.

Experience in p erm aculture and organic gardening.

Experience in forestry conservation and woodland planting.

Awareness of moves towards reusing green waste.

Suggestions to explore the possibility of a community composting site
funded partly by landfill tax.
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Sh aring p r a c tic a l ex a m p les o f local com m u nity in itia tiv e s
Following the round o f introductions outlined above, the A genda 21 Officer,
MS (fictitious initials), agreed to share som e practical exam ples o f initiatives
ta ke n by local comm unities. He indicated that although such projects can
involve a great am ount o f work, they can also be refreshing a n d enabling
processes.

[It is interesting to note that we often sought guidance and advice from the Local
Agenda 21 officers who attended several of the open meetings, and that we sought
to learn from ‘best practice’ in the field of community participation. In Chapter
Eight, I reflect on this in some detail, and I suggest that establishing appropriate
organisational frameworks and holding structures was a key challenge.]

A s a starting point, he su g g ested that sustainability be understood not
solely in term s o f tackling environm ental problem s, but rather in term s o f
influencing people to reconsider an d alter their lifestyles. He proposed that
sustainability is about people developing a healthy an d balanced approach
to life.
From experience, MS identified som e points w hich might be influential in
determ ining the extent to w hich a local initiative is successful:

•

The p resence o f (one or more) people to act a s a core driving force.

•

The engagem ent and participation o f the whole comm unity.

[The dual challenge of positioning ourselves as change agents/community leaders
while at the same time seeking to engage and involve the wider community in a
democratic process of social change is one which raised several tensions for us, and
one which we considered in some detail in the reflection phase of the initiative
(which I describe in the concluding parts of this chapter).]

MS also sh a red information about som e o f the fu n d in g available a n d som e
w a y s in w hich the process could be facilitated. One source o f
fu n d in g /su p p o rt m entioned w a s that o f the Countryside Agency, w hich MS
introduced a s the statutory body working to conserve an d enhance the
countryside. M S explained that the Agency encourages p a rish e s to
undertake a com m unity appraisal process in order to build an
understanding o f the issu e s w hich m atter fo r people living in the community.
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A s an example, MS explained that [Village X] em barked on such a process,
and chose to stage a village meeting, w here a num ber o f com m unity
m em bers could work together to consider how the com m unity appraisal
process could be extended to include the whole village. This launch meeting
dem anded a considerable level o f facilitative w ork to help draw out and
identify relevant questions and concerns, w hich could then be incorporated
into a questionnaire. These were distributed door-to-door, an d the fin d in g s
w ere p re se n te d in a follow-up meeting. Villagers w ere th u s able to identify
an d prioritise areas o f concern, a n d volunteers fo rm ed action groups to move
forw ard w ith these.

Another exam ple w a s that o f [Village Y], w here com m unity m em bers
organised a village conference. Following an extensive campaign promoting
the event, over 100 people attended the conference held in the Village Hall.
The conference began w ith a presentation o f art an d poetry by local school
children, an d w a s follow ed by a SW OT analysis, w here residents
participated in identifying the village’s strengths, w e a k n e sse s, opportunities
a n d threats. A k e y facilitative choice w a s the u se o f accessible language
w h en a sking these questions. For example, in order to identify strengths
a n d w e a k n e sse s, one question p o se d w a s Tf you had a foreign gu est
visiting, w h a t feature(s) o f the village w ould you like to sh o w them ? What
w ould you like to hide?’ From this initial meeting, concerns and priorities
w ere identified, and action groups form ed.
A nother tool suggested by MS w a s that o f a Village Character Statem ent,
w hich reflects the infrastructure an d character o f the village, a n d m ay give
villagers a stronger se n se o f identity.

The experiences shared by MS reaffirm ed our fe lt need to engage local
people in the process o f m aking decisions an d form ing plans, and also o f
involving them in the process o f collecting data, evaluating options and
seeking to im plem ent change(s). It also em p h a sised the importance o f
asking the right kinds o f questions.

[As I explained in Chapter Three, from the early stages of this initiative the focus
of our collaboration was external rather than internal, focusing on how we might
engage with the wider community and enact social change in wider systems. I
suggested that such an external focus meant that we gave less attention to
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considering internal group processes, and that this limited the extent to which we
were able to shape this into a space in which we might engage in transformative,
second-person inquiry. In Chapter Eight, I suggest that the focus on influencing
the wider public and on shifting patterns in wider systems may be understood as a
characteristic of the environmental movement in many of its forms, and that this
presents significant challenges for people seeking to act for change in this field. In
the concluding part of this chapter, I demonstrate that some participants seemed to
develop an awareness of such challenges, as evidenced in the final reflection
phase.]

Proposed exhibition and envisioning/consultation event
It w a s suggested that w e m ight usefully facilitate som e form o f aw arenessraising as a first step. We fe lt that people m ay be more willing to become
involved i f they h a d first been introduced to som e o f the issues, challenges
an d opportunities o f taking on such an initiative.

In particular, w e agreed that it m ay be m ost effective to raise a w a ren ess
through follow ing the model o f the Web o f Hope (an organisation also
w orking tow ards sustainability, an d w ith w hich a form er resident o f
Farmshire w a s involved), by show ing w here the opportunities lay and by
sharing inspiring practical exam ples o f su ccess stories an d initiatives being
undertaken world-wide. It w a s fe lt that rather than fo c u s solely on the
problem s a n d crises facing people and p la n et today, people are more likely
to be inspired to ta ke active ste p s if an a w a ren ess o f problem s is balanced
w ith positive n e w s an d w ith the sharing o f b est practice exam ples.

As a w a y o f sharing su ch ideas a nd exam ples, it w a s su g g ested that w e
create som ething along the lines o f the Web o f Hope Road-show:

The Web o f Hope UK R oad-show will tour the British Isles
betw een 2 0 0 3 a n d 2005, visiting schools, tow n halls,
universities an d fa rm e rs m arkets, taking 'best practice' role
m odels fo r sustainability into classroom s and communities,
using interactive d isp la ys and perform ances to inspire their
replication at local level... and to provide a blueprint fo r similar
com m unity-level projects to be replicated across the globe.
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(Web o f Hope website, www. thewebofhope. com. Accessed 19
November 2003)
We felt that our own event could appropriately be presented as an
interactive exhibition, with invitations for people to contribute their own
comments, concerns and ideas. In this way, the event could also be
designed as an envisioning or consultation space.
Alongside the proposed exhibition, it might be possible to carry out some
form of door-to-door consultation, or to have this organised through the
churches and school, in order to involve groups of people that are as
representative and varied as possible.
Those present showed enthusiasm for these ideas, and agreed to consider
these further in subsequent meetings. It was at this point that we made the
decision to refer to our efforts as the Sustainable Farmshire initiative.

7.3

December 2002: Linking in with the Parish Plan

In our second meeting, we were joined by BG, a Parish Councillor and
resident o f Farmshire, in order to discuss the potential crossover between
our own remit and others*work in developing a Parish Plan (PP).
BG shared the background to the PP. Historically, Local Councils
encouraged communities to compile milage design statements, which would
articulate their views regarding the built environment of their locality, and
which could potentially influence any changes thereof. This was eventually
substituted by a village character statement, which gave local residents an
opportunity to comment not only on the infrastructure of their locality, but
also on any other features which they felt were significant to maintaining
and enhancing the locality's character.
The PP is a more recent methodology for encouraging community
engagement, and is part of the Vital Villages scheme run by the Countryside
Agency. The scheme encourages communities to ‘...Identify key facilities
and services, set out the problems that need to be tackled and demonstrate
how distinctive character and features can be p r e se rv e d T h e PP process is
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designed to extend over a period of one year, and although the initial
application to the Countryside Agency needs to be supported by the Parish
Council, once accepted the facilitation o f the project becomes the
responsibility o f an independent, self-selected steering group. The
cornerstone of the programme is community-wide consultation through many
channels and media, so that all community members have the opportunity to
put forward any concerns and ideas, and so that problems or challenges can
be prioritised.
As an example of the PP process, BG shared the experience o f [Village ZJ. In
Village Z, the Parish Council registered their intent to compile a Parish Plan
with the Countryside Agency. This is the first step in any such process, and
at the time o f our second meeting in December 2002, this had ju st been
concluded in Farmshire. The next step taken by Village Z was to get some
general ideas about priorities from residents. To accomplish this, question
sheets were dropped through every door. These sheets asked residents to
briefly identify areas o f concern or importance to them, listing prompt words
such as ‘buildings’, ‘transport’, ‘services’ and ‘environment’. This exercise
would have been valuable in informing residents that such a consultation
process was being undertaken. Moreover, the priorities identified (albeit
briefly) could be used as a starting point for the PP steering group to write a
more comprehensive survey, which would again be distributed across the
village.
Finally, in the case o f Village Z (as would eventually be the case with
Farmshire) the results o f this community-wide consultation process were
drawn into an official document to communicate any action plans and
priorities. From a future developments perspective, this is an important
document because o f forthcoming alterations in the current planning system
which may result in a slice o f consultation being removed from the planning
process, with the aim of simplifying what is often a lengthy and convoluted
process.
In considering a potential crossover with the PP process, we realised that the
kind of work which we unshed to undertake, both in terms o f process
(community-wide collaborative practices) and content (local sustainability)
could contribute to the compilation of a PP. Rather than duplicate our efforts,
it seemed likely that we would benefit from co-ordinating our work and
acting at some kind of interface with one another. However, some of us who
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had participated in the Sustainable Farmshire initiative so far feared that if
we were to proceed with such a collaboration the sustainability angle may
be co-opted and may become a minor part o f a broad, tenuous process, and
that we could also be constricted by a relatively prescriptive framework.
Thus a tension surfaced between wanting to engage in collaborative
relationships and establish ties with other community bodies, whilst also
wishing to retain some sense of ownership.
Nevertheless, we felt that we could significantly contribute to the PP process.
A participating Local Council Agenda 21 Officer had suggested that a
common set-back of such processes was their tendency to be rather inwardlooking and narrowly-restricted, and that whilst relatively easy to focus on
predictable, long-standing concerns such as dog-mess, it was more difficult
to look at the wider picture and explore systemic challenges, which we in the
Sustainable Farmshire initiative were especially keen to raise into people's
consciousness. We realised that we could secure that environmental issues
were at the core of the consultative process. By participating somehow in
each o f the forthcoming consciousness-raising and information-gathering
exercises, we could seek to interweave dialogue around sustainability into
the core o f parish life. Indeed, it may be that in some circles we would be
seen to have greater leverage if our discussions were seen to be taking place
alongside an official consultative process. Furthermore, if issues around
sustainability were seen to be integrated into the broader PP process, not
sitting outside of it or on the fringes, these might be experienced as
legitimate and central challenges facing localities today and therefore
necessarily part of mainstream conversations. Moreover, we could also
carry on with our own discussions, actions and projects alongside those
planned jointly with the PP steering group.
Having discussed the above points, we all recognised that it was important
for the PP steering group to be representative o f diverse interests and
concerns. We envisaged that an ideal steering group would be composed of
eight to twelve people involved in and passionate about different issues. To
this end, BG requested that a member o f the Sustainable Farmshire group
join the PP steering group. RN, the local rector, volunteered himselffor this
position and as a well-known, active member o f the community, was
identified as an ideal representative. (As a brief aside, RN left Farmshire for
another Parish a few months later, whereupon another member of the
Sustainable Farmshire group, GY, replaced him in the steering group). To be
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clear, the PP steering group was an independent body or interest group, and
although some Parish Councillors served on it as volunteers, the group was
not a sub-committee o f the Parish Council, nor formally related to it in any
way.
We envisaged that, as in Village Z, exhibitions and other events could take
place alongside the surveys distribution. Thus we felt that we could
incorporate our previous ideas regarding an exhibition space into our
collaboration with the PP process.

Moving forw ard
We decided that in our next monthly meeting we would hold a brainstorming
session about what we could do in the next six months, using flipcharts to
capture any ideas. In this interactive way, we might be able to together map
the topics, activities and skills represented by the group. To this end, we
agreed that each of us would write a few lines/paragraphs about our own
interests and what we may be able to offer to the process.
In the next meeting, then, we presented various ideas for the exhibition and
for other actions we might undertake.

7.4

January 2003: Brainstorming and capturing ideas

Ideas presented in the January 2003 meeting included the following:
•

Climate change, carbon emissions and Future Forests

We considered the possibility of linking up with the Future Forests
foundation, which identifies itself as working towards a carbon neutral
economy. The foundation helps people to calculate the carbon emissions
from their day-to-day activities, and suggests ways in which they might
reduce these emissions. For those emissions which cannot be reduced
the foundation suggests methods for offsetting these emissions by treeplanting or by investing in projects designed to cut down on carbon
emissions.
•

Linking environment, health and spiritual awareness
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We agreed to prepare and display a video on the above theme at the
exhibition. RN, the local rector, offered to write a draft script and to work
with a local ex-BBC cameraman to produce it in time for the exhibition.
The video could focus around the question: ‘What would it mean if we
understood all the beings/creatures on the Earth as sacred?’
•

Energy from Biomass

We discussed the potential for developing energy for a small community
from biomass. This idea eventually formed a major part of a funding
application to a not-for-profit body. In due course, we were granted this
award and were able to undertake a feasibility study into alternative
sources o f energy for the local community, as I describe later in this
chapter.
•

Contributions to Village Magazine

A further proposal was that of contributing monthly features to the
established Village Magazine, something we had been invited to do by
the editor, who also professed to be interested in sustainability issues.
We agreed that this might be an effective way of reaching people and
might serve as a public forum whereby we could prompt people to think
about these issues, raise awareness of what might be going on, and
invite people to link in or to contact us if interested. We proceeded to
contribute a number of features to the publication, and made a number
of significant contacts with the wider community through this medium.

7.5

February 2003: Articulating our sense of purpose

In our fourth meeting, we explicitly discussed our sense ofpurpose and
positioning as a group/initiative within the community. We considered that
so far our sense of purpose had been implied, and that it might help to
unequivocally articulate what it was that we were setting out to do.
We agreed that if our overall sense ofpurpose was to extend people’s
involvement with these issues, then we could consider ourselves as a kind
o f contact point, with our junction being to act as an enabling process. So, if
someone were to come to us with an idea, we could seek to support it in
whatever way might be appropriate and useful. We could link people to
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initiatives or to each other, provide advice, an d generally position ourselves
a s som ew here to m ake enquiries.

We fe lt it would be sensible fo r this hub to locate itse lf p h ysically in the
Conservation offices, since th ese occupied a central location in the village
and, a s an energy consultancy, had visible expertise in the area. We agreed
to also publicise the involvem ent o f various other organisations, including the
Churches, the school, the local organic garden, the scouts etc. We fe lt it w a s
im portant that w e not be se en a s promoting a club, but rather that w e be
understood a s putting fo rth ideas about how w e might ta ke this forw ard as
a com m unity. We identified th a t our objective w a s to stim ulate com m unityled, long-term change.

[Although at the time we seemed to accept this definition of our sense o f purpose
and of our positioning, in the latter stages of the initiative it became evident that
concerns were felt (both by those within the initiative and those at its fringes)
regarding the extent to which we had been able to articulate a clear and coherent
vision for the project. Rather, many participants felt that by positioning ourselves
as a network hub, we might have unintentionally framed our collaboration in ways
which were more open-ended, un-bounded and ambiguous than was necessary, and
that this was unhelpful and detrimental to the extent that it opened the initiative to
criticism (both internally and externally) as being poorly organised and/or
articulated. I consider this in some detail in Chapter Eight, when I reflect on the
difficulties we experienced in articulating a concrete vision of what a Sustainable
Farmshire would look like and how such shifts may be facilitated and/or enacted in
practice.]

We agreed that publicising th ese m eetings an d potential projects in the
Village M agazine would allow u s to m aintain perm eable, flexible boundaries
around this group, w hich m ight be m ost effective in inducing wide-spread,
long-term change.

[In a similar vein, it is telling that we did not make space to consider the extent to
which such arrangements might have been (un)helpful until the reflection phase.]
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7.6

March 2003: Introduction to Spiral Dynamics

In our March meeting, we explored the concept of spiral dynamics (Beck and
Cowan, 1996; Wilber, 2001) and considered how it may help us in our
efforts to initiate dialogue around these issues across the community.
NK, one of the team at Conservation, explained that a central principle of
spiral dynamics is its recognition that different groups have different
dominant sets o f characteristics (values, ways of thinking, patterns of
behaviour etc.). These sets are known as memes and may be understood as
equivalent to social DNA. In the spiral dynamics framework, these memes
are categorised into different colour bands; for example, the greens are
generally concerned with consensus and conversation, the blues tend to be
more traditional and conservative, and the oranges are generally more
entrepreneurial and money/status orientated.
Spiral dynamics suggests that there are better and worse ways of
approaching these differences. NK explained that first-tier thinking occurs
when people ignore the variety of values and behaviours, and thus
perpetuate conflict and misunderstanding. Second-tier thinking occurs when
people understand that no one group is better or worse than another.
Rather than neglect differences or impose our own values on others, the key
is to play to the strengths o f different groups, and to understand that
maintaining variety is important to the health o f the system.
This suggests that change agents may wish to relate to people/groups in
different ways, and tailor their communications and processes to them (for
example, taking into account that people may have different learning styles).
We considered how we might act out second-tier thinking as we positioned
ourselves as change agents and facilitators o f community action. This
would involve us actively seeking to understand the dynamics within the
local community, and to adjust our communications accordingly.
We agreed that, at some point, it may be useful to dedicate some time to
explicitly noticing and sharing with one another our observations and
experiences of the wider system(s) in which we found ourselves, and
drawing our attention to some o f the wider system issues that we may have
noticed through this process so far.
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[It is significant to note that although we explicitly discussed the need to
acknowledge difference and to appreciate its creative potential, my own impression
is that this was held as an espoused theory rather than a theory-in-use (Argyris and
Schon, 1974), and that in some respects we actually sought to collapse difference.
(In the chapter that follows I consider various reasons for why this might be so). I
believe that it is possible to find evidence for this claim in the fact that we chose to
speak about difference almost exclusively in rather abstract terms (by referring to
Beck and Cowan’s and W ilber’s theoretical models on Spiral Dynamics, for
example). In contrast, we seemed to shy away from exploring difference in
practical and local terms, and for example, missed various opportunities to explore
differences of perspectives and/or values within the core group of participants.
Significantly, within the lifetime o f the initiative we did not follow through on our
stated intention to dedicate some time to explicitly reflecting on the wider systems
in which we found ourselves.]

We also recognised that som ething o f a pa ra d o x m ay he fa c e d w h en trying
to achieve second-tier kind o f thinking, w hich revolves around trying to look
a t the broader s y ste m dynam ics, w hilst at the sa m e time know ing that w e
are a lw a y s p a rt o f the s y ste m (rather than outside o f it). We talked about
how w e could m ake s e n se o f this paradox, an d concluded that m aybe it w a s
sufficient to be open to a n d aw are o f the w ider system , and to look at the
social structure, dynam ics an d details o f com m unity life. In this w ay, w e
m a y be able to fin d more appropriate a n d effective w a y s o f comm unicating
w ith other people, an d o f being influential in a change process.

[The discussion outlined in the above paragraph is, to my mind, indicative of what
I now perceive as a limited ability to stay with the complexity and tensions raised
when seeking to engage with such complex challenges. As the above paragraph
suggests, we identified a paradox, and in seeking to make sense of it we seemed to
collapse it somehow, rather than exploring its nuances and possible implications in
any depth or detail. Again, I consider this tendency in greater detail in Chapter
Eight.]
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7.7

April and May 2003: Preparing our Exhibition

offerings
Throughout April and the early days o f May, we prepared our offerings for
the PP Exhibition, held in mid-May.
Our own display at the Exhibition consisted o f the following:
•

An interactive carbon-debt calculator - visitors were invited to calculate
their carbon emissions and to enter their details in a database designed
to hold information about local environmental impact They were also
given information about the Future Forests campaign, and were
encouraged to make links between lifestyle and personal carbon
emissions. For example, the calculator was used to show how emissions
would change if different lifestyle choices were made, and the
surrounding display presented relevant information on waste, transport,
food-miles, biodiversity and so on. Long-life energy-saving light-bulbs
were given to those who participated in the calculator exercise, as was
practical information on sustainable lifestyles. Where participants
agreed, the calculator exercise was displayed on a big screen so that
others around the display might see what was going on. This proved a
popular attraction.

•

A photography display revolving around ‘Nature in and around
Farmshire' - A couple o f residents who had read our contributions to the
Village Magazine, and who were also involved in the PP process in
various ways, contacted us to offer us their photographs of the
surrounding countryside. In our open meetings, we had discussed
photography and art as creative and imaginative ways in which people
might be invited to engage with nature. One o f the options we
considered was that o f a photography competition, the results o f which
would then be exhibited in a public community space, perhaps in the
annual Village Show. We believed that such a competition had the
potential to encourage participation from different sectors and age
groups o f the community. The hope was that the initial photography
display presented at the exhibition might promote interest in such an
activity.
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A videoed message from the rector o f one o f the parish Churches - As

•

already mentioned, the ministers of both churches became involved in
the Sustainable Farmshire initiative. Both were familiar with and
interested in the growing eco-congregation movement across Churches in
the UK. This movement is designed to encourage and enable Churches
to weave Creation care’ into their life and mission, and comprises a
practical programme o f materials/resources for use by any congregation.
In the videoed message, the rector spoke about how creation care might
be understood as part o f our spiritual discipline. This also proved a
popular attraction, with many visitors taking the time to watch the video
and commenting on how much they enjoyed it.

We had decided that following the exhibition, and depending on any
responses and interest shown, it may be appropriate to spin-off into more
focused, self-organising project groups, which might meet as appropriate.
We realised that we may need to take the initiative for setting up such
project groups. Again, this linked to our framing o f our role as that o f a
contact point which people could plug into as necessary, and which could
help to make broader links between different project groups, and/or other
attempts to stimulate dialogue and action around sustainability.

7.8

June 2003: Holding a process review meeting

In our April meeting, we had agreed that we would dedicate our June
meeting to reflecting on our experiences thus far.
We agreed to begin by taking some time to reflect on what had emerged from
the Exhibition and from the PP process so far.
We picked up on some feedback shared by the PP steering group which
suggested that the day itself had been perceived as reasonably wellorganised and well-attended, and quite helpful and constructive for starting
the consultation process and encouraging involvement. However, feedback
from a number o f visitors also suggested that there were questions along the
lines o f ‘What were all these disparate stands and exhibitions all about?
How does that to relate to the PP process itself?’
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We acknow ledged that w e might not have been sufficiently clear a s to how
our ow n displays fitte d in w ith the broader Exhibition, a n d in comm unicating
our belief that issu e s around environm ent a n d sustainability should be
central to the PP process.

[Again, this seemed to be symptomatic of the difficulties we experienced in
articulating our intentions and particularising our offering in ways which could be
understood and with which others could engage.]

It w a s suggested that the Exhibition a s a w hole might have been interpreted
a s not having m uch o f a clear direction a n d /o r fo c u s to i t Indeed, w e
identified this as one o f the k e y tensions facing facilitators o f consultative
processes. On the one hand, by setting direction too early, one runs the risk
o f m issing out on p eo p le’s creativity a n d original ideas; on the other, p a rt o f
the role w e envisaged the Exhibition (and sim ilar events) fulfilling w a s that
o f stim ulating and generating ideas.
GY, our representative in the PP steering group, also explained that as
facilitators o f the PP process, the steering group fin d s its e lf in a so m ew h a t
constrained position w ith regards to tim e a n d resources. He rem inded us
that the PP is a relatively short-term process, due to be com pleted w ithin a
year, an d based entirely on voluntary involvem ent during p e o p le ’s spare
time.

It w a s suggested that a yea r is indeed not m uch time to go about m aking the
kinds o f changes which w e have been talking about, but that beginning to
roll out incremental changes w ithin that time w ould in its e lf be a positive
shift. A t the sam e time, w e agreed that this raised an interesting question
w ith regards to m aintaining com m itm ent an d energy levels around these
projects, w h en the changes them selves do not appear to be a s visible a n d /o r
forthcom ing a s w e might wish.

Our feeling w a s that more locally-bounded projects (such a s the
establishm ent o f a com m unity composting site) m ay well have a place in
leading to change in w ider s y ste m s a n d m ay therefore be o f significance, but
w e also fe lt the need to be realistic about the difficulties a n d complexities
w hich w e might fa c e /w e r e facing in m aking change happen (w hether
understood a s local or system ic). We had come to realise that action fo r
social change dem a n d s a significant am ount o f effort an d persistence, and
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that the burden often fa lls on those w ho become involved on a voluntary
basis, and w ho are seeking to balance this com m itm ent w ith m any others.

In thinking about how our ow n group an d the PP steering group had
developed, w e w ondered w hether it might have helped to p a y earlier
attention to the following:

•

Understanding exactly w h a t resources are available to us, and
som ehow organising th ese a n d /o r putting som e kind o f a fra m ew o rk
a n d /o r pla n around these. Very sim ply, this might involve budgeting
fu n d s.

•

Organisational a n d m anagem ent skills to bring consultative
pro cesses to fruition, a n d som ehow fin d in g the ability to m anage and
p la n such pro cesses w ithout putting strait-jackets around them.

•

Issu e s around group form ation. We recognised that w h e n a num ber
o f people come together to organise su ch a process, there is also the
need fo r these people to get to kn o w each other an d to gel a s a
group, w hich in its e lf ta ke s som e time. H ow are co hesiveness and
effective working practices created w ithin su ch com m unity groups?

[The above could broadly be understood to relate to the challenges we experienced
in organising ourselves effectively and in developing a structure capable of holding
and containing our efforts, a challenge which I touched upon in Chapter Three
when reflecting on my own inquiry practice (and in particular, on the opportunities
I missed to raise questions around structure, roles, boundaries, and process with the
group). I consider this further in Chapter Eight.]

We identified that both the PP process an d the Sustainable Farmshire
initiative seem ed to be fa c e d w ith som ething o f a paradox. On the one hand,
both p ro cesses might benefit fro m the steering com m ittees articulating a
vision fo r the parish, w hich although not too sharply defined, people could
then choose to buy into (or not). On the other hand, discovering a common
vision m ay be w h a t the process/initiative actually se ts out to do.
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Reflections on our contribution to th e Exhibition
All in all, we felt that our contribution to the Exhibition had also constituted a
good start to the process.
We were pleased with the interactive quality o f the energy survey and with
the favourable responses to it We received positive feedback on the carbon
emissions calculator, with some people commenting that it helped them to
‘see in real terms’ how they might make their energy usage more costeffective (both in terms o f economic costs and costs to the environment).
Although the practical delivery of the energy survey worked relatively well,
we agreed that we would need to reappraise it if we were to present it to
larger numbers of people. We also felt that we could set up a system so that
people are able to opt into a tree-planting scheme at the time o f completing
the calculator, should they wish to do so.
We felt that the rector’s videoed message had been well-received, and that
this could be used again in other presentations and exhibitions. We also
discussed the difficulties inherent in seeking to track what kinds of effects (if
any) such messages may have in how people understood themselves and
their relationship to nature.
It was suggested that we may need to refine some o f the information that we
choose to display, since it was felt that the excessive detail given may have
made it more difficult to grasp and ‘take aw ay’.

Approaches to change
A further issue we considered was that o f our approach to and
understanding of change and how change happened. We felt that the
implicit model(s) o f change with which we had been working was one where
we understood ourselves as ‘drip-feeding’ ideas through a variety of
channels and community bodies, on the understanding that through this
‘seeding process’ we might in time produce ‘ripple effects’ throughout wider
circles, so that attention to sustainability issues becomes embedded within
what we do as a community.

185

In addition, it was suggested that if we wished to deliver long-term social
change (changes in attitudes and in the ways people live their lives), and in
order to achieve that critical mass where it becomes the norm, then it might
be important to identify achievable, realistic, time-based ‘smart’3 targets and
projects, which can be rolled out professionally and incrementally, and then
gradually built up form there. One participant argued that it was success, or
actually seeing something happen in practice, which played an important
part in convincing people that change is possible, and that somebody needs
to take the first step to make this happen. To ensure success we may need
to focus on those projects/changes which could be made to happen in
relatively straight-forward and resource-efficient ways.
We felt that one such project was that o f a local tree-planting scheme.
Having spoken to the regional Community Forests organisation, we were
aware that this organisation was capable of finding land and o f mobilising
volunteers to plant the trees, if need be. This organisation would therefore
welcome a scheme whereby people could contribute towards funds to pay
for the trees, and would make space for people join in the tree-planting if
they so wished.
We identified that a first step would be to ascertain whether people were
willing to spend money to make this happen. We felt that people were more
likely to engage if they felt they were contributing towards a local woodland,
one in which they might eventually walk and one from which the local
wildlife may benefit. We therefore recognised that we would need to identify
whether there might be such land available within the parish of Farmshire.
We felt that it would then be possible to do ‘much more than just plant
trees’. We had a sense that a tree-planting scheme would need to be sold
not only on the basis of carbon abatement and the reduced threat o f climate
change, but also on the other benefits which might also accrue. These might
include other environmental gains, such as increased biodiversity, and local
leisure and community facilities. It might be possible to set up a mini
wildlife reserve, which children could visit and/or care for as part o f a
school project. Part of the vision might be the creation o f a local woodland
capable of producing its own sustainable mini forestry industry, which could
then also provide additional employment and income for the community.

3Understood as ‘Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic and Timely’.
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We also became excited about the idea o f developing afoot and cycle-path
linking Farmshire to a nearby village. In its broadest vision, such a path
would go hand-in-hand with a local tree-planting campaign, and could be
one of the spaces along which we try to preserve and restore local
biodiversity. We envisioned that such a path could also serve as a place for
community and spiritual walks, and could also be part of a sculpture trail,
engaging local artists.
We agreed that it was appropriate to adopt a holistic perspective regarding
any actions and/ or projects. So, if we identify sustainability as inclusive of
economic, environmental and social dimensions, then we may need to be
explicit about how we see the various projects covering each of these bases,
and showing how projects may be relevant and/or beneficial in a variety of
ways, using the kind of language and arguments which are relevant to
particular audiences.
We concluded that not only might we not be able to sell this project to a
critical mass based on the carbon abatement argument, but that we should
not be doing so anyway, as it felt somewhat like a single-track approach to
solving a systemic problem. Instead we felt that we could choose to sell the
scheme on different levels to different people, which might in itself be more
sustainable and engaging. Again, we linked this back to our sense of
purpose, which we felt did not revolve around a single project orientation but
rather revolved around developing holistic approaches to systemic problems.
We articulated that this is what we felt our unique contribution might be: to
make links between all these different approaches/projects and to
understand how actions and interventions at the local level may feed into
wider patterns.
[Here, then, we seem to be attempting to give form to a vision of a Sustainable
Farmshire which is pluralistic and inclusive of multiple perspectives. In a sense
then, we could be understood to be embracing difference (rather than collapsing it)
and seeking to work with it in creative ways. Nevertheless, we seem to take it for
granted that the various viewpoints and value systems of multiple audiences could
in fact be accommodated within a broad vision of sustainability. Moreover, we
still appear to be talking about these visions and ideas in fairly general terms, by
which I mean that we seem not to be engaging in in-depth explorations which
would allow us to understand the nuances and subtleties of each, and to appreciate
the extent to which they might relate, complement and/or challenge one another.]

187

We acknow ledged that this fe lt like som ething o f a tall order. While w e w ere
excited and e n th u se d by the w a y s in w hich w e w ere developing our original
ideas to do w ith the tree-planting schem e, w e also fe lt that co-ordinating the
different a spects a n d fe a tu re s o f the schem e a nd comm unicating the m any
m essa g es w e fe lt n eeded to be articulated p o se d a serious challenge. In
particular, w e fe lt th a t there w a s a balance to be struck betw een
acknow ledging the essential com plexity o f a project (in term s o f all o f the
w a y s in w hich it might relate to, contribute to a n d /o r challenge system ic
patterns) while actually fo cu sin g our attention on m aking particular a spects
o f it a reality, a n d also p resenting it in w a y s w hich fe e l clear an d
m anageable a n d w hich people can understa n d a nd buy into.

[In Chapter Eight, I suggest that it is possible to interpret our tendency (evidenced
throughout the initiative) to oscillate between several possibilities for action and
various potential offerings as being underpinned by a sense o f restlessness. I
suggest that such restlessness may in turn emerge from the urgency we experienced
in relation to the ecological crisis, and also from the socio-cultural aspiration for
the attainment o f ‘final healing’ and ‘immediate paradise’, as identified by Thomas
Berry. I suggest that our desire to simultaneously consider and commit to various
action projects, all of which we might understand as contributing to a widereaching social movement, might be indicative of conceptualisations o f change
which emphasise its radical, revolutionary potential.]

We w ondered w h eth er the PP su rvey (due to be distributed in the autum n)
might be a place to test the viability o f the various options w e had been
considering. GY, our representative in the PP steering group, explained that
it w a s unlikely that the survey could contain su ch specific ideas, an d again
w e fe lt there w a s som ething o f a ‘chicken an d egg ’ dilem m a inherent within
the PP an d other com m unity-w ide consultation processes. The PP’s objective
w a s to get a s m a n y responses to the survey a s possible, a nd in doing so to
generate id ea s a n d voice the iss u e s w hich w ere fe lt to be im portant fo r the
fu tu re o f the Parish. On the other hand, as a group w e had been meeting fo r
som e time, a n d w e fe lt that through our conversations w e had identified a
num ber o f id ea s a n d areas o f concern/ interest w hich w ere im portant to us.
We fe lt it w ould be advantageous if one or more o f these ideas could be fe d
into the PP su rve y a n d resulting document, so that these are also
understood a s the legitimate concerns o f a num ber o f com m unity m em bers o f
Farmshire.
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So again w e came back to a conversation around the nature o f social
change. We had s e t o ff from the perspective that it w a s im portant fo r u s to
m ake space fo r the w ider Farmshire com m unity to become involved, an d fo r
u s as a comm unitu to develop a sh a red se n se o f how w e might move
tow ards a Sustainable Farmshire. Having accepted this a s one o f our
prim ary objectives, w e fe lt som e dissatisfaction in that su c h comm unityw ide engagem ent se em e d elusive. We w ondered w h eth er w e m ight more
appropriately u n d ersta n d that change might come about a s a result o f the
efforts o f a sm all num ber o f visionary people w ho have the motivation,
com m itm ent an d inclination to take the responsibility to m a ke things
happen.

Thus w e w ondered w h eth er w e might reposition ourselves not a s a wouldbe central hub or contact point, but rather a s a sm all group o f people who
w ish ed to ta ke on the role o f visionary change agents, w hile at the sa m e
time recognising that this would necessarily entail m uch time a nd effort and
that larger-scale change o f the kind w e w ere looking fo r w a s not som ething
that happened overnight. We fe lt that reframing our se n se o f purpose in this
w a y m ay offer u s a generative w a y fo r moving forw ard. We also fe lt that it
w a s important that w e acknow ledge a nd trust that w e each held valuable
a n d /o r local know ledge w hich w ould be valid a nd relevant in m aking these
decisions, an d that others across the com m unity m ay not have the
opportunity a n d /o r inclination to become involved in the early sta g es o f an
initiative or change effort.

[As I show in the concluding part of this chapter, the recognition that we needed to
develop greater awareness of the implications of how we had positioned ourselves
and our work was identified as a key learning point coming out o f this initiative.]

Therefore, in this meeting, w e agreed to commit to specific projects, to choose
a p a th and p e rsist w ith it. We en d ed this m eeting w ith various action
points, w hereby a num ber o f u s took responsibility fo r contributing to moving
the tree-planting/ foot-path project fo rw a rd over the coming m onths (and in
our meeting o f Ju ly 2 0 0 3 w e sh a red and review ed our progress w ith these
various action points). A t the sa m e time, w e kept coming back to the need
fo r such projects to fo rm part o f a broader vision a n d to som ehow contribute
som ething o f significance on various levels. We fe lt that fo r these projects to
be m eaningful and effective in challenging existing attitudes a n d p a ttern s o f
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behaviour, they n eed ed to be fra m e d and understood a s p a rt o f a larger
social movement, or an overarching vision o f sustainable an d ecological
living.

A t the sam e time, w e w ondered w hether this w ould require the sta tem en t o f
a very clear, definable p u rp o se a n d / or se n se o f w h a t sustainability might
m ean. One participant su g g e ste d that w e a s k ourselves the question: ‘w h a t
do es sustainability m ean an yw a y? '. Our ambition (still) w a s to turn
com m unity fo c u s tow ards becoming sustainable, and so w e wondered: does
this need defining? Is it p o ssib le that the word ‘sustainability ’ m ea n s all
things to all people? We concluded that p erh a p s w e did not need a fix e d
definition o f w h a t su stainability is nor o f w h a t our vision fo r a Sustainable
Farmshire might be, a n d that m aybe the flexibility o f understandings around
this m ay a d d to a n d enrich the process. We fe lt that although w e adm ittedly
did not have a n unam biguous understanding o f sustainability, it could be
argued that w e h ad a budding vision o f w h a t a more socially a nd
ecologically ju s t world w ould look like, and o f w h a t a com m unity could do to
m a ke this a reality. We also agreed that w e could not get to this b y ju s t
talking about it or nam ing it, a n d that w e m ay need to fo c u s on this one step
a t a time at a local, practical a n d concrete level.

[Again, the line of reasoning evidenced in the above paragraph seems symptomatic
of the challenges we experienced when we attempted to articulate in concrete and
unambiguous terms what we meant by sustainability, and how we might contribute
to making a Sustainable Farmshire a reality. I consider this dynamic in further
detail in Chapter Eight.]

7.9

September to November 2003: Presenting our findings

A longside the various a sp ects o f the initiative described so far, fro m April
2 0 0 3 w e w ere involved in undertaking a feasibility stu d y into alternative
sources o f energy a n d their potential viability fo r the local com m unity. The
s tu d y w a s fu n d e d by a non-profit organisation, w hich its e lf receives fu n d in g
fro m governm ent an d the private sector, and w a s largely u ndertaken by the
team at Conservation.

In Septem ber 2003, m em bers o f the Conservation team prepared a report
outlining the fin d in g s a n d recom m endations o f this six-m onth feasibility

190

study. The report explained that the focus of the study had been on
identifying opportunities for reducing the environmental impact associated
with energy use in the parish of Farmshire. With this in mind, the study
investigated the potential of energy efficiency improvements in the housing
stock, renewable energy use, and innovative solutions for dealing with
organic human and farm waste, including utilising the energy resources
within this waste.
The recommendations emerging from the study included the following:
•

That a locally branded and delivered marketing campaign be
effected, to encourage domestic energy efficiency and to consider the
possibility of drawing from renewable energy systems.

•

That a local, diverse and not-for-profit community group with a bona
fide constitution takes the task o f consulting with the community and
developing and implementing the proposed energy-saving projects,
and that Conservation be engaged as a local project facilitator.

•

That funding, both cash and in-kind, for different aspects o f the
project implementation be sought from a number o f sources.

•

That the energy-saving projects be linked to other sustainable
projects that may emerge from the full Parish Plan process.

•

That such a model be applied and/or adapted to other parishes in
the region and beyond, as appropriate.

The ambition was that the roll-out o f such an initiative would contribute to
meeting the proposed sub-regional targets for generating energy from
renewable resources, while simultaneously making a significant contribution
towards the UK target of a 20% reduction o f carbon emissions on 1990
levels by 2010.
Having completed the initial phase o f this feasibility study, members o f the
Sustainable Farmshire group (myself included) briefly presented some of the
study’s findings and recommendations to the local Parish Council in
September 2003, during their official monthly meeting. The Parish Council
had endorsed our application for funding to the award-granting body, but
had been uninvolved in the process/progress o f the feasibility study.
Following our presentation, concern was expressed by some of those present
regarding our reference to small-scale community-owned wind turbines as a
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possibility which the community may wish to consider. The form and set-up
o f this meeting meant that there was little space and/or time to engage in a
conversation about this there and then.
Some days afterwards, we received further feedback from some o f those
present at the Parish Council meeting, objecting to our suggestion that, as
the Sustainable Farmshire initiative, we were working in partnership with
the Parish Council. We had indeed listed the Parish Council as one o f our
partners in this study in one of the opening pages of the report, ostensibly
based on the fact that it had endorsed our application for funding. It was
rightly pointed out to us that no explicit mutual agreement had been reached
on the question of partnership. Indeed, the issue had not even been raised
or discussed, and therefore the Parish Council could not legitimately be
professed as a partner. Furthermore, in doing so, we had failed to
appreciate the fact that the Parish Council, in its formal role as the first tier
o f the country’s government system, must act within responsibilities and
powers clearly defined by statute, and must follow set procedures and act
within a legal framework.
We agreed that referring to the Parish Council as a partner had been
careless on our part. We removed all references of this from our report, as
well as removing references to the mini-wind cluster, since we felt that this
was possibly too controversial a suggestion to put forward at this point.
In response to our reissued report, we received further feedback raising a
number o f additional concerns and challenges. In particular, questions were
raised regarding what was meant by the terms ‘sustainability’ and
‘sustainable’ as used in the report, and regarding the extent to which some
o f the proposals described in the report truly were sustainable. The point
was made that there are many (often insufficiently explored) interpretations
and understandings of ‘sustainability’, and that the term often has little
practical relevance and/or meaning. Furthermore, the feedback we received
suggested that it was not apparent how we had engaged with the
multiplicity and range o f meanings and with the assumptions underlying
these (if at all). In response to this challenge, we acknowledged that we
might have more thoroughly explored the multiplicity o f understandings
around the concept and practice of ‘sustainability’:
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This point was raised in one of our earlier meetings as a
Sustainable Farmshire group. The word sustainable does
mean different things to different people. Perhaps this issue
could be more widely debated.’ (Personal communication,
November 2003)
Unfortunately (although not unexpectedly), from the September meeting
forward, our relationship with particular members of the community (and by
association, with the Parish Council as an organisation) appeared to have
reached an impasse. For a number o f reasons, it transpired that it would be
difficult to pursue further engagement at this point, and that it would be fool
hardy to seek to move forward with our previous plans. Not only had
important community links (with the Parish Council and with specific
community members) been damaged, but the reputations and motivations of
the team at Conservation in particular were under scrutiny (one of the
questions raised was whether Conservation, as an energy consultancy,
hoped to make any profits from a move towards a Sustainable Farmshire).
We were advised by other influential members of the community to put our
ideas and plans on the backbumer, and to consider the possibility o f picking
these up again once the PP process had been completed (so that these
projects/initiatives could be seen as emerging from this more formal,
authoritative process).
The opportunity which emerged quite clearly at this stage was that of
devoting some time to making sense of what had happened, and to reflect
on how our own assumptions, choices and positioning had enabled this.
With hindsight, I believe that in reflecting on this experience we found a rich
learning opportunity. At the time, though, my sense was that we were quite
understandably, but also quite disappointingly, choosing to back away. In
our monthly meeting o f November 2003, we agreed that I would take
responsibility for facilitating a reflection process by way o f drawing to a
close this phase o f the Sustainable Farmshire initiative. I found this meeting
quite distressing, and I felt regret at what I experienced as the crumbling
down o f our hopes, o f the possibilities, and o f the enthusiasm with which we
had set out, nearly twelve months before.
[In Chapter Eight, I consider that a possible interpretation of the manner in which
the initiative ended is that, having experienced forceful opposition and an
adversarial response to our proposals and/or positioning, we seemed unable to deal
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with the resulting sense of conflict and anxiety in ways which were sufficiently
creative and/or generative so as to allow us to proceed with our collaboration and
with our plans.]

7.10 December 2003 to April 2004: Reflecting on our
experience
I e n d the p re se n t account by reflecting on the kin d s o f them es an d questions
w hich em erged during the one-to-one conversations a n d the collective
reflection sessio n w hich m arked an e n d to the Sustainable Farmshire
initiative. The reflection p ro c esse s in w hich w e engaged, a s w ell a s the
questions an d issu e s w e identified, could be understood to evidence an
emerging w illingness to question an d explore som e o f our ow n initial
expectations and aspirations, a s well a s a sh ift in how w e m ade s e n se o f
our ow n positioning in relation to ecological challenges an d w ork fo r
sustainability.
W hen w e decided to hold a reflection p rocess a s a w a y o f ending this
initiative, w e explicitly agreed that the purpose o f su ch a p rocess w ould be:

•

to pull together the k e y learning points and questions w hich had
em erged fo r u s (individually a nd collectively) from having engaged in
the initiative;

•

w ith the intention o f being appreciative o f th ese learnings, an d o f
considering ‘w h a t can w e take a w a y from this experience?’ and
‘how m ight w e d raw on w h a t w e learned here in fu tu re ? ’; so that

•

w e are able to ‘close d o w n ’: to s a y w h a t w e fe e l need s to be sa id to
one another a n d /o r into the group space a n d to m ake it po ssib le fo r
u s to move o n /fo rw a rd from this experience.

A s a fir s t stage o f the reflection process, I prepared a n d distributed a
reflective document, highlighting som e o f the k e y issu e s an d questions
w hich I fe lt had em erged out o f our time together. I distributed this
docum ent late in D ecember 2003, a n d suggested that in the N ew Year w e
hold a form al reflection se ssio n to d isc u ss w h a t had been raised fo r u s by
our reading o f the docum ent a n d by our ow n individual reflections on w h a t
h ad happened. For various reasons, w e fo u n d it difficult to fin d a date early
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in the New Year to suit us all It was suggested that I hold one-to-one
sessions to begin with, and that, based on those conversations, I facilitate
the group discussion later in the year. I agreed to this, and held the one-toone sessions during February and March o f2004. These included
conversations with the four senior members o f Conservation (referred to
below by the fictitious initials NK, RF, LS, and GY), the minister of one of the
local churches, as well as the Parish Councillor who had invited us to
participate in the PP process and to be represented on the PP steering group.
Each conversation lasted between one to two hours, and unfolded as an
open-ended conversation around the challenges that we had experienced as
part of the initiative, and the key themes and learnings which we felt had
come out o f it. The final collective reflection session was held in April 2004.
This reflection and sense-making period, which emerged out of our
presentation to the Parish Council in September 2003, spanned a period of
seven months.
The themes and questions I present below are those which emerged from the
one-to-one conversations and on which we jointly reflected in the collective
session. Of course each person had particular perspectives and ideas about,
for example, different choices we might have made and/or suggestions for
how we might approach these kinds of challenges in the future. In this
section, I seek to represent and give credit to these different perspectives. At
the same time, I have made the decision to present these themes and issues
as questions, much in the way that participants did in the one-to-one
conversations and in the collective reflection session. Indeed, in the
collective session, we agreed that it felt appropriate to frame these as
questions for us to consider and also for us to hold into the future, and we
agreed that we would consciously avoid seeking to find ‘answers’ to these
questions.
My sense is that this question-posing and question-holding approach
evidenced a shift in our interactions, whereby we felt better able to raise
challenging questions and difficult issues with one another, and more willing
to come face-to-face with the different tensions and sources of anxiety with
which we had felt less able to engage as the initiative unfolded. Others also
saw the reflection process as being of value. For example, NK made the
following point:
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T’ve found th e whole process of the S u stain ab le F arm shire
initiative so far, a n d especially the outcom es w ith the P arish
Council a n d the difficulties we experienced a ro u n d the
feasibility study, very usefu l to help m e reflect on w h at we
were doing. And my feelings are th a t it’s kind of felt a s if we
stepped into an a re n a p e rh a p s prem aturely really, w ithout
really having th o u g h t th ro u g h all of th ese issu e s a ro u n d w hat
are we doing, why are we here—a n d I know th a t th ese things
can becom e clearer as you becom e involved in a process, an d
a s you do things—b u t it feels a s if we sta rte d m eeting, we
sta rte d having d iscu ssio n s, we sta rte d looking a t w h at we
m ight do, how we m ight go a b o u t it, we cam e o u t with
som ething th a t w as a n o u tp u t, a n d th e n th a t m et w ith som e
quite strong reactions. And I su p p o se it’s m ade m e th in k th a t
it is really good to be doing som e reflection on this, b ecau se I
th in k we do need to look a t how we reposition ourselves and
learn from w hat h a p p en ed , a n d from the choices we m ade,
before an y thing else h a p p e n s.’ (NK, one-to-one conversation,
F ebruary 2004)

T h e te n s io n s an d q u e s tio n s ra ised in c lu d e d th o s e around:

•

Initial choices and positioning:
o

H ow did w e position ourselves? H ow could w e have positioned
ourselves differently?

o

Was it helpful or necessary to fra m e this a s a com m unity project?
Was this p o ssib le w ithout the initial com m itm ent or buy-in o f the
com m unity at large?

o

Were w e w eighed d o w n by the fe lt need to sp e a k a nd act on b e h a lf
o f the com m unity?

Q uestions sim ilar to those p re se n te d above, around the initial decisions
m ade and particularly around how w e had sought to position ourselves,
w ere expressed b y the majority o f participants. For example, RF expressed
the follow ing views:

196

T h e initial choice, the first question, seem s to be really
im portant. We w anted to be doing som ething a n d we felt th a t
the com m unity o ught to be doing it also, b u t I’m n o t su re now
th a t th is needed to be a com m unity project. There w as no
initial com m itm ent or signing u p by th e com m unity at large,
a n d m aybe th ro u g h the P arish Plan process a com m itm ent
m ay still be identified, b u t we actually never a sk ed this
question at the sta rt. So I g u ess w hat I’m w ondering is did we
have to take the com m unity w ith u s, or could we have acted
a s individuals or a s a sm all group, still doing stuff, b u t not
being weighed down by the expectation th a t we take
com m unity with u s ? ’ (RF, one-to-one conversation, M arch
2004)

Parish Councillor BG m ade the follow ing related points regarding how sh e
positions h e rse lf a s an activist working w ith the w ider com m unity, an d the
complex challenges sh e fa c e s in doing so:
‘G overnm ent rhetoric says th a t w hat we have to work tow ards
is com m unity involvem ent, b u t often there d o e sn ’t seem to be
eith er m oney to achieve th is or a system to facilitate it.. .And
so a s a n activist actually trying to m ake th is h a p p e n on the
ground, you face a lot of difficulties, b ecau se you are faced
w ith a ‘silent m ajority’ a n d th ere are a whole lot of
a ssu m p tio n s th a t you can m ake a b o u t th is, a b o u t w hat the
in ertia m eans. Is it lack of tim e, is it laziness, is it
d isin terested n ess, or is it to do w ith lack of skill a n d
confidence to get involved? And so th e n you realise th a t you
d o n ’t know w h a t’s behind th is, b u t you can try to talk to
people w herever they are; you can try to m ake tentative links;
you ta p into contacts; you get in to u ch w ith people and m aybe
you p a s s on som e inform ation th a t you th in k m ight be useful
to them or you a sk for th eir expertise and knowledge a n d help
in som ething...m aybe you keep ideas on th e b a c k -b u m e r for a
while, a n d then som ething h a p p e n s a n d you th in k , ah, now ’s
th e right time to offer this, an d th e n you offer people
som ething, w hatever it is, and see w h eth er or no t they take it,
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w hether th ey ’re in terested in w hat you have to sa y ...’ (BG,
one-to-one conversation, M arch 2004)

•

Options fo r repositioning
o

Might w e have chosen to allow ourselves to act fo r w h a t w e fe lt w a s
appropriate an d necessary, as a group o f concerned individuals,
rather than worrying about getting fu ll com m unity backing before w e
had begun?

o

Might w e have chosen to share an d build on discrete projects and
concrete successes, a n d see w h a t response w e got to those?

o

I f w h a t w e w ere after w a s indeed com m unity-w ide participation,
might w e u sefully have a s k e d the question: does Farmshire w a n t to
be sustainable? I f so, how? In w h a t w a y s? W hat does this m ean?

A num ber o f participants shared their perspectives on how w e m ight have
differently positioned ourselves, a n d /o r w h a t kin d s o f choices groups o f
people might m ake in seeking to w ork within a com m unity context. It is
significant that a common them e o f the view s expressed seem ed to be that o f
acting w ith assertiven ess an d self-confidence a s interested individuals who
were com m itted to working tow ards particular objectives:

‘I th in k w hat would be really good is if com ing ou t of this
initiative, a n d also th ro u g h w h at you write in yo u r PhD, you
could give a n h o n e st a c co u n t of how difficult th is is. You read
a lot a b o u t com m unity participation and com m unity
engagem ent b u t you d o n ’t realise ju s t how difficult it is...so
m aybe a different way of approaching th is m ight have been to
say, ok, we have resp ect for w h at we w an t to do as
individuals, for doing som ething th a t we personally felt was
right, ra th e r th a n worrying a b o u t w hether o th er people
w anted to focus on litter, or recycling, or w hatever...M aybe we
could have sta rte d by trying to change ourselves ra th e r th a n
changing o th ers...so m aybe w h at would be b etter would be to
say, le t’s drop su stain ab ility a s a com m unity th in g a n d see
w h at we can do a s individuals. Maybe w e’re not in terested in
w h eth er the com m unity w an ts to be su sta in ab le , b u t m aybe
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we ju s t do w hat we feel is right and see w hat response we get.’
(RF, one-to-one conversation, M arch 2004)

I t felt like w hat we set o u t to do w as to p rese n t a b lan k sheet
of p a p e r to people, b u t w hat w e’ve found is th a t to som e
degree you have to seed ideas, offer som ething th a t will a ct as
a creative stim ulus...M aybe th is is necessary w hen you d o n ’t
have a n u rgent, highly visible problem th a t th e com m unity
will rally behind...E ven one or two sm all successful action
projects to begin w ith m ight have created in te rest and
engagem ent. W hat I’m left thinking is th a t if it’s a good idea,
a n d a sm all group of people have checked it ou t ag ain st each
other, th e n have the courage of you conviction to ju s t get on
w ith it! Then you can sh a re yo u r success stories a n d others
m ay w ant to becom e involved, b ecause they think, oh yeah,
th a t w as possible, they did th at. Individuals have to get on
a n d do w hat they th in k is appropriate; of course, w h a t’s
im p o rtan t is th a t they do th is w ith reflection and th o u g h t and
d u e care, b u t also no t shying away from criticism or
op p o sitio n ...’ (GY, one-to-one conversation, M arch 2004)

•

Appreciating the contribution we can make
o

Could w e se e k to atten d to the contributions w e might be able to
m ake, through our existing w ork an d in our personal lives?

o

H ow might w e develop the quality o f w h a t w e do on a personal or
sm all group level?

o

H ow might w e identify our chosen position along the 'long w all o f
ch a n g e’? Is this a u sefu l concept?

All o f those involved in this fin a l reflection process expressed a w ish to fo cu s
on the particular w a y s in w hich th ey did fe e l able to contribute som ething o f
significance. For example, each o f the fo u r m em bers o f Conservation spoke
about w h a t th e y fe lt they could do w ithin their organisational context, and
also in their personal lives (including, fo r a couple o f these, the positions they
already fe lt comfortable occupying a s part o f the local community). RF m ade
the follow ing point:
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1 like the idea of “w eak co n n ectio n s”4, of people talking to
other people a n d exchanging inform ation and ideas in th a t
kind of way. Maybe the b e st th ing we could have done is to
drop little bits of inform ation and form connections w ith
different people, a n d see w h at h ap pened from th a t, b u t no t tiy
to m ake ou t th a t it w ould be possible to have a huge
dem ocratic kind of th in g h a p p e n in g ....a n d see, from o u r
perspective a s a n energy consultancy, I th in k th e re ’s a lot th a t
we could offer to the local com m unity from o u r p a rtic u la r area
of expertise, b u t th is would m ean u s acting from o u r position
as a n organisation w ith p a rticu la r stre n g th s a n d a p a rticu la r
knowledge base, a n d not being scared of p u ttin g ourselves
forw ard in th is w ay.’ (RF, one-to-one conversation, M arch
2004).

•

Seeing this as a process o f personal development
o

W hat might it m ean to see sustainability w ork a s linked to a process
o f personal developm ent?

o

H ow might w e p a y attention to w h a t m otivates u s an d su sta in s u s in
engaging in this kind o f w ork?

o

W hat m ight it m ean to u n d ersta n d this a s w ork fo r the long-term?

R elated to the questions around how w e might appreciate the contributions
w e fe e l able to m ake, som e participants seem ed able to appreciate the
opportunities fo r personal developm ent an d fo r living out their personal
values a n d /o r potential in relation to this work:

‘...W hat I’ve learned a b o u t m yself is th a t I prefer to be
involved in projects th a t could potentially benefit the
com m unity a s a whole, b u t w here I’m less w orried ab o u t
m aking it a com m unity-w ide dem ocratic process, b u t really
w here I can focus my energy on m y own perso n al contribution
to th e project or to a sm all group. Basically, I see w ork in this
field a s som ething th a t you have to choose to do of y o u r own
free will, and th a t th e only thing you can do is to p u t yourself
4 See Ballard, 2006.
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th ro u g h it a n d it’s great if you can find o th er people to do it
w ith, sm all groups or organisations th a t su p p o rt you, or a
w orkplace th a t allows you to live ou t th ese values a n d ideas. I
feel very lucky th a t I am in a job w here I feel th a t w e’re
actually doing som ething positive, a n d I th in k th is is w here I
need to p u t m y energy.’ (LS, one-to-one conversation, M arch
2004)

W h a t I th in k h a s come ou t p retty strongly for me is th a t it’s
really im p o rta n t th a t we learn a b o u t w h at to do w ith the
challenges we face in th is kin d of work, a n d th a t we see these
as o p p o rtu n ities for personal developm ent a n d also for
expanding o u r u n d e rsta n d in g ...! th in k yes, we m ade m any
m istakes a n d we need to do th in g s b e tte r and be m ore
rigorous, b u t we can also a p p ro ach this from the perspective
th a t th ese challenges are actually calling on the positive
a sp ec ts of w herever each of u s are, a n d th a t there is a lot of
positive potential in th a t.’ (NK, one-to-one conversation,
F ebruary 2004)

Parish Councillor BG w a s also clear about w h a t sh e s a w a s sustaining her
engagem ent in this work:
‘...an d of co u rse m aking connections, a n d the occasional
su ccess, all of th a t helps, becau se you realise th a t th ere is
value in doing th is th a t you c a n ’t necessarily see a s you
toddle along, a n d you realise th a t you are learning all the
tim e.’ (BG, one-to-one conversation, M arch 2004)

•

S kills we m ight usefully develop
o

H ow m ight w e develop more critical, informed political a w a ren ess
an d context a w a ren ess?

o

How m ight w e develop better skills in organising, including in setting
boundaries a n d clarifying ta sk s and p u rposes?
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In the collective reflection session, w e agreed that our experience w ith the
Parish Council could in p a rt be explained by our insufficient a w a re n e ss o f
the context, politics an d s y s te m in which w e w ere acting, an d by our lack o f
critical consideration a nd problem atisation o f the argum ents w e w ere
presenting:

1 th in k really th a t we need to b e tte r u n d e rs ta n d the
in stitu tio n al a n d political contexts in w hich we are operating.
We need to u n d e rs ta n d the local context, and I th in k this
m ean s also u n d e rsta n d in g how the [county-level] council and
the Parish Council operate, a n d how both national
governm ent and the EU also influence th at. Really m ore
th o u g h t needs to be given to th a t, to appreciating the
com plexities. B ecause we have th is desire to interface w ith
local groups a n d org anisations b u t I th in k o u r experience h as
show n th a t p e rh a p s we needed m ore critical aw areness of the
n a tu re of th ese organisations a n d relationships, a n d we d id n ’t
have th is ...’ (NK, one-to-one conversation, F ebruary 2004)

With hindsight, w e realised that w e might have considered more fu lly and
more critically how others w ere likely to react a nd respond to our various
proposals (including, fo r example, the mention o f com m unity o w ned windturbines a s som ething the com m unity might like to consider), a n d w e might
have considered w a y s o f creatively responding to th ese and a n y other
challenges raised by complex a n d /o r controversial issues.

‘O pponents are healthy in stim u latin g reflection b u t
u n h e a lth y if you let th is paralyse you, or if you th in k th a t this
m ean s th a t you have to have everyone’s su p p o rt before you
move on, b ecau se th a t’s not going to h appen. And I d o n ’t
th in k we were very good in dealing with opposition and
conflict a n d criticism , a n d we m ade a m istake in thinking th a t
we d id n ’t have good ideas th a t we could ju s t get on w ith
o urselves’. (GY, one-to-one conversation, M arch 2004)

We also realised that som e o f the choices w e had m ade early in the initiative
had resulted in m aking u s fe e l vulnerable an d unprotected. For example,
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w e had chosen to m ake all o f our meeting notes public to anyone who
requested them , a n d had distributed these to people w ho w e fe lt m ay be
interested but w ho had not been involved in our conversations at all.
Following the difficulties w e experienced in relation to the fea sib ility stu d y,
w e discovered that our meeting notes could be u se d to criticise u s a nd our
actions, a n d that rather than open up possibilities fo r working w ith others,
the decision to m ake these public had the unintended consequence o f putting
u s in a vulnerable position— one w hich ironically m ade u s less able to
engage w ith others.

In thinking about different w a y s in w hich w e might have organised
ourselves an d m ade decisions about boundaries, objectives a n d a s e n se o f
purpose, w e sp e n t som e tim e talking about how w e might have m ade space
fo r more particular and less conceptual engagem ent w ith the challenges o f
sustainability. For example:

LS: 1 th in k th a t once y o u ’ve got som e ideas on the table then
you have to p u t som e s tru c tu re a n d procedures a ro u n d it to
m ake it hap p en , a n d I th in k we also lacked this. And really
w hat we tried to do w as to get people involved in a conceptual
space, a n d I’m not su re how easy or useful it is for people to
join into th ese kinds of conversations. I th in k really we
needed to be m uch m ore specific a b o u t w hat we w anted to
d o ...’
RF: Y es, som ething th a t w ould cap tu re th eir a tten tio n more.
I th in k th a t people here do value the b eau ty of n atu re. The
local countryside is m ore specific a n d real to them , a n d I
th in k really instead of introducing the concept of a
S u stain a b le Farm shire we could have m ade space for the
kin d s of things th a t are linked to su stain ab ility th a t people
here do seem to v a lu e ...’ (Interaction from collective reflection
session, April 2004)

203

•

Options fo r moving on and moving forw ard
o

Could we continue to create and value ‘w eak’ connections (Ballard,
2006)? (Linking up with other sustainability projects, maintaining
presence in the Village Journal, etc.)

o

Could we listen and relate to what emerges from the Parish Plan
process?

We concluded our collective reflection session with some thoughts regarding
how each o f us might forward with work for sustainability. As already
mentioned, the team at Conservation seemed keen to focus their energies on
what the organisation could offer to the community, particularly in providing
residents with information about energy usage and alternative energy and
about government subsidies of which they might be able to take advantage
in making their homes more energy-efficient. The feasibility study had been
well-received by the award-granting body, and the report had been praised
for its thoroughness and for the proposals it presented. The Conservation
team agreed to apply for funding for the next phase o f this process, in which
they were successful. Two years on, Conservation is actively embarking on
a not-for-profit community project which draws and builds on its area of
expertise.
We also agreed to wait and see what came out of the Parish Plan process,
and whether projects relating to sustainability could usefully be undertaken
as part o f whatever emerged from this. Apart from seeking to maintain and
build upon ‘w eak’ connections o f this kind, in the months that followed, NK
played a significant role informing an eco-psychology discussion group,
made up o f approximately ten individuals all working and/or living in the
South West area (including myself), all of whom were interested in exploring
the links between ecopsychology and action for sustainability. This
discussion group meets every three months, and seems to be experienced as
a source of support, inspiration, and interesting conversation by those who
attend.
As far as I can tell, many of us who were at the core of the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative have sustained our interest in working in the field of
sustainability, and continue to put energy and effort into this, albeit in
different ways. For example, the Minister o f one o f the local churches
continues to make use of his role as a School Governor to encourage interest
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in environmental issues and in sustainability within the primary school My
sense is that along with acknowledging the many regrets and tensions
which were raised for us as we participated in this project, we were also
able to move on from it feeling that we had learned something o f value
regarding how we might appropriately position and organise ourselves and
how we might choose to act for sustainability.
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8

Repose in action for sustainability

8.1

Framing

In this chapter, I reflect on the Sustainable Farmshire initiative as described in the
previous chapter, and I consider some key themes which seem to me to represent
what it is that I/we learned about the process of engaging with ecological
challenges through this particular experience. This chapter, then, could be
understood to present the thesis’ conclusions regarding the nature of the challenges
(and the opportunities) faced in inquiry and action for sustainability.
The argument in this chapter is structured around the following key points:
•

I begin by explaining that a key challenge we identified was that of
learning how to organise ourselves and our time together in ways which
would allow us to appropriately engage with the concept and practice of
sustainability. I suggest that organising for sustainability is difficult,
mostly because we lack experience of organising ourselves in response to
such complex challenges.

•

In addition, it could be argued that as a group, we experienced significant
challenges in articulating and particularising the values, visions, and
intentions which we understood as guiding our work, and that this was also
unconstructive.

•

I suggest that our inability to unambiguously articulate and particularise
our visions and intentions could be partly explained by our conscious and
unconscious attempts to collapse difference and to accommodate various
perspectives under a blanket/umbrella understanding, and that this might
be underpinned by a desire to avoid tension, anxiety and conflict.

•

Furthermore, I suggest that this inability to particularise our understanding
of sustainability could also partly be explained by the tendencies towards
idealisation and abstractiveness inherent in many ecological movements. I
propose that these tendencies might be rooted in the complexity and
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seeming ungraspability of the ecological crisis, which make it difficult to
engage both with its systemic and its particular qualities.
•

Finally, I suggest that to the extent that we experience a sense of urgency
in relation to ecological challenges, we might also find ourselves
experiencing restlessness and seeking, in Berry’s words, the attainment of
immediate paradise. I argue that such tendencies might explain why it was
that, in the case in the Sustainable Farmshire initiative, we found ourselves
constantly oscillating between different possibilities rather than
particularising and following through on a specific course of action.

•

I suggest that all of the above themes help me to develop a grounded
understanding of what a practice of repose might look like. Qualities of
repose might therefore include an adequate understanding of the anxieties
and tensions which affect us (and the manner in which these affect us); the
holding of tension, complexity and difference; and the development of
robustness and emotional competence, amongst others.

I now consider each of these key points and/or challenges in turn.

8.2

On organising for sustainability

In this section, I want to make the point that some of the difficulties we
experienced may be partly explained by our uncertainty regarding how we might
organise ourselves and our time together in ways which allowed us to appropriately
engage with the concept and practice of a Sustainable Farmshire. Thus, I suggest
that a key challenge for people working in this field may be to leam how to
organise for sustainability.
In a line of thought that has parallels with Harman and Hurley’s (1996) observation
that learned incapacity and helplessness is a problematic global tendency, Banks
and Mangan (1999) reflect on an action research/community development project
in which they were involved in a small Canadian town, and suggest that rebuilding
the capacity to act and to organise effectively is a central challenge for local
communities in current times:
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The central concern that we had identified was the development of a
broadly based organisational capacity to act. In a world of global
competition, in which the state is abandoning concern for the welfare
of vulnerable people to local communities, people need to regenerate
that capacity for neighbourly action (see Banks and Mangan, 1996).
To a large extent, the innate organisational skills of people acting in
communities have been weakened and destroyed by decades of abuse
at the hands of both private capital and the bureaucratised welfare
state (see Saul, 1995). (Banks and Mangan, 1999:28)
I propose that, especially in the area of sustainability and ecological challenges,
with its apparent complexities and depths, we may find it difficult to make
decisions about how best to organise our efforts, so accustomed are we to seeing
this as an area of concern for ‘expert’ others, whether local government, policy
makers, scientists or environmentalists. Environmental philosopher and
psychologist Shierry Weber Nicholsen (2002:1) makes the point that despite
virtually everyone valuing and appreciating some aspect of the natural world, the
public mind seems by and large content to ‘relegate matters of the environment,
which is the ground of our whole lives, to the periphery of concern, as though they
were the private interest of a group called “environmentalists’” . In part, such an
attitude may be due to the incredible difficulties we perceive when we begin to
consider how we, as ordinary people, may respond to such momentous challenges.
For example, in a thought piece delineating some of the issues raised for
researchers into sustainable development issues, Ballard et al. (2003) argue that the
complexity and lack of consensus around the problems faced raises particular
challenges for researchers (and presumably, for ordinary people also seeking to
engage with these issues in thoughtful ways):
The problems faced are very complex and there is no single guiding
paradigm within which research can be conducted. Researchers are
working in field where even the leading thinkers do not agree about
what we are trying to achieve, and where there are good reasons why
it might not be possible to agree on many issues yet. Taken for
granted assumptions, such as the centrality of economic growth or as
to the future shape of our society, need to be held lightly. Political
agreements such as Kyoto or even the current Government’s Energy
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Strategy (according to some voices) fall short of what is needed.
(Ballard et al., 2003:1)

8.2.1 ‘Best practice9in community participation ?
While seeking to organise ourselves in the early stages of the initiative, we
gathered what we believed was relevant information regarding how other similar
initiatives had unfolded and been shaped. We often spoke about learning from
(and hopefully being able to contribute to) best practice in the field. For instance,
we regularly welcomed advice from Local Agenda 21 officers as to what else was
going on in the area and how we might leam from and potentially make links with
such efforts. On the one hand, then, we clearly felt that it was possible to leam
something from the experience of efforts related to Local Agenda 21 and
community participation as promoted and facilitated by local government. On the
other hand, I believe that we also held questions (both implicitly and explicitly)
regarding such models of community participation and social change. Indeed, it is
possible to critique local government’s efforts around Local Agenda 21, with some
commentators suggesting that such efforts are, by and large, bureaucratic, overlyprescriptive and representative of rhetoric rather than meaningful change.
For example, around the time of our first open meeting, RF (one of the team at
Conservation) shared with us an article which had been recently published in Green
Futures (July/August 2002). The article’s title was Sit still while I empower you...
and the summary on the first page of the article makes the following points:
As turnouts tumble, the question of how to get local people involved
in local decisions is increasingly vital. The best stakeholder dialogue
techniques address this by empowering local communities - and
helping them really get to grips with sustainable development.
Without proper leadership, though, many such techniques simply
lead to further disillusionment - and some question the democratic
validity of the whole approach. Such scepticism risks throwing out
the good along with the bad... (Tuxworth, 2002:32)
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The author suggests that calls for wider public participation in local issues now
form part of accepted government rhetoric, and that one would be forgiven for
assuming that the process nut had been cracked. He argues that the contrary is
true, and that there is still massive confusion about the many methods which could
potentially be employed in order to involve the public in decision-making, and that
community groups and public sector bodies alike are ‘still at the foot of a rather
steep learning curve’ (2002:34) when it comes to drawing on and facilitating these
techniques. Tuxworth (2002:34) points to what he believes is a need for skill,
experience and leadership in relation to attempts to foster community participation:
‘The dim realisation that participation is a craft requiring a consistent approach and
a skilled tradesman is drowned out by a splurge of DIY bodging as dozens of
individuals jab at the community with a range of inexpertly handled tools’.
A number of questions were raised for me on reading the article, including the
following: How do we make community participation happen in practice? What
models and frameworks might we usefully draw upon? How will we be able to
judge whether or not this is a success? To what extent have we got access to the
‘proper leadership’, ‘consistent approach’ and ‘skilled tradesman-ship’ that the
article suggests is necessary? Does it matter that we are all pretty much new to this
way of working? From our early meetings, it became apparent that initiating
processes of community participation and engagement around sustainability was
likely to prove challenging, with some questions around how do-able this might
actually be, how we might harness the levels of energy and effort which would be
required to make this happen, and how we might leam from other communities’
attempts to do this.

8.2.2 Establishing governance structures and organisational
frameworks
My sense is that we broadly envisaged that we would organise our efforts around
the kinds of procedures which Beth Lachman (1997) suggests are the most
common steps adopted by communities seeking to develop sustainability initiatives
(based on research on sustainable community activities across the United States).
These include:
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•

Developing ongoing governance structures for the sustainable
community efforts;

•

Creating a sustainable community vision;

•

Setting goals and objectives along with indicators;

•

Developing sustainability guiding principles;

•

Designing and prioritizing potential activities;

•

Choosing and implementing activities; and

•

Evaluating progress and revising activities accordingly.

I believe that we struggled with each of these points, not only because of our
relative inexperience, but also because each of these might be understood to give
rise to serious challenges and questions. For example, the narrative of what
happened in this initiative (presented in the last chapter) could be understood to
demonstrate our ongoing struggle with the first of the above points, that of
developing a structure capable of providing ongoing governance and direction to
community efforts for sustainability. Throughout the lifetime of the initiative we
engaged in various conversations regarding the relative merits and drawbacks of
some of the different ways in which we might position ourselves in the local
context.
Approximately three months into the initiative, we decided to position ourselves as
a network hub, a decision we critically appraised in the final reflection phase in
which we engaged as we brought the initiative to a close. At this point it became
apparent that we held a number of questions regarding how we might best have
organised ourselves and most appropriately sought to act for sustainability. For
example, throughout the lifetime of the initiative we had sought to maintain
permeable, flexible boundaries around this group, believing that this would allow
us to make connections with the wider community, and might therefore facilitate
the wide-spread community involvement which we were after. It was only in the
context of the reflection phase that we explicitly considered whether maintaining
such permeable boundaries was limiting and/or unhelpful in any way.
Furthermore, we wondered whether our vision of a Sustainable Farmshire might
have best been achieved through engendering action groups; educating and raising
awareness within the wider community; creating spaces for community-wide
reflection and dialogue and/or through developing our own individual (and
collective) capacities to act for sustainability in informed and thoughtful ways. We
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also considered how do-able and practicable each of these alternatives actually
was.
The point I wish to make is that in setting out on this initiative, we experienced
difficulties in developing a structure and/orframework capable of holding and
bringing to fruition the various intricate, ambitious and ambiguous intentions we
brought to our work. (I explore the causes and the implications of this intricacy,
ambition and ambiguity later in this chapter). Related to the difficulties we
encountered in establishing appropriate processes, boundaries and remits, we also
experienced difficulties regarding issues of governance, leadership and
accountability. Questions were raised (both within and outside the group)
regarding the extent to which we were legitimately able to represent and speak for
the wider Farmshire community, the extent to which we felt able to rightfully
occupy the positions of community leaders and change agents, and the extent to
which we could act with assertiveness and authority in relation to these issues.
In addition, I suggest that there were other unintended consequences regarding the
ways in which we sought to organise our efforts. Somewhat strangely, given our
repeated assurances that we wished to invite different perspectives and territories
of experience into the initiative, it might be that the structure(s) we were able to
engender were not necessarily the most effective for connecting with such a variety
of experiences and perspectives. On a practical level, our attempts to root these
meetings in community life by giving them a set space and time (much like the
many village clubs and societies did) had the unintended consequence that only
those people able to commit to those kinds of timings were able to attend, whereas
many others who were otherwise engaged during the day were not. Moreover, the
processes we had established, however loosely and/or informally, nevertheless
revolved around meeting for discussion. While this may have been an effective
way to engage in conversations of a more propositional kind, we might have more
effectively made space for the other kinds of engagement we allegedly wished to
encourage, including the emotional, spiritual, aesthetic, physical, and so on. My
sense is that for a long time, we left alternative spaces and arrangements
unexplored, and saw the discursive meeting space as the cornerstone for the
project.
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8.3

On particularising the concept of sustainability

Alongside conversations about how we might organise and position ourselves in
relation to the wider community, throughout the various open meetings we often
attempted to describe what we meant by sustainability. It could be argued that the
challenges we experienced in this respect revolved around particularising what it
was that we understood as ‘sustainability’, and in articulating a concrete vision of
what a Sustainable Farmshire would look like and how such shifts may be
facilitated and/or enacted in practice.
For example, we drew on definitions of sustainability which emphasised attention
to economic, environmental and social factors, and in our first meeting it was
proposed that sustainability had to do with ‘people developing a healthy and
balanced approach to life’. We identified that we were interested in addressing
significant environmental challenges in the ‘think global, act local’ sense and that it
was important that the initiative did not ‘just become a “buy local” campaign in
support of the local community, but that larger environmental problems are
addressed’. In later meetings, we heard from one of the Local Agenda 21 officers
that ‘a common set-back of community sustainability initiatives is that it is very
easy to focus on predictable, long-standing concerns, such as dog-mess, and not so
easy to look at the wider picture of environmental problems’, and we agreed that
taking a systemic perspective on sustainability was important. These could be
interpreted as rather abstract and wide-ranging articulations of the visions and
intentions leading our work.
Moreover, on several occasions when seeking to connect with the wider
community, we decided to talk about sustainability in similarly general terms.
Both in relation to the Village Magazine and the Parish Plan Exhibition, we
purposefully drew on rather generalised definitions of sustainability, including: ‘A
Sustainable Farmshire might be one where we are able to meet our needs and live
to our potential, while preserving the diversity and richness of our environment for
the future’. In preparing our first contribution to the Village Magazine, we decided
to talk very generally about sustainability in Farmshire, and only briefly mention
our ideas and/or action proposals at the end of the piece, inviting people to be in
touch if interested. This seemed to be partly underpinned by a desire not to impose
our ideas onto others (a tendency which I explore in greater detail later in this
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chapter). Arguably, it could also be explained by a desire to moderate the
complexity inherent in issues o f sustainability. Indeed, having made an effort to
refer to specific plans and proposals in an early draft of our first entry to the
Village Magazine, the minister of one of the local churches (who was also involved
in the initiative) made the following comment regarding this version:

‘If I have a criticism it is that it is a bit too technical for a lot of
people. You speak of concrete plans and they seem quite complex. I
wonder whether you need to mention all the plans or if you do just
spell out a bit what one or at the most two might mean. i.e. I imagine
someone saying....“What does that mean?’” (Personal
communication, February 2003)

Throughout the initiative’s lifetime, we seemed largely to agree that we might most
appropriately understand sustainability in fairly broad, all-encompassing terms.
We repeatedly assured ourselves that it may be possible to act for sustainability at
many levels and in different spheres, and that it was acceptable for each individual
and/or group to ‘be going about it in their own particular way’. Nevertheless, in
our process review meeting (held eight months after the beginning of the initiative)
we felt compelled to ask the question ‘what does sustainability mean anyway?’. In
reflecting explicitly on this question, we quickly agreed that what was important
was that we contribute to forming ‘a broad picture and a fuller perspective’ of
sustainability within the Farmshire community. We agreed that it would be fair to
say that our work so far had been guided by a fairly general, open-ended vision: we
had broadly talked about finding ways of working together, across the wider
community, to create a Sustainable Farmshire, but had refrained from defining
what this would look like in any depth or detail.

My experience o f the ways in which we came to articulate the visions and values
guiding our understanding of sustainability is that:

•

The vision of a sustainable community which we created was fairly abstract
and broad-spectrum, and that this was in some ways unhelpful. The collective
answer at which we arrived when we considered the question ‘what does
sustainability mean anyway?’ in the review meeting could be understood as
similarly intangible. Likewise, I believe that we struggled to identify
‘sustainability guiding principles’ (Lachman, 1997), beyond those which were
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similarly unspecific, including for example our claim that sustainability is ‘as
much about spiritual awareness as it is about practical or technical approaches’.
Having made this link publically, both in the Exhibition and in the Village
Magazine, we left this claim largely unexplored for the remainder of our
collaboration.
•

Partly as a result of the above, I believe that we also experienced difficulties in
‘setting goals and objectives along with indicators’ (Lachman, 1997). Our
sense of purpose seemed to encompass such objectives as developing personal
capacity, creating spaces for dialogue, fulfilling the role of network hub and
triggering action projects, all of which might be understood as fairly ambitious
objectives. Regrettably, we did not give due attention to formulating
indicators, despite our theoretical awareness of the importance of indicators in
the context of sustainability (in terms of gathering system feedback, for
example). It is arguably not surprising that we eventually found ourselves
dissatisfied with our progress, and unable to make judgements as to how useful
our interventions may have been. Indeed, in the final reflection process we
undertook we identified that some discomfort had been felt (by those within
and outside the initiative) at what was perceived as a lack of clarity in stated
goals and purposes. Following Banks and Mangan (1999), it seems that the
initiative’s open-endedness and un-boundedness could have opened it to
criticism as being poorly organised and articulated.

8.4

On collaboration and the collapsing of difference

In this section, I would like to consider additional ways to make sense of the
difficulties we experienced in articulating a clear, coherent and practical vision or
understanding of sustainability, drawing from perspectives on group dynamics, the
social construction of meaning and psychoanalysis, and making links between
these and the development of an inquiry practice. In particular, I wish to focus on
the tensions we experienced in seeking to enact authority, collaboration and
autonomy in ways which we considered to be appropriate and effective, and on the
strategies which we arguably employed in order to deal with these tensions.
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Early in our collaboration we realised that the terms ‘local champions’ and
‘community leaders’ were ones which were often used in referring to the people
who became involved (usually on a voluntary basis) in community action. The fact
that we came to be identified thus encouraged me to think about what this might
mean. Indeed, a key question which I grappled with from the early stages of this
initiative was that of how one might attempt to facilitate or lead this kind of change
in a community setting while maintaining a commitment to qualities of
participation and democracy. In other words: is there a tension (and if so, of what
kind) between the intention to foster participation, collaboration and inclusiveness
and the taking up of leadership and decision-making roles? And what does this
tension mean for the practice of action research, if one of its quality criteria is that
the ‘research design and execution are therefore participative and democratic
processes, ideally involving all stakeholders’ (Reason and Bradbury, 2001:1)?
My past experience of participating in generative spaces and creative groups (of the
kind described by Randall and Southgate, 1980) suggests that of course effective
leadership and direction is key. The challenge or tension I am more concerned
with is that of enacting appropriate forms of leadership, authority and decision
making, o f the kind that complement and contribute to the development of
opportunities for meaningful engagement and active participation by all involved.
In his writing on co-operative inquiry, Heron (1999) suggests that a successful
inquiry group would have an appropriate balance between valid forms of authority,
collaboration and autonomy. Reason (2002) expands on this point:
A creative group is also characterized by an appropriate balance of
the principles of hierarchy, collaboration, and autonomy: deciding
for others, with others and for oneself (Heron, 1996). Authentic
hierarchy provides appropriate direction by those with greater vision,
skill and experience. Collaboration roots the individual within a
community of peers, offering basic support and the creative and
corrective feedback of other views and possibilities. Autonomy
expresses the self-directing and self-creating potential of the person.
The shadow face of authority is authoritarianism; that of
collaboration, peer pressure and conformity; that of autonomy,
narcissism, wilfulness and isolation. The challenge is to design
institutions which manifest valid forms of these principles; and to
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find ways in which they can be maintained in self-correcting and
creative tension. (Reason, 2002:213)
It is possible to argue that those of us at the core of the initiative (as well as people
at the fringes) held a number of questions and concerns regarding the ways in
which we might appropriately enact authority and seek to consult, represent and/or
speak on behalf of the wider community. I consider that not only were we unsure
about what valid forms of authority might look like, we might also have been
uncertain as to what effective collaboration would mean in practice. Again, I feel
that I contributed to perpetuating confusion and ambiguity around these terms by
not making space to explicitly explore what these might mean. So even though we
explicitly referred to ‘collaboration’ and ‘community-wide participation’ as
qualities we wished to work towards, we did not spend the necessary time
unpacking what these might mean in theory and practice. Therefore, in reflecting
on how we might have understood and construed these qualities in this sub-section,
I draw primarily from what seemed implicit and/or tacit in the ways we talked
about these. As demonstrated in the previous chapter, these are questions which
we began to consider more explicitly in the final reflection phase.
I suggest that we may have equated collaboration with a commitment to
accommodate and be inclusive of different perspectives and opinions. Thus, the
initiative’s relative open-endedness and un-boundedness could also be explained
by our predisposition to amalgamate various perspectives and understandings (of
what sustainability might mean, for example, or how we might best position
ourselves) into a broad vision capable of acting as an umbrella for all of these. I do
not, of course, assert that seeking to be inclusive of multiple perspectives on
sustainability, or on what might constitute appropriate action in this context, is in
itself problematic. Instead, I suggest that the uncritical inclusion of multiple
perspectives as a method o f collapsing difference (and specifically the tension that
this raises) is a strategy which, whether undertaken consciously or unconsciously,
demands critical consideration.
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8.4.1 Acts o f affirmation and productive difference
One way of giving such critical attention to this dynamic is to consider Kenneth
Gergen’s (2003) work on the relational construction of meaning and orders of
democracy. Gergen is a professor of psychology with particular interests in the
social construction of meaning, particularly as this relates to our understanding of
the self in relationship with others, which he refers to as relational being (see
Gergen, 1999). Gergen advocates that engaging in critical reflection and seeking to
understand the socially constructed nature of taken-for-granted assumptions holds
the potential for emancipation and for the choiceful construction of new futures.
Specifically, Gergen (2003:44) maintains that constructionist dialogues ‘point to
the possibility of augmenting the individualist tradition - in which the individual
self serves as the fundamental atom of society - with an appreciation of relational
process as the fulcrum of societal stability and change’ and that ‘we may replace
the view of the individual mind as the center of meaning and action with a reality
of relationship’. He proposes that from a constructionist perspective it is useful to
understand democracy not in terms of individual expression, but rather, as
emerging from the relational process of generating meaning. Gergen does not
represent an ecopsychological perspective (as defined in the concluding sections of
Chapter Six); nevertheless, I find his ideas relevant to my exploration of how we
might develop an understanding of self (and of our place in the world) which is
transpersonal, relational and, significantly, life-affirming for the relationships in
which we participate and the communities to which we belong.
In making sense of our processes of relating with one another as part of the
Sustainable Farmshire initiative, I draw on Gergen’s (2003) recognition of the
potential of action research and participatory inquiry processes to make space for
‘first order democracy’. First order democracy practices are those that ‘bring
people together under conditions in which they are positively disposed to each
other... [and] encouraged to listen affirmatively to the voices of others’ (2003:48).
Gergen suggests that both acts of affirmation and productive difference are
defining characteristics of virtually all first order democratic practices. The act of
affirming fulfils many important purposes:
To affirm is essentially to ratify the significance of another’s
utterance as a meaningful act.. .to grant worth, honour and validity to
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the other’s subjectivity. ..in affirming an utterance one also generates
the primitive bond from which further co-ordination may ensue.
(Gergen, 2003:48)
However, Gergen (2003:49) notes that affirmation is not the same as duplication,
rather, productive difference must also exist, since ‘the conjoint creation of
meaning depends on the generation of difference’. Gergen (2003:49) argues that
‘The meaning making process is rendered robust by virtue of distinctive voices.
[Participatory research] practices excel in their setting the stage for the expression
of difference’. This resonates with Stephen Kemmis’ (2001:100) suggestion that,
in action research practice, communicative spaces are ‘constituted as issues or
problems are opened up for discussion, and when participants experience their
interaction as fostering the democratic expression of divergent views’.
I suggest that we may not have given as much attention to the possibility for
productive difference and the expression of divergent views as we did to acts of
affirmation. Evidently there is a balance to be struck between these, for as Gergen
(2003:49) suggests, first order democracy practices seek to ‘generate a shared
vocabulary (an interpretive stance) and most particularly a vocabulary that
establishes a common set of values or goals’, and that, ‘although differences among
people are required, ultimately these must represent variations around what might
be called a “common cause’” . My sense is that the difficulties we apparently
experienced in establishing a concrete, detailed and well-defined set of values or
goals were partly underpinned by our inability and/or unwillingness to engage with
productive differences in critical and inquiring ways. Arguably, in seeking to
affirm others’ contributions and to advance possibilities for working together, our
wish to be inclusive of multiple perspectives did not take the form of seeking to
understand, analyse and reflect on what these differences might mean. So for
example, we did not ask questions as to what the underlying values and
assumptions in different conceptualisations of sustainability might mean.

8.4,2 From anxiety to method
It is possible to further understand our tendency to collapse difference by drawing
on George Devereux’s (1967) perspectives on anxiety in the behavioural sciences.
Devereux trained both as an anthropologist and a psychoanalyst, and was
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responsible for coining the use of the term ‘countertransference’ in relation to
research in the behavioural sciences. Originally used in psychotherapy to describe
the therapist’s unconscious reactions to the patient as a person (Rowan, 1981),
countertransference in social research refers to the potential for ‘research situations
to stir up anxieties and other feelings at various levels within the researcher, some
of which may have much more to do with the researcher’s own problems than with
anything going on out there in the world’ (Rowan, 1981:77). Devereux (1967:xvii)
proposes that in a degenerative attempt to ward off the anxieties aroused by
behavioural science data, social researchers may employ a ‘countertransference
inspired pseudo-methodology’, a manoeuvre which he describes as ‘responsible for
nearly all the defects of behavioural science’.
Devereux argues that rather than ignore or downplay anxieties aroused by social
science, the researcher would do well to develop qualities of self-awareness and
self-reflexiveness which allow him/her to consciously understand the defense
reactions which are mobilised by engagement with the data, and to attend to the
manner in which he/she proceeds to interpret and/or distort the material. One such
manner of distortion may be that of ‘an anxious clinging to “hard” facts and a total
refusal to interpret facts in any but the most “obvious” way.. .that is, in the way
which one particular scholar believes to be “sound”, simply because he can tolerate
that particular interpretation, while considering all other (psychologically
“intolerable”) interpretations unscholarly and erratic’ (1967:46). A further way in
which such distortions might occur is illustrated by Devereux’s example of twostage theory-building (as described by Rowan, 1981):
The first stage consists in the formulation of a theory which accounts
adequately for the less anxiety-arousing portion of the facts. This
segmental theory then usually serves to discourage inquiry into the
other - more anxiety-arousing - portion of the facts. At the second
stage this segmental theory is systematically elaborated, in order to
create the illusion that it is complete, thereby further discouraging
attempts to face the disturbing aspects of the facts which one
professes to have explained. (Rowan, 1981:78)
Thus, the developmental challenge Devereux poses for the researcher (that of
acknowledging his/her own subjectivity and the anxieties which he/she may feel,
and that of creatively engaging with these as fundamental data, ‘not to be evaded,
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but to be exploited at the utmost’ [1967:xvii]) could be understood to sit
comfortably next to Mathews’ (2003:113) critique of the repressive and
manipulative strategies of the autoic self, ‘the self dedicated to its own protection
via strategies of repression and control’. We might also interpret Devereux’s
argument as complementary to the perspectives articulated by such thinkers as
Spinoza, Naess, Macy, Fisher and Roszack, all of whom would appear to condemn
the suppressive, defensive and self-limiting strategies employed by individuals in
an effort to evade the experience of anxiety and side-step challenging questions
regarding their role and place in the world. Macy, for example, argues that letting
go of the perceived need to resolve distress and despair may make space for the
proper experiencing and processing of such feelings, which are the healthy and
natural responses to the planetary situation:
Despair is tenaciously resisted because it represents a loss of control,
an admission of powerlessness. Our culture dodges it by demanding
instant solutions when problems are raised. My political science
colleagues in France ridiculed this, I recall, as an endemic trait of the
American personality. “You people prescribe before you finish the
diagnosis,” they would say. “Let the difficulties reveal themselves
first before rushing for a ready-made solution or else you will not
understand them.” To do this would require that one view a stressful
situation without the psychic security of knowing if and how it can
be solved - in other words, a readiness to suffer a little. (Macy,
1991b:18-19)
It might be possible to interpret some of my/our patterns of behaviour within the
Sustainable Farmshire initiative as fulfilling the role of what Devereux refers to as
an ataractic (or an anxiety-numbing practice). In the following paragraphs, I
consider some of the ways in which we might be understood to have engaged in
such practices.
In discussion, we seemed to fairly speedily reach pronouncements and/or
conclusions which allowed us to define the visions and guidelines leading our work
(for example, what we understood by sustainability or what might form part of a
Sustainable Farmshire) in ways which would encompass the various view-points
and suggestions which had been put on the table. Again, I am not suggesting that
seeking to be inclusive and pluralistic is problematic; rather I wonder at the relative
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haste with which we seemed to come to such conclusions, often without having
given critical attention to whether and/or how different perspectives might relate
and/or compare to one another, the different assumptions upon which they might
be based, and so on. Such a practice may be understood as anxiety-reducing in a
variety of ways.
•

Firstly, it could be understood as a form of conflict-avoidance. Our
intention in co-founding this initiative was to find ways of working in
collaboration with one another, for what we understood as the common
good. We might have equated working collaboratively with the
affirmation of others’ perspectives and the reaching of consensus. This
claim might be further supported by the fact that when we eventually
experienced opposition and an adversarial challenge to our position, we
seemed unable to deal with this conflict in ways which would allow us to
proceed with our collaboration and our plans.

•

Secondly, it might be that we fell back on blanket understandings of
sustainability because we experienced the process of seeking to articulate
and particularise our visions, goals and understandings as anxietyprovoking, and that this was due to the ungraspability and complexity of
ecological challenges. I explore this point in further detail later in this
chapter.

8.4.3 Anxiety in my own research practice
Of course, as the only full-time researcher in the group (and as the author of the
interpretation presented in this thesis) one may also consider the extent to which 7,
as an individual, have engaged in the ataractic practices of the kind problematised
by Devereux. Recall that Devereux does not express disapproval of the experience
of anxiety, nor of the natural wish to appease such feelings; indeed, he proposes
that ‘every thought-system - including, needless to say, my own - originates in the
unconscious, as a defense against anxiety and disorientation’ (1967:19). His
argument is that it may well be appropriate for the researcher to apply methodology
in ways which are capable of containing and/or transforming his/her anxiety as
long as such a strategy is not primarily and only unconsciously designed to be
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ataractic: ‘What matters, therefore, is not whether one uses methodology also as an
anxiety-reducing device, but whether one does so knowingly, in a sublimatory
manner, or unconsciously in a defensive manner only’ (1967:97). (In
psychoanalytical thought, sublimatory practices are those through which psychic
energy is channelled away from negative outlets towards more positive or socially
useful/acceptable outlets, and is generally considered to be the most productive of
the defence mechanisms, which also include repression, displacement, denial,
intellectualisation and projection). Devereux continues:
It is legitimate for the scientist dealing with anxiety-arousing
material to cast about for means capable of reducing his anxiety to
the point where he can perform his work effectively and it so
happens that the most effective and most durable anxiety reducing
device is good methodology. It does not empty reality of is anxiety
reducing content, but ‘domesticates’ it, by proving that it, too, can be
understood and processed by the conscious ego. Moreover, it
reduces anxiety itself, through insight, to a scientifically useful
datum... Understood anxiety is a source of psychological serenity
and creativeness, and therefore of good science as well. (Devereux,
1967:97)
I acknowledge that throughout my PhD inquiry I have often found myself
experiencing much anxiety. Hence, my interest in the concept and practice of
repose is directly relevant to my own experience as well as my interpretation of
others’ experience as they attempt to engage with ecological challenges. In my
collaboration with the Sustainable Farmshire initiative and with the MSc group in
particular, I regularly experienced anxiety regarding my role and place within the
group(s) and in relationship with other facilitators; around the expectations and
intentions by which I felt bound; around my own grounding and sense-making in
relation to the challenges and tensions I was identifying; and around my own
capability to deliver on what I felt I was offering (albeit sometimes loosely and
somewhat unclearly) to each inquiry space. For example, in relation to the MSc
group, I felt constrained and nearly unable to articulate a concrete offering to the
group regarding how we might together engage in inquiry (arguably in much the
same way that we, as a Sustainable Farmshire group, experienced difficulties in
clearly articulating and following through on concrete plans of action).
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I believe that I progressively became better able to recognise and attend to my
anxiety, and to see this as a valid experience from which I could learn. (In my
collaboration with the MSc group, for example, I sought to experiment with
various forms of action and non-action, such as making various tentative offerings,
including facilitating some short discussions and giving brief presentations around
my inquiry/research practice to the group, and I sought to carefully attend to my
experience of doing so). Having given much time and space to reflecting on my
participation in these initiatives I can make sense of my experience in the following
way: As I engaged with each inquiry space, I began to consciously hold questions
regarding my own sense of agency, power, purpose and intentionality, and as I
delved deeper into such questions, I felt increasingly overwhelmed by the complex
and conflicting pressures I experienced - much in the way that participants in the
Ecological Thinking programme seemed to experience such tension.
In hindsight, I wonder whether such questions—regarding my own grounding,
purposes and capabilities in engaging with this work—resulted in my feeling more
cautious and diffident, and increasingly hesitant to assert that I might be able to
offer something of value to the group space. For how might I, struggling as I
sometimes did (and sometimes continue to do) with questions around the very
worth and significance of engaging with these challenges, so entrenched, complex
and far-reaching do they appear to be, take responsibility for facilitating what
might quite possibly be a challenging, demanding and distressing inquiry process
around our place and role in all of this?
In the question I have just formed, I see that there is evidence of a selfless
comfortable with conflict, and somewhat preoccupied with taking responsibilityfor
others, and for helping them to arrive at answers and solutions. Faced with an
understanding that this was not only impossible in the face of the challenges we
were considering, but also that the very desire for a more straight-forward, less
messy process was problematic, I can make sense of why, in each of these fields of
practice, I would be hesitant to propose anything at all. Indeed, I believe that in the
light of what I have discussed so far in this thesis, it is through the process of
seeking to develop repose in myself, and of grounding my own sense of self within
an appropriate sense of humility and an appropriate understanding of my own
agency and potential contribution to the world, that I am better able to open myself
to the possibility of engaging in such challenging processes with others. Linking
this back to Devereux’s argument, I suggest that learning to work with my own
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sense of anxiety and (in)capacity has formed a core aspect of my PhD inquiry, and
that doing so has allowed me to develop a better understanding of how I might
appropriately position myself and act as an action researcher and as an aspiring
change agent in relation to sustainability issues.
Of course, I have to consider the possibility that the interpretation I present in this
thesis (including my ideas around the concept and practice of repose) might
actually be rooted in (as of yet) unconscious, unacknowledged attempts to alleviate
the anxiety I continue to experience as I seek to make sense of the data, and/or to
cover up other, more anxiety-arousing aspects of my experience (in a manner
similar to that of the two-stage theory-building model which Devereux proposes
may be employed as an ataractic device). This is a possibility. I am aware that the
argument that I develop in this thesis (around the need for repose and the value of
acting from a position of repose) could be understood as an attempt to construct
ways of thinking about my work which acknowledge the generative potential of
what I/we learned in various fields of practice (rather than focus on the lessgenerative potential of some of the processes in which we engaged).
Acknowledging that this is a possibility means that I also need to consider ways in
which I might develop my capacity to not fall back on such primarily ataractic
practices. For example, Devereux proposes two main ways for overcoming the
problems of countertransference in social research. These could broadly be
described (following Rowan, 1981) as self-awareness and realfriendship. Rowan
explains that for Devereux self-awareness comes mostly (although not solely) from
being psychoanalysed. Indeed, Devereux argues that:
.. .the behavioral scientist must be helped to realize that his data
arouse quite as much anxiety as clinical facts do, and that he has to
face his anxiety, so as to resist the temptation to scotomatize parts of
his material. A personal analysis usually helps one to do so,
although a level-headed scholar, who is willing to empathize with
people and can tolerate anxiety, is often able to handle this problem
quite as well as an analyzed field-worker... (Devereux, 1967:99)
I would argue that the development of such self-awareness might also be facilitated
through action inquiry or first-person inquiry practices, and as Rowan (1981:78)
suggests, by ‘having one’s own therapist, supervisor or review group, to whom one
can talk about one’s countertransference reactions in research’. I feel that I have
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been able to develop greater awareness of the ways in which I might be engaging
in anxiety-numbing and avoidance practices through the challenges posed by Peter,
my PhD supervisor. For example, in response to an early draft of one of the
chapters for this thesis (in which I attempted to develop my arguments around the
need for repose), he made the following comment:
There is something that disturbs me about all this: ‘other
alternatives’ expressed only in this language of repose, sounds like it
could be understood in terms of Randall and Southgate’s destructive
relaxing.. .Like you don’t just learn from your experience and go
back and do it better, attending to power and to participation and
negotiation and the like, you have to go to a new grand theory of
panpsychism to say something like ‘in a better world’ (when the
Messiah comes) we will work together in a wonderful way because
we are in repose! I am not knocking the idea of repose, but I do want
to challenge what seems a potential one-sidedness in the argument.
A parsimonious argument would be that you as a group cocked it up,
as we all do. I think you need to deal with this, as an action
researcher, in its own terms (as well as deal with these other ideas).
Otherwise the whole thing is ungrounded. (Personal communication,
April 2005)
I feel that Peter’s above comment and related feedback
•

prompted me to recognise the ways in which I might (un)consciously and
(un)knowingly be ignoring particular aspects of my experience which were
also anxiety-provoking, and

•

specifically challenged me to reflect on and deal with these experiences so
as to develop a more mature, critical and well-grounded interpretation of
what emerged through my participation in various fields of practice.

Over the last year, as I have reflected on my earlier writing and put together this
final version of the thesis, I have worked hard at conceptualising repose in ways
which emphasise the potential it holds for activeness rather than passivity, while
acknowledging the challenges which a commitment towards activeness presents for
me, as well as my tendency to embrace passivity as a form of anxiety-avoidance. I
have also sought to acknowledge the limitations of the inquiry practice(s) which I
was able to develop in various spaces. Moreover, I have worked hard to ensure
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that the argument I put forward in this thesis is not merely a soothing abstraction,
or intellectualisation serving as a defence mechanism; rather, I have sought to
develop a theoretical perspective capable of shedding light on my lived experience
and, significantly, of informing the development of my practice so that in future I
am better able to deal with the kinds of tensions and anxieties I encountered here.
To the extent that I have been able to do this, I hope that the line of reasoning I
present in this thesis might be understood as generative, valuable and appropriately
sublimatory, in a manner similar to that described by Devereux:
As a rule, the behavioral scientist feels impelled to develop
professional stances and procedures capable of protecting him
against the full impact of his anxiety-arousing data. At the same
time, since a scientist is not only a vulnerable human being, who
automatically seeks to avoid anxiety, but also a creative individual
capable of sublimation, many of the procedures which he is
(unconsciously) impelled to develop in order to protect himself form
anxiety also have genuine value for science. (Devereux, 1967:99)
More specifically, my hope is that having engaged in this inquiry, I am better able
to acknowledge the fear and anxiety I feel in relation to the ecological crises now
facing us, and hence better able to form appropriate responses to these, as Macy
suggests we might be able to do:
All the while, there is an unformed awareness in the background that
our world could be extensively damaged at any moment. Awesome
and unprecedented in the history of humanity, the awareness lurks
there, with an anguish beyond naming. Until we find ways of
acknowledging and integrating that level of anguished awareness, we
repress it; and with that repression we are drained of the energy we
need for action and clear thinking. (Macy, 1995:243)
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8.4.4 Conflict avoidance and the unitive self
So far in this section I have considered some of the ways in which it is possible to
make sense of our experience within the Sustainable Farmshire initiative by
drawing on
•

Gergen’s (2003) perspectives on acts of affirmation and productive
difference, and

•

Devereux’s (1967) work on anxiety and countertransference in social
research.

While considering each of these perspectives, I suggested that the tendency to
uncritically accommodate and/or collapse difference might in itself be underpinned
by the desire to avoid conflict, tension and anxiety. Indeed, on reflection, I can see
that I was relatively unprepared for the experience of conflict and tension as I
joined and co-created this group space. In setting out, I expected that it would be
possible for us to work together as a community and to reach a level of consensus
as to what needed doing, and to then companionably work together to make it
happen. I admit that this expectation was at best naive, at worst presumptuous.
The significant point to make, though, is that for the majority of the time that we
were working together, I for one felt that we were ‘on the same team’, that our
hopes and intentions were by and large aligned, or if they appeared somewhat
different, that they could nevertheless be accommodated alongside one another.
Hence, I can see that I contributed to the implicit sense that collaboration was
broadly characterised by goodwill, consensus and comradeship, and that this was
the ideal towards which we needed to be working.
I can further make sense of my anxiety around conflict by drawing on panpsychist
philosopher Freya Mathews’ (2003) notion of the unitive self. In opposition to the
autoic self (the modem, defensive-aggressive self dedicated to its own preservation
via strategies of repression of self, instrumentalisation of world and manipulation
of others), the unitive self seeks peace, bliss, refuge even, in its identified unity
with others and with the world at large. The unitive self seeks to pacify, merge,
dissolve boundaries and transcend differentiation, indeed, to achieve selflessness,
as a way of pre-empting and short-circuiting erotic engagement with the world,
with all its possibilities not only to energise and electrify us with the ‘fizz and
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crackle of contact’ (2003:107), but also to make us vulnerable and to expose us to
the ‘clash of boundaries, [the] force of collision and recoil’ (2003:108).
Mathews’ critique of the unitive self has some resonances with eco-feminist
philosopher Val Plumwood’s (1993) critique of what she refers to as the death of
the other in environmental and particularly deep ecological movements.
Plumwood (1993) criticises the indistinguishibility of self implied in deep
ecological arguments, for example, in the notion of the extended self. Plumwood
(1993) argues that leading deep ecological thinkers, staunchly subscribing to the
view that the universe is a seamless whole, proceed immediately to conclusions of
sameness and merged boundaries, which ultimately deny differentiation and lead to
the death of the other. (Interestingly, Plumwood’s argument could be understood
to concur with deep ecologist Frederic Bender’s (2003) suggestion that monism - in
which all things are understood to exist in undifferentiated unity - is not compatible
with the non-dualist metaphysics by which the ‘depth’ of ecological movements
should be judged.) Plumwood (1993) argues that this perspective is unhelpful to
the extent that it suggests that our environmental ethics should be based on our
identification with others, and on their sameness and their likeness to us:
Respect for others involves acknowledging their distinctness and
difference, and not trying to reduce or assimilate them...We need to
acknowledge difference as well as continuity to overcome dualism
and to establish non-instrumentalising relationships with nature,
where both connection and otherness are the basis of interaction.
The failure to affirm difference is characteristic of the colonizing
self which denies the other through the attempt to incorporate it into
the empire of the self, and which is unable to experience sameness
without erasing difference. (Plumwood, 1993:174)
For me, Mathews’ and Plumwood’s critiques raise a number of questions relevant
to my practice of action research and to my understanding of work for ecological
justice. For if what we strive towards is collaboration with others, towards
welcoming others to join us in working for a vision of sustainability, what
becomes of our intentions when we come across the other as differing, disagreeing,
unwilling to merge boundaries with us? What happens (as in the Sustainable
Farmshire experience) when we realise that those that we identified and embraced
as ‘allies’ in our ‘quest’ (and here I am drawing on the kind of language we used in
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our discussions) had actually not acquiesced to play the role we were ascribing
onto them? I return to these questions in Chapter Nine, when I reflect on my
collaboration with the Luhimba Project.

8.5

On abstractiveness and ungraspability in the ecological

movement
In this section, I propose that the difficulties we experienced in articulating a clear
and coherent vision for our work is not unique to the Sustainable Farmshire group,
but that developing, particularising and owning a vision or understanding of
sustainability is generally experienced as a difficult thing to do. My sense is that,
generally, we often fall back on official definitions of sustainability (including, for
example, ‘meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs’ or ‘sustainable development as
development which takes into account economic, social and environmental
concerns’). I suggest that the complex and systemic nature of the ecological crisis
might make it very difficult to grasp what sustainability means in practice, and
how it might be made a reality. Indeed, Joanna Macy suggests that the
imperceptibility of the ecological challenges facing us often leads to disbelief and
denial:
Although much of my life is taken up with the environmental
movement, I often find it difficult to grasp the reality of the dangers
facing us. The toxins in the air, food, and water are hard to taste or
smell. The spreading acreage of clear-cuts and landfills are mostly
screened from public view. The depletion of the great Ogallala
Aquifer and the destruction of the protective ozone layer are matters
of concern, but are maddeningly abstract.. .And the more perceptible
changes, like the smog layer over my city or the oil globs on the
beach, accrue so gradually they seem to become a normal part of life.
Although ubiquitous, these changes are subtle, making it hard to
believe the gravity and immediacy of the crisis we are
in.. .Conditions worsen in many dimensions simultaneously...
Although each issue is critical in its own right, it is their interplay
that most threatens our biosphere, for they compound each other
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systemically. However, it is precisely these systemic interactions
that are hard to see, especially for a culture untutored in the
perception of relationships. (Macy, 1995:242-243)

Although I do not feel that we necessarily experienced disbelief or denial, I suggest
that we experienced difficulties in making sense of ecological challenges in ways
which appreciated both its systemic and its local nature, as well as its subtlety and
its enormity. My sense is that we had not created the kinds of spaces and
processes whereby we could stay with the complexity and intricacies we
encountered when we spoke about the issues in any depth or detail. I suspect that
it is easier to rely on official definitions and more general understandings of
sustainability partly because they tend to be more vague, amorphous and
indefinite, and that trying to particularise and flesh out understandings that are
meaningful and appropriate to our contexts demands more effort and energy, as
well as the ability to actively engage with complexity and hold the tensions which
materialise.

This tendency towards idealisation (or towards retreat from the detailed
complexities and particulars of the issues) may present a significant challenge to
people seeking to act for sustainability, especially as they attempt to make sense of
their roles as self-appointed change agents. Within the Sustainable Farmshire
initiative, I believe that we explicitly and implicitly understood ourselves as
seeking to occupy the role of change agents. In the review meeting which took
place in June 2003, we talked about our understanding of change and change
agency in the following way:

The important point here is that we can choose to take on the role of
visionary change agents, while at the same time recognising that this
will necessarily entail some time and effort and that larger-scale
change is not something that happens overnight. Framing our role
and our sense of purpose in this way may be a good starting point.
(Extract from notes o f meeting, June 2003)

As I have stated already, I believe that at the time of the review meeting there was
a significant degree of dissatisfaction felt with the ways in which the initiative had
unfolded so far. The above extract suggests that we had begun to develop an
awareness of the difficulties inherent when seeking to act for change. Eight
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months after the initiative had been founded, there seemed to be a general sense
that we were not making much progress in making Farmshire more sustainable, as
well as a felt anxiety regarding how we might sustain our engagement with this
project, given our fairly modest actions and interventions so far. Thus, our
discussions around significant change not happening overnight were partly, I
believe, about reassuring ourselves that such change was possible, in the long- if
not short-term. At various points throughout the first eight months of the initiative,
we had considered different, mostly action-oriented strategies for how this
initiative may evolve. The following extract from the minutes of the review
meeting demonstrates the kinds of suggestions and strategies we were
contemplating at that moment in time:

It was suggested that if we wish to deliver long term social change
(change in attitudes and in the way people live their lives), and in
order to achieve that critical mass where it becomes the norm, it is
important to identify achievable, realistic, time-based smart targets
and projects, which work and which can be rolled out professionally
and incrementally, and then gradually built up from there. (Extract
from notes of meeting, June 2003)

The above was presented as a possible strategy for taking the initiative into the
future, and seemed to be accepted as such. At the time, I found myself tom
between a number of different tensions. On the one hand, I felt considerable
discomfort with the straight-forward purposive-ness that was being evidenced and
championed in the above discussion. At the same time, though, I was aware that
there might be a call for purposive-ness of this kind, that there was a sense in
which it was important to maintain momentum and enthusiasm for this initiative,
and that results or outcomes of some kind would be necessary in order to prove to
ourselves and to others that engaging in this kind of work was worthwhile. If
anything, the suggestion to move forward by pursuing action-oriented projects
might succeed in particularising our own broad and somewhat hazy visions of what
might be possible. The following extract, which also summarises part o f that same
discussion, suggests that we experienced some tension between seeking to hold an
inspiring, over-arching vision of the kind of change we were after and actually
articulating what our values, purposes and visions were in the first place:
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These projects could in themselves be framed as part of a larger
social movement, or an overarching vision of sustainable living
which ties these different things together. At the same time, we
wondered whether this would require the statement of a very clear,
definable purpose. What we are trying to do is to turn community
focus into becoming sustainable.. .but does this need defining? It is
possible that the word ‘sustainability’ means all things to all people?

... Although we do not have a fixed definition of what sustainability
is, it may be that people do have a vision of what a fairer, more
sustainable and more just world would look like, and of what a
community could do to make this happen. We also agreed that we
cannot get to this by just talking about it, and that we may need to
focus on this one step at a time, at a local, practical and concrete
level. (Extract from notes of meeting, June 2003)

The line o f reasoning recounted above could be understood as evidence of an
emerging awareness that there appear to be no clear, certain or predetermined ways
to make sustainability happen. The conclusion at which we arrive (regarding the
need to bring our engagement back to the local, practical and concrete level)
indicates also that what we now hoped to work towards was a more particular
vision of sustainability for the parish. Nevertheless, with hindsight, I wonder
whether it might have been possible to further particularise and/or localise our
efforts and attention, so that rather than begin from the assumption that somehow,
quite enigmatically, we could ‘deliver.. .changes in attitudes and in the way people
live their lives’, we could have taken the opportunity to ask less speculative, more
meaningful questions regarding the choices and opportunities for engagement
which lay before us, in this moment (rather than for the nameless others we are
trying to change, in some unspecified future time). Others in the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative had also begun to ask these kinds of questions, and during the
final reflection phase, a number of people suggested that it might have been more
appropriate to start from a focus on ourselves and on how we might act for
sustainability, as a small group of concerned individuals, rather than aspiring to
bring about changes in patterns of behaviour within the wider Farmshire
community.
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The focus on influencing the wider public and on shifting patterns in wider systems
could be understood as a characteristic of the environmental movement in many of
its forms, and arguably rightly so, seeing that the issues are indeed so pervasive and
systemic. At the same time, though, I believe that subscribing to such large-scale
objectives (either explicitly or implicitly) gives rise to significant challenges for
people seeking to act for change in this field. For if we value the process of
engaging with these questions insofar as it allows us to bring about significant, farreaching social change, then how do we deal with the disillusionment which arises
when we realise that such change is not easily forthcoming? How might we come
to grasp and articulate what our own grounding and contribution might be, if the
value of our interventions tends to be measured against somewhat hazy, grand
visions of change? And moreover, how do we sustain our engagement with such
challenges when it appears that we are not having the effects for which we were
hoping? How do we make sense of the concepts of success and failure, and of the
standards and outcomes through which we judge the usefulness and worth of our
lives and work?

8.5.1 Abstractiveness and affirming the given
It is possible to explore some of these questions by drawing on Mathews’ (2005)
critique of what she considers to be modernist abstractiveness. The tendency
towards abstractiveness, arguably characteristic of the modem individual and
society, could be defined as ‘a matter of finding one’s starting point for a course of
action in the realm of the abstractly conceived or imagined rather than finding it
within the reference frame of the actual’ (Mathews, 2005:27). From such a
perspective, that which is esteemed and prized as agency is the actor’s intentional
intervention in a course of events with the very aim o f superimposing on it a set of
abstractly conceived ends of their own. This is a distinctly different attitude to that
of affirming the given, which Mathews suggests is called for in a panpsychist
universe. Affirming the given requires that we ‘acknowledge the basic rightness of
things as they are, independently of our interventions, and allow them to unfold
unimpeded’ (2005:25). Instead, Mathews suggests, we (especially in Western
cultures) have come to judge our worth, and measure the success of our life’s
endeavours, in accordance to the extent to which we are able to make the world
around us comply to our desired image and to get to where we want to be. What
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makes this attitude problematic and potentially dangerous, suggests Mathews, is
the likelihood that the intentions and visions which shape our actions and our being
in the world originate not from within that world, within the ground of our actual
experience, but rather tend to be de-contextualised, arbitrary and manipulative;
working not with the grain of reality but rather seeking to transform it, make it
anew.
On this reading, striving to save the world, to make things better even, is
problematic to the extent that such framings might be understood as
‘rationalization(s) for continually replacing one regime with another’ (Mathews,
2005:37). Mathews suggests that the concepts of power and agency to which we
subscribe in our wish to ‘save the world’ are rooted in the same ethos of
domination and control which arguably lies at the core of the ecological crisis. In
this sense, our alleged wish to change the world is paradoxical, since such a desire
serves to further embed us in an ethos of dominion and supremacy, whereby our
ability to change the world, and the appropriate-ness of our seeking to do so, is
taken for granted. Mathews (2005) argues that a tendency towards abstractiveness
might serve to further distance us from engagement with the world as it is, and to
inhibit our ability to curiously and reverentially encounter the world.
Mathews suggests that a wish to encounter the world, in its irreducible and
unknowable complexity and mystery, might go hand-in-hand with an attitude of
letting-be. An ethos of letting-be rebuffs modernity’s ‘definitive ambition...to
remake the world’ (2005:37) and instead trusts in the conativity of matter and in its
own will to maintain and increase itself, so that, left to themselves, things will by
and large unfold in ways which ensure their own actualisation, and those of the
greater systems to which they belong. Mathews does not suggest that things should
not change and should, as if by magic, stay always the same. Rather, the
understanding of change which she envisages as being healthy and congruent with
an attitude of encounter and of letting-be is one which ‘[carries] us gently and
smoothly into the future, respecting the cycles of creation, decay, and regeneration’
(2005:34). Such change seeks not to ‘raze the old and superimpose on the space
that is left something unrelated to what preceded it’, but rather '[grows] from
within the shell o f the given’ (Mathews, 2005:34, my emphasis).
Those of us concerned with ecological degradation and social injustice might quite
understandably wish to shift these patterns. The important question might then
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become what kind o f change are we after? Are there models of agency, power and
pro-activity that do not serve and reinforce the very patterns of anthropocentric
dominion which we are allegedly seeking to challenge and transform? How might
I more helpfully understand my own role and positioning as someone concerned
with these issues, if as Mathews (2005:37) suggests, ‘environmentalism, even in its
deep ecological forms.. .needs to extricate its legitimate concern for nature from
heroic modernist assumptions about its own world-changing, world-saving role’?
Mathews recognises that in posing a deep challenge to the mindset of modernity,
the attitude of letting-be must also prescribe positive modes of agency. Indeed, she
suggests that
.. .the principle of letting-be is not, as it turns out, entirely
inconsistent with certain modes of proactivity, including modes of
resistance. The modes of proactivity in question are those that work
with, rather than against, the grain of the given.. .This is a mode of
agency that I have elsewhere termed synergy. In synergistic mode,
the agent can pursue ends of her own and can even seek to transform
the status quo, but not by abstracting from the given and trying to
replace it, holus bolus, with an arbitrary design of her own. She does
not seek to erase the given, or contradict it, but by joining her own
conativity to its she elicits from it a new response, a spontaneous
unfolding in a new direction. (Mathews, 2005:40)
As an example, Mathews suggests that in the context of the environmental
movement a third, synergistic way exists between outright interventionism (or
abstractiveness) and mere ‘letting die’ (which is possible if the principle of lettingbe degenerates into a rationale for neglect). She refers to this as environmental
healing which, ‘in a synergistic sense, would involve not mechanistic
intervention—the substitution of new parts or suites of species for old—but the
reactivation of a system’s own conative energies. Healing draws upon forces or
powers already present within the existing state of things to restore the system in
question to dynamic equilibrium’ (2005:41).
Mathews’ critique of modernist assumptions regarding change and agency helps
me to further make sense of my experience as part of the Sustainable Farmshire
initiative. Perhaps understandably, given our identification with particular models
of change and benchmarks of success and failure, our expectations were quite high.
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We hoped to initiate a significant process of social change, engaging many others
across the community, and expected that we would be able to work in partnership
with other actors in order to make this kind of change happen. Not unexpectedly,
we made assumptions regarding what such partnerships would look like, and how
they might be enabled. I have already acknowledged that we might have usefully
given greater care and attention to exploring, unpacking and understanding what it
was that we meant by partnership and collaboration in this particular instance.
Taking into account Mathews’ critique of the tendency towards abstractiveness and
idealisation in the environmental movement (in many of its guises), I wonder
whether I might have more appropriately approached my involvement with this
initiative from an attitude of affirming the given, from a more modest wish to come
to know and understand the subtleties and detail of what was actually happening in
Farmshire, and what was imminent in the natural unfolding of this place and of this
community.
I do not suggest that this in no way formed part of our aspirations or plans. Indeed,
as a group, we held considerable local knowledge, and we often spoke about
making connections with other things happening locally. Nevertheless, my sense is
that we were unable to stay with this wish to really come to know and understand
in some depth and detail what was going on. Instead, my sense was that we were
oscillating between different possibilities, opportunities and visions of what might
happen, rather than resting and grounding ourselves in the flesh and detail of what
was happening already or of what we might usefully offer in the moment.
I believe that this apparent restlessness may in part be linked to the urgency which
is arguably experienced when seeking to respond to the ecological crisis. As I
participated in the initiative, I became quite conscious of time pressures and timescales, and I (along with others I believe) came to judge passing time as an
indicator of where we should be at. Given this sense of urgency, it does not seem
astoundingly surprising to me that we did not take the time to really explore and get
to grips with what such concepts as sustainability, partnership, dialogue and so on
would look like. After all, these are arguably complex, multifaceted concepts, and
their practice even more uncharted, so that an exploration of ‘what we mean by
these and how we live these out in the world’ may have called for the kind of time
and effort which we may have felt unable to afford.
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8.6

On restlessness and the attainment of immediate
paradise

There are strong links between the urgency and restlessness I experienced here, and
my subsequent reading of Thomas Berry’s critique of the journey archetype, to
which I now turn. Berry reflects on the long-standing and pervasive narrative of
the spiritual journey, common to so many cultures and historical eras, and suggests
that without it ‘we cannot find meaning in our present venture through time, nor
can we find the support needed for sustaining the sorrows and anxieties of life’
(Berry, Historical Spirituality [HS]:\4)s. In this ancient archetype, Berry proposes,
lies a means through which we might develop the spiritual and emotional capacities
to engage with present challenges. As such, Berry’s analysis is immediately
relevant to the question I have come to consider as crucial through my inquiry, that
of how we might develop repose in ourselves, so that we are able to healthily
sustain our engagement with ecological challenges. The primary elements of the
archetypal journey, Berry suggests, are ‘the awakening to the present as a strange
and unsatisfactory setting for human existence, the need for seeking a new form of
life, battles to overcome destructive forces at work, and, finally, the achievement of
liberation, attaining the true self, and arrival at a sacred paradise’ (Berry, HS: 14).
Thus might we describe and make sense of our motivations and aspirations as we
set out on the initiative which we envisioned could lead us to a Sustainable
Farmshire.
One key aspect of the journey narrative is that of the Hero, the ‘higher human
personality’ (Berry, HS: 16-17), which Berry identifies as one-and-the-same with
the Cosmic Person, the Sage, the Cosmic Christ, the ‘hero of a thousand faces’ (as
expressed by Joseph Campbell, 1904-1987). I would suggest that, in embarking on
this process that was the Sustainable Farmshire initiative, the core of us involved in
setting up this initiative saw ourselves as occupying a central, agentic role. Though
not overtly heroic, we did at times explicitly refer to ourselves as catalysts for
change and visionaries.
Berry suggests that, alongside the heroic central figure(s), a further key aspect of
the journey narrative is that of the death-rebirth symbol, increasingly experienced
5 Quoted with permission of author Thomas Berry from an essay pending publication.
Date unknown.
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in the form of periodic social-historical convulsions rather than in the seasonal and
cyclical sequences of nature. This, Berry argues, is particularly so since the advent
of the Biblical experience, where the Easter ritual, for example, celebrates the
destruction of the world and its renewal at the time of Noah, and where the Day of
the Lord heralds a ‘total earthly renewal’, as in the Descent of the Heavenly
Jerusalem:
These millennial symbols of transformation and final healing of the
human condition have given to Western societies our exceptional
historical drive. They have been particularly powerful during
periods of human suffering on an extreme scale... [However] this
expectation has vastly increased our sensitivity to our human
condition, made us irreconcilable with ourselves and more than ever
desirous of total transformation both of ourselves and of our
environment. Evolutionary processes themselves have become
intolerable. There must be immediate paradise. (Berry, HS.22-23)
Insofar as the journey narrative has, over millennia, provided human beings with a
way of making sense of the spiritual transformative process humanity in general
feels moved to undertake, it is a useful symbol from which to draw strength and
courage. But to the extent that the narrative of the journey has, particularly since
Biblical times, been associated with the attainment of final healing and immediate
paradise, it may be understood as incommensurable with the complexity of the
ecological and social challenges now facing us, and thus, an inappropriate source
of wisdom. The drive to bring about change, to transform the less-than-ideal
circumstances in which we find ourselves, might therefore be understood as
problematic, founded as it often appears to be on conceptions of change and agency
which emphasise the desirability of quick-fixes and instant gratification:
Indeed the clash between the gradual and the immediate, the
evolutionary and the revolutionary is the abiding tension in Western
historical society. It is the cruel ambiguity in the prophetic
enunciation of the Day of the Lord. The increasing tempo of history
has led to increased sensitivity to the time span to be endured before
the day of bliss arrives. The sense of urgency, in turn, has led to
repeated triumphs of revolutionary moments over more evolutionary
methods.. .In relation to the total change desired, all minor
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improvements are inadequate. There is no time. Centuries of slow
improvement would never lead to the alleviation sought.. .Nor does it
seem that such an evolutionary process fulfils the requirement of the
hero myth, resting as it does on the engagement of demonic forces in
decisive combat leading to the supreme treasure, the beautiful
maiden, the authentic self, the divine presence. (Berry, HS:23-24)

The tension between restlessness and close attentiveness is one with which I have
grappled throughout my attempts to engage with the ecological crisis. For
instance, both in my collaboration with the Sustainable Farmshire initiative and
with the MSc group, I experienced a tension between urgently feeling the need to
do something, to act in ways which were quite concretely and specifically dealing
with the problem, and at the same time, becoming increasingly conscious that such
a sense of intentionality might, in itself, be problematic, testimony of more of the
same kind of thinking. Indeed, it is interesting to note that, after the decision had
been made to bring the Sustainable Farmshire initiative to a close, I experienced
time as taking on a different quality, as if, no longer anxious to get somewhere, we
could afford to take some time and space to think things through. Others also
seemed to have struggled with the apparent sense of urgency we felt, as the
following quote from the final reflection phase shows:

‘.. .and maybe we needed a much better understanding of the long
term nature of this process, I mean, we met once a month, and I’m
not sure that was helpful. We could have met less frequently, maybe
once every four months, and actually made more effort in making
these “weak connections” in between, you know, touching base with
people to keep things going; things you can’t measure, but I still
think these are important moves. Meeting every month kind of made
it feel as if we needed to achieve results all the time, and I don’t
think that was helpful, not really.’ (RF, one-to-one conversation,
March 2004)

Developing a sense of repose is, I believe, one way in which we might seek to
assuage and quieten our tendency towards restlessness. Earlier in this thesis, I
briefly suggested that our ability to develop repose or peace of mind may rest on
understanding this as a practice o f personal development and spiritual unfolding.
Thus I concur with Berry’s suggestion that the journey archetype may be useful in
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giving meaning in our present venture through time, and in giving us the support
we need to sustain the sorrows and anxieties of life. I also concur with his critique
of the emphasis increasingly placed on revolutionary forces and immediate bliss.
Instead, I adhere to notions of spiritual and personal development which emphasise
this as an ongoing, deepening process, without an end-point. Indeed, I wish to be
clear that I do not see repose as an end-point or even as ideal state. What I am
suggesting is that we may find repose, or a resting groundfrom which to
particularise our offerings/intentions and then move into action, in the process of
engaging with such challenges, and in committing to this as an ongoing spiritual
journey and as a practice of personal development. I join integral ecologist Darcy
Riddel in suggesting that understanding our work in this way may enable us to
engage with ecological challenges in sustained, joyful and life-affirming ways:
When activists can experience the challenges of their work as part of
a path of personal, spiritual unfolding, the work takes on added
meaning and depth. Cultivating this ongoing transformation is an
antidote to the subtle superiority, alienation and despair that often
accompany activism. (Riddell, 2005:75)
In the chapter that follows, I consider how it is that we might hold our engagement
with this work moment to moment, and I seek to describe how my own experience
of moments of grace contributes to my developing sense of repose, and to my
practice in relation to ecological challenges.

8.7

On holding tension and complexity

In Chapter Six, I proposed that developing repose in oneself may be understood as
concurrent with increased self-reflection and self-awareness, and with increased
consciousness of our own positioning and grounding, and of the effects of our own
actions. The development of such an adequate understanding depends, I believe,
on our ability and willingness to hold tensions and questions around our place and
experience in the world. As I have mentioned already, my interpretation of the
manner in which the Sustainable Farmshire initiative eventually ended suggests
that I (within my own inquiry practice) and we (as a group seeking to act for social
change) were unable to hold the tensions, difficulties and conflicts which emerged
through the process of engagement. In particular, we seemed unable to deal with
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the tension and complexity which became evident when we experienced an
adversarial response to one of our proposals. This claim follows on from the
argument I presented earlier in this chapter, where I suggested that through our
interactions we may have sought to collapse rather than encourage productive
difference. My sense is that, once we were confronted with difference, in a fairly
definite and unambiguous way, we experienced this as a stumbling block or as a
barrier to engagement with this work. I therefore wish to consider how we might
develop the capacity to hold tension and complexity as a significant part of the
inquiry process (much in the same way that Devereux considers how one might
carry out social research in ways that have the potential to be simultaneously
sublimatory and creative).
For me, there is an important link here with the psycho-developmental challenge
identified by Mathews (2003:11), that of becoming able ‘to face up to the
possibilities of suffering in our own lives in ways that do not compromise our
openness to encounter’. Of course, this challenge is closely related to those
challenges expressed by action research thought and practice, especially as
articulated by Torbert (2001) in relation to action inquiry and Marshall (1999,
2001) in relation to self-reflective inquiry practices or to living life as inquiry. For
example, Torbert (2001) emphasises the vulnerability of the inquirer, and suggests
that
.. .one must be willing to be vulnerable to self-transformation if one
wishes to encourage ongoing, episodic transformation in others and
in whole structures of activity (Rooke and Torbert, 1998). Whereas
traditional forms of power (e.g. coercion, diplomacy, logistics,
charisma) can be exercised unilaterally, transformational power can
only be successfully exercised under conditions of mutual
vulnerability. (Torbert, 2001:256)
Along similar lines, Marshall (2001:435) draws on Bakan’s (1966) notions of
agency and communion, and suggests that these are ‘potentially complementary
coping strategies for dealing with the uncertainties and anxieties of being alive’.
She continues:
Agency is an expression of independence through self-protection,
self-assertion and control of the environment. Communion is the
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sense of being ‘at one’ with other organisms or the context, its basis
is integration, interdependence, receptivity. (Marshall, 2001:435)
Marshall’s claim that she seeks to combine both directed/ active and open /
receptive approaches in her inquiry practice, and her acknowledgement that at
times she experiences significant tensions around this combination, contributes to
my understanding of the challenges I experienced in the Sustainable Farmshire
initiative, particularly revolving around my emerging understanding of what valid
forms of authority, agency, directedness, collaboration and participation might
look like, and how they may complement each other. It is apparent to me that the
tensions I experienced around these gave rise to a significant degree of anxiety
within me.
Heron and Reason (2001:179) suggest that a key inquiry skill is that of emotional
competence, ‘including the ability to manage effectively anxiety stirred up by the
inquiry process’. It seems to me that developing the emotional competence to
effectively hold and make sense of the experience of anxiety, uncertainty and
vulnerability, and the many other tensions that have arisen for me as I engaged in
this work, is part of what I seek to do in developing repose in myself. In Chapter
Nine, my aim is to demonstrate how I seek to develop such emotional competence,
both by holding the process of engagement moment to moment and through
openness to moments of grace.
In the following sub-section, I wish to demonstrate how I sought to evidence
emotional competence and hold these tensions through the reflective document I
prepared and the reflective conversations I facilitated as we ended the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative.

8.7.1 Robustness and emotional competence
It seemed evident to me that, through our participation in the initiative, we had
opened ourselves to the possibility of pain and suffering, and indeed, participants
spoke of feeling angry, hurt, disappointed, anxious and vulnerable as a result of
some of what had emerged from this initiative. I suggest that one way to make
sense of what had happened was to say that we lacked a sense of repose; that is, we
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had a relatively undeveloped ability to hold tension, uncertainty and complexity, as
well as a relatively undeveloped appreciation of our lived experience and sense of
positive self-knowledge. On the other hand, the reflection phase which followed
seemed to give us the space and distance to more critically reflect on what had
happened.

Quite clearly, facing up to the difficulties we had experienced, and to the part we
had played therein, would be a challenge. My wish, in shaping and containing
these spaces for reflection, was to afford opportunities for both problematising and
appreciating the various intentions and commitments that we brought to this work.
With a view to facing up to the difficulties and so-called stumbling blocks we had
experienced, I raised a number o f questions regarding the part that we had played
in bringing these about. The extract below, taken from the reflective document,
illustrates how I sought to do this:

It is possible to consider our interactions with [particular members of
the community] in this light. The strong response to our use of the
word ‘partnership’ to describe our relationship with the Parish
Council could be seen as a signal encouraging us to take a more
exploratory, questioning approach to what we mean when we use
certain words. The learning/developmental point might be for us to
unpack and check out with one another what it is that we mean by
the values that we are seeking to uphold: what would ‘working in
partnership’ with others look like, in practice? How are the choices
that we make in daily interaction with others continually shaping and
forming what we mean by ‘participation’, ‘inclusiveness’,
‘dialogue’, etc., and what then becomes possible (or not!) in these
spaces and relationships?
The challenge might be for us to become skilled in asking
difficult questions about our own actions: How are we contributing to
the adversarial response that we are experiencing?.. .How does this
then match up with our understanding o f ‘collaboration’, ‘mutual
respect’, and so on? Are we able to generate an open, creative
interchange of ideas and perspectives in this instance, given our
history together?.. .And is there a feeling that we cannot rush ahead
and speak about dialogue and participation in general terms if we are
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not able to make a go of it in this particular instance? (Extract from
reflective document, December 2003)

A key concern for me, throughout my PhD inquiry, has been that o f remaining
open to the need for engaging in thought and work of this kind, despite the
challenges and complexities which evidently do arise. In writing the reflective
document, I was conscious that a proclamation of ‘why we must keep going’ might
be understood as a wish on my part to smooth over the disappointment and anxiety
we had experienced, to tidy up the messiness that we had encountered in trying to
act for change, or in Devereux’s words, to engage in ataractic practices.

And at the same time, I felt it was important for me to articulate my own emerging
understanding that we need not retreat into feelings of apathy, inadequacy or
defensiveness and that along with the seeming intractability of the ecological
challenges facing us, it was possible to experience a kind of joy, nourishment and
blessedness in choosing to attend to these challenges, and to questions regarding
our appropriate place and role in the world. I therefore briefly shared, within the
reflective document, my own budding understanding of the need to attend to that
which sustains us in this work:

... What is becoming apparent to me is that, in order to sustain and
take care of myself through this kind of work, I need to engage in
processes which help me to develop an appreciation of the
contribution that I/we can make, however small. This is about
acknowledging and valuing our own activeness, creativity,
achievements and processes of living, as Arne Naess argues. It may
be about realising that we may not be able to heroically ‘save the
world’, but that we may be amongst many working along a Tong
wall of change’, all contributing to shift things a little bit.
I would suggest that we need to be aware of what it is that
sustains us through this work, and what we believe ‘is in it for us’.
For example, other action researchers working for change with local
communities have suggested that they see their work as ‘an
important means to address [their] own alienation’ and as a way ‘to
struggle to get back in touch with a sense of social
interconnectedness that [they] find sadly lacking most of the time’
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(Banks and Mangan, 1999:126). (Extract from reflective document,
December 2003)

With time, I am coming to understand, in greater detail and grounded-ness, what it
is that sustains and delights me in this work, as I show in the chapter that follows.
My intention in this sub-section has been to emphasise that I see both the
development of emotional competence (of the kind that allows us to hold our
experience of anxiety and vulnerability), and an openness to the joy and
blessedness with which we may also be presented as we engage with difficult
challenges, as important qualities of a practice of repose.

8.7.2 Acting with intention into the unknowable
In further reflecting on what it might mean to hold tension and complexity and to
develop emotional competence as part of an inquiry practice, it helps me to
consider Patricia Shaw’s (2002) complexity approach to change. Shaw’s
scholarship (and that of her colleagues at the Complexity and Management Centre
o f the University of Hertfordshire) seeks to explore organisational practice from a
complexity perspective, ‘in which the inevitable paradoxes and ambiguities of
organisational life are not finally resolved but held in creative tension’
(http://perseus.herts.ac.uk/prospectus/faculty_bs/uhbs/research/complexity-andmanagement-centre/complexity-and-management-centre_home.cfm, Accessed 13
March 2006). Drawing on evolutionary and systems theory, social constructionist
thought and various psychological understandings of the dynamics at work in
human relationships, Shaw and her colleagues emphasise the self-organising
potential of ordinary conversation in which people reflect together on their
personal and interpersonal experiences.

In some respects, Shaw’s (2002) complexity approach to change could be
understood to be analogous to the practice of encounter advocated by Frey a
Mathews (2003, 2005). In a similar vein to Mathews’ (2003) critique o f the
modernist tendency towards abstractiveness, Shaw (2002:10) is critical of
perspectives on organisational development and change which suggests that
managers, consultants and facilitators should propose well-designed patterns for
interaction in advance o f interacting: ‘Thus they fill the looming openness of the

247

future with exercises, frameworks, structured agendas, matrices and categories, as
though, without them, there will not be a useful structuring of interaction’. This
legacy of mainstream management and organisational development thought and
practice serves, she suggests, to distance our attention away from the evolving form
of our organisational experience, and our ongoing participation within it:
Most of what managers, leaders, consultants, and facilitators are
asked to do is ‘to get ahead of the game’, ‘to be on top of the mess’,
‘to manage the process’, ‘to set boundaries’, ‘to delve beneath the
surface to change the deep structure’. It would seem that we want to
think of ourselves anywhere other than where we are, in the flow of
our live engagement, sustaining and transforming the patterning that
simultaneously enables and constrains our movement into the future.
(Shaw, 2002:5)
Instead, Shaw suggests, what she and her colleagues at the CMC are attempting to
do is to
.. .develop a way of thinking which emphasizes the self-organizing
patterning of communicative action in complex responsive processes
of human relating (Stacey, Griffin and Shaw, 2000; Stacey, 2001). It
is a way of thinking that invites us to stay in the movement of
communicating, learning and organizing, to think from within our
living participation in the evolution of forms of identity. Our
blindness to the way we participate in fabricating the conversational
realities of organizing is compounded by the difficulty we have in
thinkingfrom within, in thinking as participants, in thinking in
process terms, above all, in thinking paradoxically. (Shaw, 2002:20)
Shaw’s approach to change suggests that we might usefully participate attentively
in conversational processes, understanding that in conversation we perpetually
sustain and change the possibilities for going on together (much along the lines of
Mathews’ practice of encounter, although of course Mathews’ panpsychist focus is
on conversing with a communicative, soulful universe, whereas Shaw focuses
more specifically on human networks).
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Of particular significance to the present discussion is Shaw’s suggestion that in
living with and in the midst o f the immediate paradoxes and complexities of
organisational life, we must act with intention into the unknowable. This requires
that we accept the essential uncertainty of participating in evolving events and that
we attend to the creative possibilities of such participation. From this perspective,
and indeed from an action research/inquiry perspective, it may be less relevant to
think about what kinds of shapes and structures we may usefully have given to the
Sustainable Farmshire initiative, and more useful to think about how we may have
encountered the evolving processes of interacting with one another with
attentiveness and curiosity. Indeed, I consider that developing my inquiry practice
involves reflecting on the ways I contributed to shaping the organisational forms,
realities, and special arrangements (Marshall and Reason, 2006) which grounded
and patterned my interactions with others in my various fields of practice.
Similarly, from the perspective that in conversation and interaction we perpetually
sustain and change the possibilities for going on together, our concern with the
possible tension between giving direction and making space for other community
members to become involved seems to miss the point. The issue is not whether an
individual or a small group might appropriately assert authority and/or set direction
in what is construed as a democratic, participative context; rather, the challenge is
to maintain attention to the generative and/or degenerative potential of each
moment and to how we contribute to this, either by our action or inaction, by the
assertiveness we demonstrate or the input we withhold. Ospina et al. (2004) make
a similar point in relation to their experience with the community leaders (which I
first referred to in Chapter Three). They recognise that
.. .by owning our expertise, and by challenging awardees’ knee-jerk
reaction based on their assumptions about us.. .we could have taken
more steps to work out issues of authority at the micro-level of
interaction, where power manifests itself. (Ospina et al., 2004:63)
This attentiveness and presentness to the micro-level of interaction may be part of
what acting with intention into the unknowable is about.
There is something about the notion of acting with intention into the unknowable
which interests me. As I mentioned earlier, in contracting to be part of the
Sustainable Farmshire initiative, I had a sense of intentionality: I felt that what I
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wished to do was to engage with others in second-person inquiry around the
challenges of sustainability. My sense is that the challenge for me lay in acting
into the unknowable. My main anxiety in acting into the unknowable was that I
might get things ‘wrong’, that I may alienate others or that my suggestions might
be ill-received; indeed, this seems to mirror the anxieties I have already
acknowledged feeling in relation to conflict, difference and disagreement. So I
notice that there seems to be an interesting interplay between acting with intention
(with a sense of purpose and perhaps even with objectives in mind) and acting with
gentleness and curiosity, while tolerating the uncertainty of not knowing how our
interventions will be received and/or what may unfold in response. It is apparent
that this would require a degree of maturity, robustness and, I believe, the ability to
be both present and actively participating in the moment while at the same time
being able to stand backfrom one’s own purposeful participation.
My experience of approaching the Sustainable Farmshire initiative with particular
aspirations was that I very quickly felt that I had a vested interest in seeing the
project succeed (which of course was wrapped up in certain understandings of
success). This preoccupation with success led, I believe, to my experiencing the
kinds of self-absorbed anxieties which Spinoza refers to in his critique of the
human condition, including doubts regarding my own sense of self-worth and
worries regarding all that I might or might not achieve. Thus, one way in which I
can make sense of my experience is to say that I lacked qualities of repose in
engaging with the uncertain and evolving processes which formed part thereof again, much as the Ecological Thinking participants grappled with the uncertainty
and complexity they experienced as they engaged with the course material.
A practice of repose would, I believe, involve being able to stand back from one’s
own expectations, intentions, hopes and fears while at the same time seeking to
develop one’s capacities for self-awareness and for effective action. This is not the
same as not seeking to influence what goes on around one; rather, it is to do with
acting with intention to (for example) establish, support and contain processes in
appropriate ways, but not vesting one’s own sense of self-worth, groundedness and
power of acting in the outcomes of these interventions. Again, this is not
equivalent to not caring whether our actions are effective or successful. Rather, it
is about seeking to maintain one’s sense of repose or peace of mind as one acts into
the unknowable, and as one’s hopes and aspirations are thrown into disarray and
called into question. The ability to do this may rest, I suggest, on holding the
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process of engagement with such challenges moment to moment, understanding
this as a practice of personal development and spiritual unfolding, and on
sustaining our engagement with this work through openness to moments of grace
and to joyful living. I explore these practices and processes in some depth in the
chapter that follows.
To summarise, in this section I have argued that the capacity to hold tension and
complexity is key to the development of an effective inquiry practice and to
appropriate activeness in relation to ecological challenges. I have suggested that in
seeking to develop the capacity to hold tension and complexity, I may need to
develop a sense of robustness, emotional competence, and the ability to act with
intention into the unknowable.

8.8

Conclusions

In this chapter, I reflected on my experience of participating in the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative, and in particular on what we might learn about the process of
engaging with ecological challenges through this initiative. I drew on the concept
of repose as appropriate throughout the chapter, and used it as a lens through which
to make sense of these challenges and to consider how we might appropriately
respond to these.
One of my aims in this chapter was to critically reflect on the kinds of qualities,
both personal and relational, which may give form and substance to a practice of
repose, and to demonstrate how a practice of repose may contribute both to the
development of an inquiry practice and to the ways in which we understand and
choose to relate to current ecological challenges. I suggest that in seeking to
respond to the kinds of tensions and challenges I have described in this chapter, I
might helpfully seek to enact qualities of repose, which would include:
•

Establishing a grounded understanding of my particular strengths and
weaknesses; of the fears and anxieties which affect me (and the manner in
which these affect me); of what I may be able to offer to the world and
what my developmental needs might be.
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•

Establishing a satisfactory understanding of others and of world, including
context and political awareness, and the appreciation of and respect for
difference and the unknown in others.

•

Acknowledging the creative tension (and the possibilities for degenerative
conflict) to which this may give rise and maintaining my composure as I
position myself in relation to the world, and of course, to others working
in this field.

•

Attending to and seeking to quieten my sense of restlessness, and
understanding that in engaging with such challenges moment to moment,
and in committing to this as an ongoing spiritual journey and as a practice
of personal development, I may find the resting ground from which to
particularise my offering and from which to then move into action.

•

Developing the emotional competence to hold anxiety, distress and
vulnerability, while remaining open to and appreciative of the experience
of joy and blessedness with which we may be presented as we engage
with these challenges.

•

Acting with intention and seeking to develop my capacity for effective
action while at the same time standing back from my own expectations,
intentions, hopes and fears. Not vesting my sense of self-worth,
groundedness and power of acting in the outcomes of these interventions.

Having drawn some conclusions regarding the nature of the challenges and
opportunities faced in action and inquiry for sustainability, in the chapter that
follows I reflect on my own positioning and experimentation in relation to these.
In particular, I aim to evidence how it is that I seek to enact and experiment with
the above qualities in my developing inquiry practice and in my ongoing efforts to
appropriately respond to complex ecological challenges. Thus, one of my key
objectives in the following chapter is to draw some conclusions regarding what I
am learning about my own inquiry practice, my own sense of activeness and my
own sense of place and purpose in the world.

252

9

Holding the process of engagement

9.1

Framing

Thus far in this thesis I have sought to evidence the kinds of challenges and
tensions often experienced by people when seeking to engage with ecological
challenges. I have reflected on my collaboration with various groups, and have
identified that a challenge generally experienced by participants was that of
holding and staying with the tensions and questions raised, and that of sustaining
their engagement with these challenges in the long-run.
Following such ecological thinkers as Spinoza, Naess, Macy, Mathews, Berry,
Bender, Fisher and Roszack, I have argued that it may be necessary to re-evaluate
the nature and role of the human as part of the cosmos, so that we can continue to
work with commitment and joy (of a kind) in the face of the urgency, complexity
and devastation which we must also acknowledge. I have argued that the concept
and practice of repose may contribute to this process of re-evaluation, and to the
development of our capacity to engage with such challenges in more life-affirming
ways.
Specifically, in Chapter Eight, I reflected on my experience of participating in the
Sustainable Farmshire initiative, and on the kinds of qualities, both personal and
relational, which may give form and substance to a practice of repose. As I
conceptualise it, the principal qualities of repose could be summarised as
•

A grounded understanding of our own positioning and of the anxieties and
tensions which affect us (and the manner in which these affect us);

•

A willingness to actively engage with such tensions and anxieties, and the
capacity to do so in creative and sublimatory ways;

•

A readiness to encounter and meet the unknown/other, in its/his/her
difference and inscrutability, while acknowledging the possibilities for
conflict and suffering that this holds;

•

A commitment to quieten the restlessness which we may experience, and
to find a resting ground from which to particularise our offerings and from
which to then move into action.
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I briefly suggested that in seeking to develop the above kinds of qualities we might
do well to
•

Hold the process of engagement moment to moment, understanding this as
a practice of personal development and spiritual unfolding; as well as

•

Develop the emotional competence to hold anxiety, distress and
vulnerability, while remaining open to and appreciative of the joy and
blessedness which we may also experience as we engage with these
challenges.

In this chapter, I expand on the above two points, and I argue that holding the
process o f engagement moment to moment and openness tojoy and blessedness are
crucial in developing the capacity to respond to ecological challenges from a
position of repose. I ground my arguments in my experience of collaborating with
the Luhimba Project group, as I explain hereafter.

9.2

Grounding: My collaboration with the Luhimba

Project
In the present chapter, I present a rather detailed account of my experience in
Luhimba, Tanzania, which I visited as part of my collaboration with the Luhimba
Project charity. There are a number of points I would like to make in order to
justify my inclusion of this detailed account as part of the thesis, and its positioning
within it. These are as follows:
1. I began my engagement with the Luhimba Project at around the same time as I
was closing my engagement with my other fields of practice (those described
so far in this thesis). Indeed, at the time of my visit to Luhimba in August
2004,1 had not only formally ended my various other collaborations, I had also
spent some time reflecting on the various challenges and questions which had
been raised for me as part thereof. By this point, I had already come to believe
that sustaining our engagement with complex ecological challenges was
important, and that seeing this as a process of personal development and
spiritual unfolding may help us to hold the many tensions evident in this kind
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of work, and to do so with curiosity, joy and commitment. As I suggested in
the concluding parts of the previous chapter, I believe that these latter qualities
are important if we are to see this as a process of personal development and
spiritual unfolding, and that a more curious and gentle approach may go some
way towards sustaining our continued engagement with these issues. The
ability to act with gentleness and curiosity is one which I am consciously
seeking to develop as I gain experience as an action researcher, as I
demonstrate in this chapter.
In my engagement with this field of practice, then, I sought to hold the process
o f engagement moment to moment, or to carefully attend to the emergence of
possibilities in the present moment and/or context, and to respond according to
what appeared to be called for there and then. I consider that in seeking to hold
the process of engagement thus, I was able to bring qualities of repose,
attentiveness and groundedness to my inquiry practice, of a kind which had not
been evident in my previous collaborations. Moreover, I believe that the
qualities of attentiveness and curiosity which I brought to this work allowed
me to see more clearly how I might sustain my own engagement with such
complex challenges, again in a way which I had not been able to appreciate
before.
Hence, one of the reasons why I choose to include a detailed account of my
experience in Luhimba is that I wish to evidence such shifts. Presenting such a
detailed account also allows me to show how I sought to hold the process of
engagement with these questions and challenges moment to moment. One of
the ways in which I believe I was able to do this was through extensive
journaling. Indeed, my collaboration with the Luhimba Project group was the
space in which I most intensely engaged in a practice of journaling and also in
experimenting with drawing as a presentational form. Throughout this chapter,
then, I draw on extracts from my journal as a way of evidencing the quality and
manner of my engagement with various tensions and opportunities.
2. A further reason I include this detailed account at this point of the thesis is
because I believe that it may be valuable to compare the experiences of
participants in the Luhimba Project with those of participants in my various
other fields of practice. In particular, I argue that participants in the Luhimba
Project may have been better able to draw on the emotional and spiritual
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energy necessary to keep on engaging with the challenges they faced and that it
may in fact be easier to sustain our engagement with ecological challenges of
the kind contemplated by the Luhimba Project group. By this I mean that it
may be easier to engage with challenges which affect human beings more
specifically (such as the marginalisation of persons and communities or the
unequal distribution of wealth) rather than those which relate more intangibly
to the more-than-human world, with which we are arguably less able to relate
in modem times.
Indeed, I suggest that a key difference between the Luhimba Project and the
Ecological Thinking intakes, the MSc programme and the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative is that participants in the latter three may have been less
able to see tangible evidence of the worth of their efforts (something which is
arguably more available to those involved in the Luhimba Project). In putting
forward this argument (which I develop towards the end of this chapter), I
suggest that one of the questions to which we may give further attention is that
of how we may become more sensitive to our connectedness with the morethan-human world, so that our engagement with pressing ecological challenges
may be nourished and sustained, and so that our place as part of the natural
world and the cosmos may be appropriately re-evaluated and re-invented.

9.3

Holding the process of engagement moment to moment

My aim in this section is to demonstrate how adopting qualities of repose allowed
me the space and the energy to stay with the many questions which were raised for
me during my visit to Luhimba, and to hold the process of engagement with these
moment to moment, in what I came to understand as joyful and life-affirming
ways.
In particular, these questions revolved around my role and potential contribution
within this context, and how these might be understood by myself and others. It
seemed to me that, although all of us involved may have had some preconceptions
and assumptions regarding what my/our role(s) here might be, there was also much
potential for this to take shape in different ways. With this in mind, I sought to
attend to how my role and contribution unfolded through the choices that I made in
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the immediacy of each moment: through my inter-relating with others, through the
stories, interpretations and possibilities which were inscribed upon me or made
open to me in a variety of ways, and through my ability to engage with these in
ways which allowed me sufficient freedom to both accept and/or challenge these.
Thus, throughout this chapter, I seek to show how I sought to evidence particular
qualities of repose, including self-aware and context-aware reflexivity, mature
understanding and intuition, and the courage and creativity to engage with
complexity and uncertainty and to respond appropriately.

9.3.1 Adopting an appreciative stance...and making room for
problematisation
The questions at the forefront of my mind when I arrived at Luhimba, after many
months of planning this trip, included:
•

What does my being here mean to me/them/others?

•

What does it suggest or signal to others around me?

•

What stories and/or patterns does it serve to reinforce and how helpful is
this?

•

In which ways do I reinforce and/or challenge these patterns, and to what
end?

I sought to focus on these questions in making sense of the opportunities I was
given to speak with the students at the Nguluma Secondary School in Luhimba.
The following are notes from my diary regarding the second day Paul and I spent
in Luhimba, when after a hearty breakfast, we were ushered to the village’s
secondary school, where both students and teachers warmly welcomed Paul back,
and where I was formally introduced to them:
Journal entry: 5th of August.
R eflections on conversations with students at Nguluma Secondary
School (4th o f August).

Vm conscious o f the choices that I made in talking to the different groups of
students. I chose to introduce myself as from Argentina, as from a Southern
country that is also facing some similar problems to Tanzania. I also felt it
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was important to respond to their welcome for us, and to let them know how
their singing had made me fe e l It had been beautiful singing, and somehow
haunting. What I had sensed in those moments, when they had all stood in
formation around the Tanzanian flag, in their red and white uniforms, and
had sang the national anthem, their school song and other local songs of
welcome, had been pride; pride in the school, in being there at this moment
o f time, and in their country. What was haunting for me was how I made
sense of the pride and dignity embodied by this group of young people,
when what I had seen so far suggested to me that there were many
challenges and needs which they experienced. I knew that the basic text
books and lab equipment which I had taken for granted during most of my
schooling were virtually non-existent here; I knew also that their living
quarters were basic and somewhat over-crowded, and that their water and
toilet facilities were congested and unhygienic. I wondered whether I was
working from an assumption that such needs could have an abrasive effect
on the dignity and pride o f a people, and I remembered also that never have
I been so conscious of the way that this tension is held than with my
compatriots in Argentina, and what I was sensing here, albeit fleetingly,
was that same ability to hold dignity even in situations and contexts which
seem undignified.
I was conscious also o f the way that I had been presented to the student
body by the Head Teacher that first day. He had said ‘Please speak
honestly to Patricia, that her findings may help us... ’ and moreover
presented me as a role model with regards to my academic achievements,
and drew particular attention to my relative youth and to my being a
woman. The Head Teacher welcomed me profusely and told me that the
students were anxious to speak to me, and proceeded to give me many
opportunities to speak to them. I wondered at what agendas might lie
therein, and how it was possible that he believed that what they might tell
me would reinforce his own message to us, regarding their need for financial
support from us in the UK. And this was my strongest impression regarding
the time I spent at the Secondary School: it felt to me that those in authority,
including the Head Teacher, the School Board Chairperson, and other senior
teaching sta ff were involved in perpetuating a deficit-orientated, problemfocused culture, and that the story that was being inscribed onto the less
senior staff, the students and any msitors was one which reinforced the
notion that the school had many needs, and that it was relatively helpless
and unable to do without outside support.
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A theme which seemed to emerge in conversation with the people of Luhimba,
time and time again, was that of local people’s relative sense of power and/or
powerlessness. During our visit, I had much contact with Mr. Joseph Simsokwe,
the village agricultural officer, who has for some time been closely involved in the
Luhimba Project, and who was amongst those responsible for setting up and
running the heifer project, and more recently, the small business loans initiative.
Joseph agreed to speak with me in depth regarding his views on how the villagers
in general perceived their own capacities, and their own sense of power. In this
instance, I found that Malcolm Parlett’s (2003) five abilities framework was a
useful starting point for discussion.
Parlett’s (2003) five abilities framework emerges from a gestalt psychotherapeutic
perspective, an approach based on the idea of mind and body as an integrated
whole, and the objective of which is to enable a person to creatively engage with
the world, and to heal and expand their own vitality in the process of doing so.
Parlett (2003) identifies five abilities, or strengths, upon which human beings draw
as part of living in a contemporary world. Briefly, these are responding (relating to
leadership, agency and commitment), interrelating (to do with building
relationships and meaningfully sharing with others), self-recognising (relating to
the capacity to ‘know oneself, how we affect others and how particular beliefs are
guiding our choices), embodying (involving living more fully as a whole being,
integrating body, mind, spirit and emotions) and experimenting (related to moves
beyond established patterns and into new territory). While these abilities are,
according to Parlett (2003:1), ‘central to the success (or not) of all worthwhile
human endeavours’, they are often ‘imprisoned’, ‘locked up’ or ‘out of
commission’. Parlett suggests that:
On these occasions and in situations where the abilities seem almost
to disappear, one can see that - on both an individual and collective
level - there is general deterioration of human existence. Quality of
life declines; morale dips to low levels; the physical environment
may not be cared for and then detracts from any feelings of hope and
respite. Regressive cycles set in and there are often serious mental
health problems. (Parlett, 2003:2)
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I explained the framework to Joseph, and we spoke at length about each of the
abilities, what they might mean, and how they might be evident or not in this
system. Although I was conscious that I might be taking a risk in trying to shape
our conversation around what is quite a theoretical model, Joseph showed
willingness and an ability to engage with this framework, and kept referring back
to the relevant page in my notebook, pointing to each of the abilities in turn, and
giving his view as to how they might be evidenced in Luhimba. He concluded his
analysis by saying:

‘The main ability that we need to develop here is “self-recognising”,
especially people recognising their potential. Many people here are
ready to work hard, and they have skills; they are carpenters,
builders, farmers, tailors etc. They are eager to learn, and want
things to change; they want things to get better for the community.
But many times we find that they lack this “self-recognising”,
because they feel that they are so much inferior. People feel that
they are nothing, that they can do nothing which is good. Especially
in this village, the negative qualities are that some people feel so
inferior that they feel helpless; they feel they need to be helped! But
if you sit down with them and you discuss with them the situation of
the village, and you look for the solution together, then people feel
involved. People then feel involved in recognising their problems
and it’s easier for them to act on this, because they are participating
in their own development, instead of being dictated to. If we focus
on the strengths of the people, then we can all act on this... ’
(Personal communication, August 2004)

My interactions with the leaders o f the secondary school suggested to me that such
feelings o f powerlessness were indeed evident. Working from this general
impression, I made certain choices when I was given the opportunity to facilitate a
discussion with seven students. I was conscious that one o f the senior teaching
staff would be present for at least part of the discussion, and though his presence
would at times be valuable as part translator, I also feared that the focus would
naturally turn to what the ‘problems’ were, and how ‘we’ could help ‘them’, which
seemed to be the kinds of conversations hoped for by the school leadership. While
I wanted to understand how they themselves made sense of the challenges facing
them, I did not wish to reinforce patterns which suggested that the most important
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resource they could draw on was that of financial support from a small, UK-based
charity. Rather, I wished to acknowledge the dignity I had sensed in their singing,
and which I felt might also contribute to how they approached the challenges they
faced. After a round of introductions, during which we shared our names, ages and
where we were from, we worked our way through the following kinds of questions:
•

Why did you choose to continue with secondary education?

•

What are your expectations from secondary education?

•

What are your aspirations for the future?

•

What are the strengths of the school? What are the things about the school
that make you happy? What works well? What makes you proud?

•

What would you say the students here are good at? What are their positive
qualities? What are their talents?

•

What are the teachers good at? What are their positive qualities, their
talents?

•

What might the teachers need to do to develop the quality of their
teaching?

•

What are the strengths of the people of the Gumbiro ward (or your own
village, ward or region)? What are they good at? What other skills might
they need to develop?

•

What is your vision for the future of your community? In twenty years
time, what would you like it to be like?

•

How do you feel you might be able to contribute to get it there?

Interestingly, they seemed to warm to these questions and to the conversation as
the hour went on. Although some seemed quieter than others, they all seemed to
be engaging with the questions, although it did seem to me that these were not the
kinds of conversations they often had - for example, we had to discuss and
negotiate at some length what we meant by strengths, positive qualities and talents,
both in English and Kiswahili. I found that, once we had become immersed in the
conversation, these young people were able to demonstrate a degree of openness,
criticality and insight which I had not yet witnessed in my more official dealings
with the school leadership. For example, when talking about what the strengths
and qualities of the students and the school were, one person responded (and the
others agreed):
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‘I am learning about many different places, because all the students
here come from so many different regions. I learn about others, I
learn different things, and it leads me to understand other characters,
so that we can live together. We must exchange opinions and ideas,
otherwise we cannot understand and live with others. We cannot
develop.’

When talking about how the teachers may develop the quality of their teaching,
they responded:

‘They must have good relationships with other schools, so that they
can share materials with other teachers.. .There should be teachers’
meetings outside the school, where teachers go and exchange ideas,
so that there is further education and training for the teachers... We
could exchange teachers, and have visits from other teachers from
other schools, so that we learn different things.’

I was particularly interested to hear this response, as it showed a willingness to
own and engage with one of the key challenges facing them (quality o f teaching) in
a way which contrasted to that of the Head Teacher, whom so far had focused his
conversations with me around the lack of resources, books and buildings, and the
need for donations from people in the UK in order to deal with these problems.

In response to my question about what the strengths were of the people of
Tanzania, or of their region, a couple of students formed the following answer:

‘Some regions are not hungry. Ruvuma is a good region, because it
is fertile. The people here produce a lot of crops, maize, beans and
rice. They keep the crops well...People work hard in farming. They
also keep animals; cattle, goats, sheep, chickens and dogs also.’

Again, this response was a marked contrast to a view repeatedly expressed by both
the Head Teacher and the School Board Chairperson , encompassed in the
following statement:

‘The main problem in Africa is that people do not work as hard when
compared to Europeans and Asians. The climate favours us. We
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have a lot of land to cultivate and we don’t need to put much effort
into the land, everything grows just like that! The people are lazy,
and parents may stay out drinking until the late hours. Some parents
don’t know if their children have eaten or not during the day... There
is inactivity and lack of initiative, despite the farming opportunities.’

I found it interesting that throughout our time in Tanzania, we were exposed to
many mixed messages regarding people’s willingness to work and to draw on their
own resources. While these supposedly much-varied attitudes might, quite
possibly, be evident in any country, what was interesting to me was the concern
and interest that people had in thinking about the extent to which people were or
were not making use o f their fu ll potential. I found the Head Teacher’s
interpretation of the potential of local, rural people to be disheartening, not so
much because I could not understand the basis of this interpretation, but more
importantly, because I was aware that in his communicating this view to others,
and particularly to students, he might be reinforcing and perpetuating an unhelpful
stereotype of the people of this region.

When talking about how they themselves could contribute to making their future
vision of Tanzania possible, one student responded:

‘When I go home in the holidays, I find that many people in my
village are uneducated. I can tell my friends there about how to
prevent HIV, by using condoms or by having one partner only. I can
show them how to prepare a farm, how to cultivate the land in order
to yield more crops. I tell my friends it’s no good to bum the forests.
I tell them to use modem science instead of relying on satanic power
when their children become sick. The more you teach, the more you
learn, and I love teaching too much.’

I do not flatter m yself that in this one hour’s worth of conversation, I significantly
shifted the way that these young people understood themselves, or their own
potential. Nor do I feel that such shifting is entirely necessary. From my
conversation with them, I feel that these young people showed significant
awareness regarding the challenges facing them as individuals and as a community,
as well as a willingness to envisage a different future, and to plan for how they
might contribute to their own flourishing. Nevertheless, I believe that the choices I
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made, regarding the focus of the discussion and the questions that I posed to them,
did serve to open up space for a different kind of conversation to happen, and that
the most important thing that I could do here was to give value and worth to their
contributions, as someone who is of a similar age group to them and who is
wishing to hear and learn from their experience in these matters.
I found myself sharing my own thoughts and experience also, with regards to the
strengths and potential of people in Argentina, my own vision for the futures of
Argentina, of the UK, of the world, and my own emerging understanding as to how
I might best contribute to these. I believe such openness on my part was possible
because I appreciated their openness and their willingness to engage with me, and
because I sensed that, both on my part and on theirs, we were connecting at a
different level than that to which we were accustomed in similar situations. Both
in slanting the focus of the conversation in this way (which I had the power to do,
facilitating as I was the discussion) and in sharing with them my own tentative
understandings around these questions (which became possible for me because
they were willing to engage with me in trying out something different), I believe
that I was stretching my own ability to push the boundaries of what at first sight
seemed possible here, and at least in part, to re-pattem some of the qualities they
may well have come to expect from interactions with ‘outsiders’.
This tension between re-patterning as in ‘doing something different’ and repatterning as in ‘keeping something the same’ was most evident to me as we were
drawing the session to a close, when the senior teacher, who had joined us again
some few minutes previously, asked the group not to leave before telling me what
the needs and the problems of the school were. Each student contributed by adding
one item or another to this list of needs, which consisted by and large of material
resources for which they did not have sufficient funding, including some means of
transport in a case of emergencies (should a student need to reach the hospital in
town, some 32 kilometres away), text-books and other learning resources, access to
clean water, technical lab equipment, sporting equipment, desks and chairs, and
more sophisticated and efficient farming tools.
Rather than feeling frustrated at the conversation being channeled in this direction,
I was able to meet this incident with curiosity and interest, as well as with
compassion. I felt a momentary pang as I asked myself whether it was simplistic
or moralistic of me to ask them to focus on the strengths, possibilities, and their
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own potential contributions and responsibilities within all of this, when actually
some of the needs these young people were facing were so basic that I had never
myself, while at school, entertained the idea that I held some personal
responsibility for making these resources available. I decided to hold on to that
thought, and explore it further at a later time, and instead gave my focused
attention to what they had to say regarding these needs. Again, I found myself
seeking to validate these contributions, to demonstrate to them that I empathised,
but I also consciously refrained from promising to try to find these resources for
them (which seems to be the pattern of conversation that the school leadership has
developed with the Luhimba Project partners from the UK). Nor did I push the
question of where they saw that these resources would come from; again, I felt that
this question could be understood as validating their (possibly well-founded) belief
that their only source of income (on this scale) was sponsorship from donors in the
UK.
Journal entry: 5th o f August.
Reflections on conversations with students at Nguluma Secondary
School (4th o f August).

Later on, I spoke to all the girls of the school as a large group. I found this
experience rather daunting, for many reasons, but mostly to do with how I
was going to be understood in this space. As I walked towards the large
group, all o f whom were sitting on the ground outside, I found myself
thinking: What are the expectations of me here? Am l a role model, as the
Head Teacher would have it, or am I a novelty to them, someone different,
from a foreign country, with whom they might like to speak? I found myself,
in a way, acting to fulfill both o f these roles, but also acting to shape these
into something with which I felt comfortable. As a potential role model,
someone they might well have been instructed to ‘listen to’ and ‘learn from’,
I saw that perhaps there was an opportunity here to influence in some small
way, or perhaps more importantly, to say something different, something
that they would be able to hear.
I chose to sit on the earth as they were doing, conscious as I was o f the dust
and of the fact that I couldn’t see everyone’s faces from this height, and that
I was still in front of them, arranged as they were in a semi-circle around
me. I chose not to sit on the desk and chair that had been dragged out from
one of the classrooms for my benefit, although I knew that from that
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position, I would have had a better mew o f everyone. In hindsight, I wonder
whether part o f me would have felt a sense o f protection and security from
sitting behind the desk. This is a more familiar position for me than sitting
on the ground, and it would have familiar connotations, both for me and for
them. Sitting on the ground with them, much nearer to them than the desk
had been positioned, made me feel more vulnerable and exposed. I was
aware that they could probably see any fidgeting and fumbling on my part.
Also, I was aware of their whispering, giggling and laughing and I found
m yself wondering what it was about. But I was also pleased to notice that I
was not worrying too much about this, and that I could stay with it and be
relatively comfortable with the sometimes slow responses to my questions. I
was pleasantly surprised to notice that I was able to be kinder with myself,
happier just to put something forward and give sufficient time and space for
something to happen, rather than filling up the silent space straight away. I
was content also to know that I was perhaps connecting with only a few of
them, to see only some engaging with me, and not to worry about the other
distractions, about the fact that a number o f them were evidently more
interested in throwing glances at the male students walking and playfighting on the path behind me. It felt liberating to realise that I could be
kinder to myself by not approaching each interaction with another human
being as a possibility to either 4get things right’ or ‘get things wrong’.
I began by telling them something about myself, about why I was there,
what I hoped to talk about with them. I again framed this around the kinds
o f questions that we focused on in the smaller group discussion. I also
asked to hear what questions they had o f me, what they wished to speak to
me about. As a starting point, I asked again about the strengths o f the
school and the qualities o f the student body o f which they were proud.
Instead, first one, and then another, and then another young woman stood
up, introduced her name and the region or village she came from, and
prefaced her comment with ‘The problem o f the school is...’. Again, I noticed
with curiosity how much easier it seemed to be to enter into conversations
around the needs and the problems, and again I heard many valid points,
regarding the lack o f a dormitory for the boys, the fairly unbalanced diet
they followed, and the need for additional housing for the teachers, to name
a few. I stayed with this, and particularly noticed that there was much
clapping and cheering by the other girls after each comment, as if
congratulating the speaker for her courage and assertiveness in speaking,
and as if valuing and validating each other’s contributions.
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This in itself felt like an important learning point to me, and I wondered whether I
could make sense of this as them claiming this space as their own, and using it to
voice concerns which were of grave and immediate importance to them, to
someone whom they might see as somehow having some part to play in the
dynamic they faced. We carried this through until all those who seemed to wish to
speak had spoken, and this time I tentatively framed a question around what
Tanzania as a whole could understand as the strengths or resources it could draw
upon, a question with which they now seemed more ready and willing to engage.
People mentioned ‘good leadership from the government’, ‘trust of the government
by the people’, ‘animals, forests and mountains’ and ‘peace and love’, for example.
Although the group as a whole seemed less forthcoming and less animated when
talking about these issues, there were nevertheless some interesting moments, when
I feel some boundaries were pushed a little bit further. For example, one young
woman asked me what I considered to be the strengths and qualities of both
Tanzania and of my own country. Another young woman asked me to tell them
how I could help them to fight HIV/AIDS in Tanzania. I found both questions
challenging, but I also welcomed them as holding the potential for shifting the
quality of this interaction, towards one that was more mutually engaging and
mutually revealing, and which opened up more opportunities for us learning from
one another. I see now that part of seeking to enhance my ability to experiment,
push boundaries, and disrupt accepted and unhelpful patterns of interaction, was
about learning to live with discomfort and stay with the unexpected, in the hope
that possibilities for something different might emerge in the moment, and that
myself and others would learn something about ourselves in how we chose to
respond and engage with these. Hence I understand myself as developing qualities
of repose moment to moment through this engagement.
In reflecting on my interaction with these young women, again I wondered whether
the shift I had been seeking to enact was a valid and helpful one. Was it naive of
me to expect them not to focus on those problems which they felt we could help
them with, financially or otherwise, particularly when the school leadership
seemingly construed our visit as a rare opportunity to draw from a limited pool of
funds and resources? Was I romanticising their situation, or somehow insulting
their intelligence, by asking them to think about how they might draw on their own
qualities and resources in seeking to respond to the challenges facing them? How
do I balance appreciating others, their contributions, worth and knowledge, with
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challenging them in useful ways and when appropriate? What right have I got to
challenge, and how do I challenge without jarring, without feeling as if I have the
answer? Most importantly, how do I engage with people in an exploration of the
situation we are in, from a place that is curious &nd searching and mutually
respectful? These questions were at the fore of my mind during my interactions
with the Head Teacher and other school leaders throughout the week.

9.3.2 In search o f mutuality?
I begin this sub-section with the following extract from my journal, in which I
reflect on our first official meeting with the staff at Nguluma Secondary School:
Journal entry: 8th o f August.
Reflections on m eeting with staff at Nguluma Secondary School (3rd o f
August).

In that first day spent with the staff and the Head Teacher o f the Secondary
School, I found that so many things jarred with me. The focus on problems
and needs, the deference and dependency which seemed to underlay this
whole situation, seemed disappointing. It did not help that we had heard
rumours about the possible dishonesty o f this particular group of people,
warnings th a t*they want to trap you\ Perhaps the speed with which we
had become embroiled in local politics blurred my judgment, or rather, made
me feel as if I was in a position from which to judge. It bothered me that the
school leadership had structured this meeting with the wider sta ff to be so
official, and the set-up of the room made me uncomfortable, with us at the
front and the main board members and senior staff surrounding us, and the
less senior teachers to the sides and the back o f the room. The language
bothered me, the fact that the less senior teachers were given permission to
speak, and that they were asked specifically by the School Board
Chairperson to ‘give their comments and views about the problems of the
school \ The space did not feel to me to be conducive to them feeling able to
speak (and few did comment); nor did it feel to me to be the kind of space
that welcomed contributions or interventions of a kind other than those that
had been called for.
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[With the benefit of hindsight, I am now able to make sense of what I describe
above as relating to cultural differences, and I wonder at the extent to which I was
unreceptive to this at the time, and how unable I seemed to accept this as a
characteristic of the context in which we were situated—how willing I seemed to
be critical of the behaviour I observed.]
Also, the conversation centred around them asking Paul about what funds
he had raised, and what was available for them, and they prefaced many o f
their queries with ‘You promised us...’. I could feel that both Paul and I were
on the defensive here, and I wondered at the subtle power plays that were
being acted out in this room. It is interesting that though at first glance it
might be construed that the balance o f power in this room was concentrated
with us, the project partners from the UK who ‘held the purse strings’, there
seemed to be subtle and yet significant ways in which the school leadership
could also claim power. I thought back to my reading ofAili Mari Tripp’s
‘Changing the Rules’, and particularly to her suggestion that ‘quiet forms of
resistance’ or ‘weapons o f the weak’ receive little attention because o f ‘...a
more fundamental problem with the ways in which politics and power
relations are perceived as nonreciprocal and asymmetrical’ (1997:9). I
remembered also that Agri Mosha, a Tanzanian woman who works
extensively in the NGO sector in Dar Es Salaam, had spoken about ‘milking
the donor’ as one of those weapons. What became evident to me was that
despite the way in which this relationship could be interpreted as one
between an all-powerful donor and relatively powerless groups of recipients,
different types o f power and political ploys were enacted by all those
involved. For example, the school leadership planned much of our
programme for the week, and were able to direct our attention to the kinds of
conversations they wished to have, which revolved largely around their own
material needs and requests for more funds, accompanied by an apparent
unwillingness to engage with us in the kinds of conversations which we
wished for.
I knew that it was important to Paul to discuss during this visit how the relationship
between the Secondary School and the Luhimba Project might develop in the
future. In this general staff meeting, he pointed out that over the last twenty years
the pattern which has been established with other projects (including health care,
primary school education, access to water, small-busines loans, heifer and other
farming projects) had been to help raise the initial funds to build and equip these
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projects as requested and planned by the villagers, and to cover costs for necessary
training and skills development for the local project owners and implementers (all
self-appointed local residents). Taking into account that by the following January
the number of students across forms 1 to 4 would exceed 550, Paul’s fear was that
the Secondary School was growing at such a rate that it would be impossible for
the Luhimba Project charity (which consists of a group of 5-6 volunteers in the
UK) to continue to fund its ever-growing needs.
We were aware that now that the school had reached a certain standard (three years
after opening), the Regional Education Board had approached the school board
with an offer to take over the school. This shift from private to government status
would mean that the school could rely on some government funding to cover
teachers’ salaries and some basic building materials, allowing the Luhimba Project
funds to be redirected towards building up resources such as books and technical
equipment. The decision as to whether to remain a private school or not ultimately
rests with the school board, nevertheless, Paul considered that he had to be clear
about the levels of support which the Luhimba Project could continue to direct
towards the school, so that they would be able to make an informed decision. The
school leadership, including the School Board Chairman, were fairly silent on this
issue, and evidently did not wish to say much. Similarly, in response to a question
from me regarding the relative difficulty of collecting the remaining fees from
those students who were outside the ward (and who were therefore not sponsored
by the Luhimba Project charity), they were not forthcoming with any details. In
theory, the school should itself be income-generating, and the funds donated by the
Luhimba Project should form only a small percentage of total available funds. In
practice, what they were communicating to us was that they relied almost solely on
our support.
As recipients of such mixed messages, Paul and I found ourselves in a deadlock.
We wished for mutual trust and transparency in this situation, and on our part, had
provided extensive detail regarding the funds available to the school (and to every
other project supported in Luhimba), how the money had been raised, as well as
details of future fund-raising strategies. In the recent past, there have been
questions raised regarding misappropriation of funds by previous Head Teachers
and school board members, and the lack of transparency we encountered in this
visit meant that not only were we unable to warrant against this, we were also
unable to enter into conversation with them regarding the difficulties they
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encountered in attempting to tap other potential sources of income, such that we
might all better understand the situation the school was facing.
Paradoxically, despite wishing for such transparency, we felt unable to make
unqualified demands for it, nor to pursue our felt dissatisfaction with the way these
conversations were unfolding thus far. I believe that this was largely down to the
way Paul and I problematised the role that we occupied in this relationship. Over
the last ten months, my involvement with the Luhimba Project volunteers in the
UK had revolved largely around inquiring into the nature of the relationship which
has evolved between themselves and local project owners in Luhimba. Through
these conversations, we had built an awareness of the kinds of dynamics which
could be played out in such relationships, and in particular, had focused on the
ways in which certain power relations and power differentials might be established
within the context of aid. The UK-based group of trustees and volunteers, and
particularly Paul, had evidently held concerns of this kind for some time, and
having recognised the ways in which they might be understood to hold a significant
position of power in this relationship, expressed a wish to think about the choices
being made in acting for a more mutual partnership.
My visit to Luhimba allowed me to take part in these relationships first-hand, and
the general pattern of interaction I noticed was a tendency on the part of Paul and
myself to draw back from situations which invited us to exert our power in overt
ways. Encouraged as we were by a number of villagers and other Tanzanian
project partners to demand more transparency from the school regarding the use of
funds, we felt uncomfortable with the situation, often asking ourselves whether we
had a right to request that kind of information. Whereas we both felt that we would
have been able to make this kind of request from a partner organisation in the UK,
the fact that we were ultimately visitors in an African context, which was so
evidently laced with the ghosts of colonialism and the subtleties of neo
colonialism, made us unsure as to what would further our intended outcome of a
relationship where power is more fairly distributed between all partners. Thus, I
can see that the kinds of tensions which became apparent for me through the
Sustainable Farmshire initiative, and which revolved around my/our
understandings of what authentic collaboration and authority might mean in
practice, were also ones we grappled with in seeking to make sense of our
relationships with the people of Luhimba.
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Furthermore, I wonder whether in this particular interaction with the leadership of
the school, unskillful interventions on our part also served to reinforce the pattern
which made a more mutual exchange of ideas and greater transparency improbable.
For example, when I asked the aforementioned question regarding the difficulties
(or otherwise) they faced in collecting the remaining fees, I sensed that I was
speaking from a defensive, frustrated place, and the Head Teacher could well have
responded to the antagonism in my voice by further withdrawing. I was aware, in
the moment, how quickly I had been drawn into the existing dynamics: I felt that
we were meeting the demands placed on us to be transparent and open as to what
our goals were, what funds were available, how else we might fund-raise, but that
we were being told next to nothing as to how the school leadership understood this
relationship, nor how they wished it to develop, beyond further requests for funds.
Rather than disentangle myself from this situation, and seek to act with curiosity
and skill in facilitating a different kind of dialogue, it may be that I acted in
opposition to my intended results. Similarly, our inability to assert certain groundrules might also have served to maintain these patterns of behaviour; indeed, by not
being explicit around the shifts which we wished to see we were perpetuating
power dynamics which were still non-reciprocal and unhelpful.
Most interesting to me, though, is that I am able to reflect on this instance and look
upon it from a curious and thoughtful place. I feel that, to some extent, I have been
able to shift the way that I look at my behaviour in this kind of situation, and that I
can be less judgmental of myself and more gentle in teasing out the learning which
lies in this experience. In what seems a significant transformation for me, I feel
increasingly less concerned with ‘getting it right’ and ‘being good at this’ than with
seeing how each experience will help me to further develop as a thoughtful
participant in a complex universe, and furthermore to make sense of the challenges
with which I am choosing to engage. Through cycles of action and reflection, and
through a greater willingness to experiment and to hold lightly my intentions and
the outcomes of my interventions, I feel increasingly able to see my first-person
practice as the process through which I engage with and am present to that which
matters to me; the process through which I open myself to connecting with others
and to offering something of myself to the world. Through my PhD inquiry, and
even as I write this thesis, I am developing an appreciation of the nature of the
challenges we face in current times, as well as some emerging understanding of the
kinds of shifts that may be necessary as we seek to respond to these. I suggest that
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it is in the testing, living, embodying and unfolding of this understanding that I can
participate in the world with a sense of ever-renewed purpose:
...Words such as participation, democracy and inclusiveness might, in
themselves, represent idealised values, which need to be given
meaning and life as they are taken up in daily interaction. This
ongoing creative engagement and process of discovery may in itself be
the special purpose that we can serve. In this sense (if not in the sense
of finding solutions), we may be able to act in joyful engagement, and
discover how we may offer love, respect, awe and reverence in the
process of ongoing relating with others (include the more-than-human
world). (Gaya, 2004)

9.4

Sustaining and nourishing our engagement

In the above paragraphs, I suggested that it is helpful for me to understand my
ongoing creative engagement with complex challenges as a significant quality of
my offering to the world, and of the special purpose I might serve. In this section, I
wish to focus on what it is that might sustain and nourish me (and others) in my/our
ongoing engagement with such complex challenges.

9.4.1 Compassion andjoy in engaging with the other
I begin with the following extract from my journal, in which I reflect further on the
challenges I encountered while engaging with the Head Teacher of Nguluma
Secondary School:
Journal entry: 8th of August.
Reflections on further interactions with Head Teacher (4th and 7th o f
August).

On the day after that first official meeting with the staff, Paul and I made
our way to the school early in the morning. We had arranged that I would
speak to some o f the students that day, and on our arrival, we were shown
into the Head Teacher's office, this being the main reception area o f the
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school. The Head Teacher greeted us and immediately handed us a letter
from himself, addressed to both Paul and I. Part of the letter assured us
that they would actively pursue other sources of income. With a sinking
feeling, I found m yself wondering whether this could be understood as
evidence o f the power that we held in directing his actions, and/or whether
he was saying what he thought we wanted to hear. But what really struck
me, and Paul also, was a line in the letter which said something to the effect
o f ‘A t times, I have felt alone and nearly in despair../, referring to the
difficulties that he has encountered in his role as Head Teacher since he
took over in February o f this year.
Something o f significance happened for me in that moment. For the first time
since meeting him, I felt that I had been able to connect with him at a heart
level. I empathised with him, and felt that after all, we were not so
dissimilar! I wondered whether I had valued him as a human being up till
that point, as someone who was also trying to make his way through the
complexities facing him, someone doing a difficult job with limited resources
and with seemingly little support. I wondered at the carelessness with
which, on the previous day, I had sought to make space for this group of
people to appreciate and value the potential that they held in this situation,
while speaking from a position of slight superiority and irritation at the way
things were. Perhaps after all, it was the Head Teacher who had made
possible something different, in seemingly exposing himself in this way. The
outcome o f this action (and of the way we chose to make sense o f it) was to
immediately shift our willingness to continue to interact with the Head
Teacher. It also helped me to engage with the students during the small
group and large group discussions in a more curious and compassionate
way [as already described above]...Later on that day, I began noticing some
o f the things which I felt the Head Teacher did well. Although quite
authoritarian, he spoke encouragingly of and to the teachers and students,
and acknowledged their part in making the school a success, for example.
Later in the week, the Head Teacher asked us to accompany him to
Peramiho Girls’ School, a private school established fifty years ago by the
Benedictine missionaries (and still under their control and sponsorship).
Peramiho town was some fifty kilometres away, and this being our last day
in Luhimba, there were other things we wished to do. The Head Teacher
told us that it would cause offense if we were to opt out of this trip.
Reluctantly, we participated in this outing, but throughout the long and
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tiresome drive I could feel my resentment towards him growing again. When
we finally got there, it not only transpired that we could have cancelled
without causing offense, it also became apparent that the purpose of this
visit was for the Head Teacher to point out to us how much better
Peramiho’s facilities were, and how much more was possible due the higher
levels o f funding which the school received from the Benedictine
missionaries. The visit consisted mostly of the Peramiho Head Teacher
showing us around and saying ‘This is a science lab...’, ‘This is the girls’
dormitory...’, ‘This is the dining hall...’, and so on. We considered this to be
o f little value to us, particularly compared to some of the more interesting,
learning-full conversations that we had had throughout the week with
various other project groups and local residents, conversations which we
could be pursuing further on this last day. I felt that I had to be firm with
the Head Teacher, and to let him know what else I needed to get out of the
day, and I had to find a way to do this that was not unnecessarily sharp. I
found that I had to summon all the grace I could to be civil with him, and
eventually, when back at his home, to show appreciation for what he was
offering to us at the time (lunch with his family).
I had made a decision not to challenge him in Peramiho, not to push him to
tell us how he felt this visit might be of value to all o f us, and not to ask how
he was going to make use o f the example that was Peramiho to further the
standards o f his own school. I feel that I was right in making this decision
at that moment in time, for the following reasons:
•

I was conscious that I was feeling resentful at the apparent waste of
time, and more importantly, annoyed at what I saw as an inability
for us to engage in conversations regarding what would be o f value
for all o f us. The long, uncomfortable drive had made me feel ill, and
I knew that if I spoke, I would again be challenging him from a
hostile place. I do not feel that, in that moment, I could have
skillfully initiated a conversation that would be useful to either one of
us.

•

At the same time, I was attempting to understand his perspective,
why this might be important to him. I was seeking to find some way
to connect with him again, so that even if I did not agree with his
point o f view, I could at least appreciate that he may have had
reasons which he believed to be important, even if he w asn’t able or
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milling to make these explicit What I sought to do was to hold the
possibility that through this visit, albeit indirectly, we might be able
to learn something more about one another, about the way this
relationship was taking shape and about the situation the school
was facing.
During lunch at his home, the Head Teacher shared with us his belief that there had
been underlying personal agendas in the Regional Education Board’s offer to
register Nguluma as a government school, and that the offer was not as legitimate
as it appeared. (We were also conscious that there may well be personal agendas
behind the Head Teacher and school board’s wish for it to remain a private school,
not least the fact that their roles and positions of relative privilege might be
jeopardised following any change of the status quo.) It appeared that one of the
underlying reasons for which the present school board wished for Nguluma to
remain private was the fact that, in this way, they were able to lower the entrance
standards required, so that primary-school leavers from the ward area, who
generally under-performed in secondary school national entrance examinations,
would nevertheless have an opportunity to undertake secondary education. In
Tanzania there is a severe shortage of secondary school places, so that a large
proportion of primary-school leavers who do succeed in reaching the pass mark for
entrance examinations are nevertheless unable to secure a place in secondary
school.
Again, I felt compassion for the seemingly difficult decisions these people had to
make. On the one hand, I knew that lowering standards in order to accept local
students meant that others who had managed to meet the national entrance
standards would be denied a place in the school. I wondered at how fair this was,
and also at what this meant for the academic standards of Nguluma. I also felt that
this was a less than ideal solution, since it did not address the roots of the problem,
namely, the severe lack of resources and poor quality of teaching which is evident
in many of the area’s primary schools. I felt moved by the recognition that these
people found themselves in a quandary, with limited courses of action available to
them, trying to work their way through a difficult situation. One of the advantages
of registering as a government school would be the increased funding available,
which would help in alleviating the urgent need for learning resources and
adequate facilities. A serious disadvantage, as far as the school board was
concerned, was that it would make it more difficult for the school to serve its
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original purpose, which was to provide opportunities for secondary education to
local youths.

The tensions described above, regarding how we made sense of our relationship
with the school leadership, suggest to me that rather than worry about how we can
get it ‘right’ with regards to these relationships, we might more usefully approach
the process of inter-relating with conscious awareness that both we and those with
whom we seek to engage are complex human beings, each with our light and
shadow sides, and that together we form part of a complex dynamic. The
challenge, as I have come to understand it, may not be getting it right, particularly
when it is difficult to draw any definitive lines around what is ‘right’ and what is
‘wrong’, and when the very context and form of our relationship could be both
problematised and celebrated. Rather than continuously strive towards and
measure ourselves according to hazy standards of openness, collaboration, and
equality, the challenge might be to seek, in every moment, some way of continuing
to relate to one another; a foundation from which to continue to form connections;
a renewed desire to connect and to come to know; and a willingness to honour and
respect the place and knowledge base from which the other is speaking. This is
directly related to the development o f repose, which would enable us to be kind
with ourselves and understanding of others, so that our engagement with complex
problems is judged not in terms o f an intended outcome such as ‘more equal power
relations’, but is instead understood as being sustained, nourished and cultivated
through ongoing exploration in relationship, with curiosity and joy at being present
to one another and to the challenges facing us.

Indeed, it seems to me that this ongoing process o f inter-relating, and of finding a
way to connect with others is what keeps Paul and other Luhimba Project
volunteers in the UK deeply involved and committed to this project. Through our
discussions, it emerged that it is in the building of personal friendships and
relationships with the people of Luhimba that they see themselves as being
energised and their work as taking on further meaning, which extends beyond
giving aid. As we reflected on this visit prior to leaving Tanzania, Paul shared the
following with me:

‘The love o f it is a mixture o f elation and excitement and frustration,
but mostly it’s about having that opportunity for contact with people,
an opportunity for immersement in the place and in the people. It’s a
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feeling of being part, of being wanted by them and of wanting them
to be a part of m e.. .There is such delight in it, in the way that you
can be surprised by people, and also in the way you can be let down
by them. After all, w e’re the same in that we’re all human, with our
strengths and weaknesses and hopes and habits... It’s about being in
intimate contact with these people, and when we are in the village,
it’s about how vulnerable and exposed we are, and how we rely on
them also.’ (Personal communication, August 2004)

During my time in Luhimba, I spoke to Innocent Mbwalla, the former Monikiti
(Chairperson of the Village Government, and therefore officially the political
leader of the village) who, alongside English engineer Michael Carey, played an
important role in initiating the Luhimba Project in 1984, and who has been closely
involved in the project since then. Innocent shared with me his belief that the
relationship between Luhimba and the project volunteers from the UK could be
described as being on two levels: firstly, as a relationship between two
communities or groups of people, specifically between the village government
(through which village life is often organised) and the Luhimba Project charity in
the UK. Secondly, and according to him, most importantly, it could also be
described as a collection of friendships which have been developed over time
between particular people, including himself and Michael initially, and since 1992
onwards, between Paul and a number of other villagers who are closely linked to
the project. He expressed his belief that these one-to-one friendships are the heart
and the back-bone of the project, and that it is the love and respect which he has
experienced in these friendships which means that he would be forever part of the
Luhimba Project. With much vigour and feeling, he explained to me:

‘It would be shameful if the project failed while I was alive. If the
project failed, it would be as if I were dead. It would be as if
Michael and all those involved in the project were dead. If the
project is not alive, then you know that we are not alive, and that our
friendship is not alive.’ (Personal communication, August 2004)

The former Monikiti’s words reminded me of a discussion I had earlier in the year
with the project leaders and volunteers in the UK. In response to a question from
me regarding how they understood the nature o f their relationship with the people
of Luhimba, they made sense of it in the following ways:
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‘...The strength o f this project is that it is bounded, it is local, in the
sense that what is happening here is mostly person to person, not just
organisation to organisation...’

‘...O ur charity is small, it’s people-based, and what they see when
we visit them is people, and what we see is people also... ’

‘...There is a selfish pleasure, a satisfaction, in connecting in this
w a y ...’

‘.. .Throughout its lifetime, this project has been based on personal
contact, firstly from Michael’s visits, and then through Paul building
a house in the village. He is a resident there now, and they see this
house as a physical sign that he is part of the village; he is there for
the long-term. We are not strangers there... ’

‘.. .The actual running and organising of the project is mostly
through conversations and meetings with the villagers when we are
there, and through personal communications between individuals
when we are apart. There is very little formal documentation or
record-keeping o f any kind... it’s all through talking, and word of
m outh...’

‘...It’s not all about the money. There are far more important things
than money in this. There’s the process of learning to understand
one another, and that’s something really exciting...’ (Meeting with
Luhimba Project volunteers: Jan, Paul, Michael and Wendy,
February 2004)

Throughout my inquiry, the following question has served as a thread tying
together my experience in the various fields of practice: When facing and
acknowledging the complexity o f the challenges facing us, what gives us the energy
(emotional, physical, intellectual, etc.) to keep on engaging? I sense that many of
those who have been involved in the Luhimba Project over the years are fairly clear
that, for them, this is something to do with mutual curiosity and with a wish to
connect and to appreciate and learn from one another. On both sides, participants
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in the project seem willing to admit that, over the years, the project has experienced
many frustrations, setbacks, and misunderstandings, and that the intensity of the
relationship sometimes ‘takes a lot out of you - in terms of emotional, physical and
mental energy’ (Paul Temple, personal communication, August 2004).
Nevertheless, it seems to me that, at least in part, these people see the possibility
for engaging and connecting with others in worthwhile work as what gives them
the energy to keep on working, with what they evidently understand as
commitment and joy.

9.4.2 Openness to moments o f grace
Following on from the above, it seems possible to argue that some well-meaning
projects and initiatives may fall by the wayside because of participants’ inability to
draw on psychic energy of this kind so as to sustain their engagement with these
challenges. This might be particularly true when working with those ecological
challenges which are especially poignant to the more-than-human world, with
which we are arguably less able to relate to in modem times. When making sense
of this with my CARPP tutor, Donna Ladkin, we wondered whether the difference
between the Luhimba Project and the Sustainable Farmshire initiative might have
been the latter’s inability to see tangible evidence of the worth of their efforts
(something which is more available to those involved in the Luhimba Project), as
well as a felt discontinuity and disconnectedness with the natural world which, in
theory, was to be at the heart of our Sustainable Farmshire project.
If we have limited ability to connect with the more-than-human world in any
meaningful way; if we are unable to see how we inter-relate and participate with
one another; if we find it difficult to see and hear and smell and feel the urgency
and the devastation felt by the planet, then from where might we draw the psychic
energy which allows us to persist with the difficulties and challenges encountered
in trying to make our lives and those of our communities more sustainable? How,
then, might we understand what it is that makes this work worthwhile, and for
whom, if as Thomas Berry (1999:22) suggests, ‘we think of the Earth more as the
back-ground for economic purposes or as the object of scientific research rather
than as a world of wonder, magnificence, and mystery for the unending delight of
the human mind and imagination’?
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It is in this sense, I believe, that participatory, nondualist perspectives can offer us
a different kind of experience, and therefore a different kind of wisdom, in how we
might build the capacity to engage with ecological challenges. Such wisdom
might be rooted in an emerging ability to engage with the more-than-human world
in more meaningful, more evocative ways, so that we can experience with greater
consciousness and with greater empathy our participation in the natural world.
Again quoting Berry:
We might think of a viable future for the planet less as the result of
some scientific insight or as dependent on some socioeconomic
arrangement than as participation in a symphony or as renewed
presence to some numinous presence manifested in the wonderworld
about us. (Berry, 1999:20)
Berry (1999) suggests that we are currently experiencing a defining moment in
time, which he refers to as a moment o f grace. Such moments, he suggests, are
privileged moments, during which great transformations of the universe are
possible. In the history of the world, such determining moments have included
supernovas, the evolution of life, as well as the moments when spoken language
was invented and when the great visionaries were bom, amongst many others. I
find the notion of moments of grace to be a powerful one, and one which helps me
to vocalise what it is that keeps me engaging with this work, despite the
disillusionments and frustrations I have experienced as I began to think about how
I may be of value to the world in these challenging times.
More and more, I choose to interpret moments in my own life as micro-phase
moments of grace, moments which I feel are defining in the creativity and potential
and poignancy that they hold. Such moments might be those in which I sense an
opportunity and an ability to connect with, and to be open to, something or
someone else, a moment of meeting, communion or encounter which makes
alternative forms of being and of inter-relating possible. I feel that such moments
may also be grace-full in the sense that I understand Gregory Bateson’s (1972) use
of the term, as holding awareness of our embeddedness in an ecology of mind and
recognition of a wider pattern which connects. For example, such moments of
grace would be those whereby I sensed a shift in my ability to connect with the
Head Teacher of Nguluma Secondary School. Such instances allowed me to
develop an emerging understanding of how, together, we participated in a wider
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dynamic and in an ongoing unfolding of possibilities, the qualities of which we
were involved in refining, moment to moment. These instances might also be
understood in relation to Ladkin’s (2001) exploration of the tension between
‘subjectivity’ and ‘objectivity’, or between the ‘self and ‘other’, in action research.
Drawing on Goethian perspectives which advocate a move from an ‘analytic’ mode
of consciousness (focusing on distinction, separation, and the experiencing and
manipulation of solid bodies) to a ‘holistic’ mode (described as non-linear,
simultaneous, and intuitive rather than verbal-intellectual), Ladkin (2005:121)
suggests that the constant interaction between self and other might be ‘slowed
down and consciously attended to’. She continues:
In doing so, aspects of the other (or even of ourselves and our
patterns of perception) which are habitually ignored can reveal
themselves, leading to the possibility of a fuller knowing or truth
arising between us. (Ladkin, 2005:121)
Indeed, Ladkin (2005:118-119) argues that one way in which the researcher can
ensure that self-reflection does not degenerate into unhelpful self-indulgence or
solipsism is to ‘balance awareness of self with curiosity and attention to “other”’,
and following Marshall (2001), ‘to “reach out o f’ him or herself. I believe that
attending to and learning from such moments of fuller knowing and of ‘reaching
out o f oneself—which I refer to as ‘moments of grace’—is another capacity which
we may seek to develop as we sustain our engagement with these challenges:
The challenge (and opportunity) for creating repose might lie in us
becoming skilled in asking difficult questions about our own actions,
as well as in recognising and honouring the gracefulness and
creativity of our being, moment to moment, in our interactions with
others. (Gaya, March 2004)
The following journal entry describes a particularly poignant moment during my
time in Luhimba, a moment of grace which held much creativity and energy for
me, of a kind I have seldom experienced.
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Journal entry: 6th of August.
Reflections on drawing the night sky.

Last night we were sitting around the dinner table. We had lingered over
the evening meal, with visitors arriving in ones and twos and joining us, as
was usual each night. The younger women had brought sodas and peanuts
to share with me, some o f the men were sharing a few bottles o f the local
beer. From time to time, some of the women would burst out in song or
laughter, and everyone seemed to be speaking loudly, throwing remarks
from one end of the table to the other, and I could hear scatterings of
English, Kiswahili and the tribal language o f the Ndendeule, the tribe to
which the majority of the locals belong. As much as I was enjoying their
company, I felt I needed some space. Silently, I left the table, and went
outdoors, onto the backyard, where the evening meal had been prepared
and where some of the younger girls were busy chattering and giggling
around the dying flames o f the fire.
In that moment, I felt as if my breath had been taken away. The night sky
was awe-inspiring, beautiful, like nothing I have ever seen before. I had
never in my life seen so many stars, so much brightness, enveloping the
whole o f the sky, as far as I could see. Never have I had such a sense o f the
grandeur o f the universe. I stayed for a long time, bathing in this sense of
beauty, and then, with a decisiveness I have not experienced before, I knew
that what I wanted to do was capture this feeling in some way. I went
inside, to the bedroom where I kept all of my belongings, avoiding contact
with all the others sat around the dining table. More than anything, I
wanted to stay with this feeling, I wanted no interruptions, nothing to invade
this precious moment in which the universe seemed to have shifted for me. I
got out my sketch pad and colouring pencils, and slipped outside again. I
sat on the doorstep, so that I had some faint light coming from the house
behind me, and I set out to draw the night sky. I haven’t ever felt as if I was
‘any good’ at drawing, and I do relatively little of it (or anything of that kind,
for that matter). And yet in that moment, there was nothing I wanted to do
more. Sitting there, on the stone floor, with the earth firmly beneath my feet,
I felt as if I was free to do anything... I could hardly see the paper on my
lap, could hardly see which colours I was choosing from the box of pencils,
and that was OK. I gave m yself plenty of space on the paper, and all I had
was a sense o f what my hand and fingers and pencils were doing, how they
were moving across the paper. I had no idea how I could ever represent
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such beauty, and in that moment, I felt content to let my fingers do the
talking.
After some time, I looked up, and saw that the three young girls had
gathered around me, and were watching with interest what I was doing.
Initially, this felt like an intrusion. I felt that I wanted to guard the silence of
this space... or maybe what I wanted to guard was what was on the paper.
I wondered at why I should feel this way, and moved by their curiosity, I
silently handed a pencil to each of them, and pointed down at the page,
signaling them to join in and to help me draw. When they eventually
understood what I was inviting them to do, they responded with warm
laughter, and with apparent incredulity at being asked to join in. I pointed
at the night sky, and they seemed delighted and surprised that this is what
I was drawing. Their glee and enthusiasm in drawing touched me also, the
way they gave each other space to draw, the way they watched I was doing
and what one another was doing also. I knew, in that moment, that this
had not been an intrusion; instead, they had become part o f this moment for
me, part of this memorable evening, part of the drawing. They had given
their own creativity to it. I found myself wanting to include them in the
picture also, to signal to them that they were part o f it, part of what I was
attending to, but also aware that this would bring ‘humanity’ back into
what, up till that moment, had been a drawing o f the splendour of the morethan-human, relatively untouched and unharmed by humankind. I realised
that part o f what I had been trying to do up till then was to escape from the
boisterousness and noisiness of the human world, and that the silent, awe
some world outside had given me this space. I realised also that I could not
separate the human from the more-than-human world, that as much I might
wish to escape it, they were entwined together, inseparable in this moment.
I drew three oval faces, each with dark skin, dark eyes and dark hair, and I
drew in the bright colours o f their clothes, so as to differentiate each girl in
my drawing. I pointed to each of them and back to the drawing, trying to
communicate to them what it was I was doing. At first, they seemed to
misunderstand, and seemed to think that I wanted them to copy me and to
do the same, so they too started drawing ovals around the edges of the
page. I contemplated on how else I might communicate with them, and
decided to draw myself, a slightly lighter oval face with long dark hair. I
wrote my own name underneath, so that they might relate the drawing to
each of us. The mirth which they expressed when they finally understood
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what I was doing again touched my heart. They each wrote their own
names underneath the corresponding pictures: Ashura, Prisca and
Mwanaidi. They pointed upwards and said two words—‘Nyota’ and
‘Wingu’—and wrote these on the drawing also. I gathered (and later
confirmed) that by this they meant *stars’ and ‘s k y ’. Some time later, a
fourth girl approached, and added her own name to the drawing: Orestha.
There is something about this experience which touched me in a way that I find
difficult to describe. There was something about the way in which I feel I
connected with the earth, the sky and the children in that moment, which felt to me
to be energy-giving, life-affirming, and soul-nourishing. Much of what had been
background for me during that visit so far shifted to the foreground: the outdoors
world where the children helped to prepare the food, versus the inside world of
adult noisiness and discussion; night-time which was dark and mysterious and full
of stars and the music of crickets, all of which were lost upon us in the busyness of
the day-time; something humbling about communicating and connecting through
drawings, through basic signals and signs, through being taught and repeating
words in a foreign language, versus the civility and political maneuvering often
apparent in adult conversation. There was something about that moment which
was pre-verbal, non-conceptual and immediate, which shifted my quality of
attention and engagement, so that I felt I was connecting with something more real,
more present, more worthy of attention at this moment in time. It felt to me that I
was so present to that moment, that I had immersed myself so fully in it, that I
could not easily abstract or distance myself from what I had experienced; and I
wonder whether this is another way of understanding grace, as an inability to
separate oneself from the world about us, whether human or more-than-human.
I thought back to a question posed to Stephan Harding at Schumacher College by
one of the MSc participants, along the lines of ‘If the planet is going to die at some
point anyway, then what is the point of us worrying about it now?’. I recall also
Stephan’s suggestion that such questions serve to abstract us from what is
happening here and now, and from the responsibilities we face within all of this
(see Reason, forthcoming). I wonder whether the immediacy and experiential
knowing which becomes possible in such moments of grace, when we open
ourselves to the wonder of the universe and to the joy of connecting with others,
serves to do the opposite, to ground us and immerse us in what is real, what is
present, what it is that we need to be attending to, what it is that we are part of,
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moment to moment. In a closely related vein, Donna Ladkin (2001:11) also speaks
o f ‘magical “Aha!” moments’ whereby ‘the nature of our possible participation
with the cosmos is thrown into vivid relief. She goes on to suggest that ‘...w e
don’t have to just wait for them to happen.. .we can initiate participative
engagement with the cosmos too’. Ladkin describes walking as one way in which
seeks to do this, and through which she attunes to the spaciousness, richness, and
rhythm and dance o f the world around us. As I bring this stage of my inquiry to a
close, I increasingly find myself attending to the methods and means through
which I might seek such active, aware, and reverential participation in the cosmos.

By way of ending the present account of my experience in Luhimba, I would like
to share the following poem, which I wrote to express what felt to me to be a
significant experience; a moment which, fleeting though it was, touched me and
seemed to alter the shape of things to come for me:

This is where I come to rest; like a kaleidoscope, shapes and colours shifting
and escaping, and then coming to a resting place.
A fleeting moment, gone the next, and I keep on wading through the messiness,
until the next moment o f grace.

In Appendix Two, I include a further poem I wrote in response to this experience.

F igu re 2: N ight S k y
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9.5

Conclusions

I wish to take a moment here to summarise the key points I have made through this
thesis so far: Through my PhD inquiry as part of various groups, I have become
particularly interested in attending to how we might develop the capacity to
respond to ecological challenges facing us, and moreover, to sustain our
engagement with these issues in the long-run, so that we can continue to work with
commitment and joy (of a kind) in the face of the urgency, complexity and
devastation which we must also acknowledge. I have come to believe that
developing qualities of repose are important if we are to sustain our engagement
with such challenges, and that seeing this as a process of personal development and
spiritual unfolding may help us to hold with curiosity, lightness and commitment
the many tensions evident in this kind of work.
In this chapter, I have sought to evidence how I am developing the capacity to hold
the process of engagement with such challenges moment to moment, and to reflect
on my attempts to bring qualities of attentiveness, groundedness, as well as a
willingness to encounter difference, conflict and complexity, to my developing
inquiry practice. I proposed that we might usefully consider from where we might
draw the emotional and spiritual energy to keep on engaging, and I suggested that
we might understand ‘moments of grace’, or moments of encounter with and
openness to others, as giving such energy.
One of the questions to which I am turning my attention in these latter stages of my
PhD inquiry is that of how we might become more sensitive to such moments of
grace in relationship with the more-than-human world, so that our engagement with
pressing ecological challenges may be nourished and sustained, and so that our role
and place as part of the natural world may be re-evaluated and re-invented. I
believe that the qualities of attentiveness which emerge out of a sense of
restfulness, or repose, might enable our openness to and participation in such
moments. Indeed, the practice of ‘noticing’ which Ladkin (2001) describes below
is one which I find myself cultivating, and which affords me with the joy and
energy necessary to sustain my engagement with complex challenges:
Noticing is the starting point for communication with Creation. At a
mundane level the sun once again rose this morning regardless of my
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presence to witness it. Nonetheless, my life is completely dependent
on the ongoing attraction between earth and her star. The fact that I
am here, breathing, is likewise, utterly reliant on the tiny grasses and
giant trees which produce oxygen for me to breathe—whether I
notice or not. If I choose not to notice, I can imagine I am alone.
Paradoxically, in that lonely state my sense of importance expands,
but my world is limited by my belief that I am the source of my own
energy. If I choose to notice, I am at once exhilarated and humbled.
(Ladkin, 2001:10)
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10

Repose and self development

10.1 Framing
In the previous chapter, I reflected on my experience of collaborating with the
Luhimba Project, and I suggested that in seeking to develop qualities of repose we
might do well to:
•

hold the process of engagement with complex challenges moment to
moment, understanding this as a practice of personal development and
spiritual unfolding; and

•

sustain our engagement with this work through openness to moments of
grace and to joyful living.

In this chapter, I wish to expand on the suggestion that developing the capacity to
respond appropriately to ecological challenges may be linked to a process of
personal unfolding. Specifically, I do this by considering my understanding of
repose in relation to Torbert et al.’s (2004) perspectives on self-development and
self-transformation.
Indeed, in developing my thinking around the concept and practice of repose, I
have come to realise that much of what I propose could be understood to
correspond to the post-conventional stages in Torbert et al.’s (2004) theory of selftransformation. I wish to make these links explicit in this chapter, and to draw on
Torbert et al.’s thinking as a lens through which I might make sense of the
developmental journey upon which I understand myself to be embarking.
In the latter half of this chapter, I return to my experience of working with the
Ecological Thinking intakes. My aim is to conclude the thesis with a grounded
account of some of the ways in which I am seeking to develop a practice of actingfrom-repose in my educative practice and my professional context.
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10.2 The developmental process
Torbert et al. (2004:66) suggest that self-transformation toward an advanced
capacity for action inquiry is a lifetime path, and that each major step along this
path corresponds to a particular action-logic, or ‘an overall strategy that so
thoroughly informs our experience that we cannot see it’. Indeed, Torbert et al.
argue that we only develop the ability to ‘see’ our own action-logics when we
reach the stage along the developmental path where we recognise that there are
indeed multiple action-logics, and that unexplored differences amongst these are
key causes of degenerative conflict within human networks. Becoming aware of
the limitations of particular action-logics, and seeking to move beyond these, can
help us to reduce unintentional conflict and misunderstanding. Thus, Torbert et al.
make a distinction between those action-logics which precede and those which
follow on from the attainment of such awareness, referring to these as conventional
and post-conventional respectively.
The particular stages will be described later in this section; briefly, the
conventional ones are those of the Opportunist, Diplomat, Expert and Achiever,
while the post-conventional are those of the Individualist, Strategist and Alchemist.
Torbert et al. argue that there is much developmental theory and research which
offers strong cross-cultural support for the notion that as human beings develop, we
progress sequentially through these action-logics, with only a minority of people
moving beyond the first three or four, and onto the post-conventional stages.
I must be clear that the decision to draw on Torbert et al.’s (2004) model of self
development in this concluding chapter poses something of a challenge for me,
since I have often struggled with aspects of this model. In particular, although I am
prepared to acknowledge that conceptualising the developmental process as a series
of stages may be a useful and valid representation, I find myself feeling
uncomfortable with the tendency towards categorisation of self and others which
ensues. Torbert et al. (2004:69) are clear that, when used as a diagnostic tool, the
intention is not to pigeon-hole self or others, but to ‘test whether your hypotheses
about your own or another person’s developmental action-logic lead you to choose
more effective actions as you work with them’. Nevertheless, I find that this jars
with the concept and practice of encounter (Mathews, 2003) on which I have drawn

290

at various points in the thesis, and which I have come to understand as respect for
and openness to the subjectivity, mystery and ‘otherness’ of others.
At the same time, I recognise that my discomfort with Torbert et al.’s proposals
could be rooted in my own anxieties and insecurities regarding my positioning and
progress along this path, and how this compares with others around me. In
accordance with the advice given by Devereux (1967) and by Peter, my PhD
supervisor (who, as I have mentioned previously, has encouraged and challenged
me to more actively and curiously engage with the tensions and anxieties raised by
the inquiry process), I have chosen to engage with the challenges, and the
possibilities, which Torbert et al.’s framework of self-development and actionlogics raises for me.
I now turn to each of the action-logics identified by Torbert et al. (2004), and I
consider my own sense of undergoing a developmental journey in relation to these.
As I consider each of these, I intend to keep in mind Torbert et al.’s
recommendation that we identify both our primary action-logic, and our secondary
or fallback action-logic, to which they argue we retreat when we are under duress.

10.2.1 Conventional action-logics
The first action-logic described by Torbert et al. (2004) is that of the Opportunist.
People acting from this action-logic view unilateral power as the only effectual
form of power, and furthermore tend to reject critical feedback, externalise blame
and have a fragile sense of self-control. This action-logic also tends to view rules
as a loss of freedom and draws on deception and manipulation as forms of self
protection, much in the manner of Mathews’ (2003,2005) autoic self. The
Opportunist focus is very much on the short-term, and timely action is equated with
‘winning’.
The second action-logic is that of the Diplomat. The Diplomat concentrates on
gaining self-control in order to act effectively, and sees imitating organisational
routines and the behaviour patterns of high-status group members as an adequate
strategy for doing so. Diplomats therefore tend to conform, work to group
standards, and prize group membership and acceptance highly. Diplomats equate
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negative feedback with loss of face and loss of status, and seek to avoid and
smooth over all potential conflict, ‘masking both true feelings and objective data in
an effort to maintain harmony at all costs’ (Torbert et al., 2004:73).
Reflecting on these first two action-logics, I can see that I particularly embody
elements of the Diplomat in situations of stress and/or discomfort. In Chapter
Eight, I suggested that anxiety around conflict has been a recurrent theme in my
interactions with others, and that a tendency towards conflict-avoidance and the
collapsing of difference may well have been at the roots of the difficulties we
experienced in the Sustainable Farmshire initiative, and of my inability to
creatively engage with the MSc group. I have been aware of my tendency to revert
to Diplomat-like behaviour for some time. For example, in my MPhil to PhD
transfer paper (written in the Spring o f2003), I wrote about referring to my
undergraduate seminar groups of the 2001-2002 academic year as either ‘good’ or
‘bad’ groups. Having reflected on what these labels meant, I realised that I
identified the good groups as those where things flowed smoothly, where the task
was completed satisfactorily, and the process was fairly straight-forward and
amicable. Meanwhile, those groups which I distinguished as bad were
characterised by difficult processes, where I experienced rebellion from group
members and a tendency for me become ruffled as a result. In my transfer paper, I
wrote about working with this anxiety, and indeed in the past five years I feel that I
have gained a degree of maturity in my teaching practice, so that I am now better
able to hold conflict and tension in a teaching situation. Through this thesis, I have
sought to demonstrate how I am developing the capacity to encounter conflict and
tension in my action research practice and in action for sustainability in more
effective, creative ways.
The next action-logic along the developmental path identified by Torbert et al. is
that of the Expert. The Expert seeks to move on from the Diplomat’s tactics of
unquestionably agreeing with others and meeting their expectations, and instead
seeks a ‘more internally consistent, a more reliably value-adding, and a more
objective basis for decision making’ (2004:80). Experts therefore set out to master
a specific craft-logic capable of providing them with a single right answer, with the
result that they give less importance to others’ judgments of quality, and more to
their own and/or to other recognised masters of the craft. The Expert is therefore
likely to exhibit tendencies towards dogmatism and perfectionism, and to see
him/herself as unique and distinct from others.
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The action-logic which follows that of the Expert is the Achiever. While the
Expert’s rather narrow focus is on mastering a specific skill or craft, the Achiever
deliberates more broadly on ‘how to be effective in one’s wider surrounding and on
how to help the organization as a whole be effective’ (2004:83). In a departure
from previous action-logics, the Achiever attends to differences in perspectives and
seeks mutuality in relationships, for example valuing agreements reached through
consensus. Although this action-logic has an appreciation of complexity and
systems, it lacks the capacity to engage with feedback and/or information which
challenges the Achiever’s already-established worldview. People acting from this
action-logic could therefore be described as ‘blind to their own shadows’ and ‘to
the subjectivity behind objectivity’ (Torbert et al., 2004:86).
I would say that in the final year of my undergraduate degree, when I first made the
decision to pursue this inquiry, I was acting from what could be understood as an
Achiever action-logic. While in my final years of secondary school I prided and
congratulated myself on mastering the skills necessary to succeed academically (in
a manner similar to that described of the Expert action-logic), I feel that four/five
years on, I was not only developing an appreciation of complexity and of systemic
qualities, patterns and interactions, I was also intentionally seeking out
opportunities which would allow me to more positively and effectively contribute
to wider human and ecological well-being. Likewise, I can acknowledge that as I
embarked on my doctoral inquiry, my thinking and behaviour could have been
described as rather inflexible and uncompromising. I felt very strongly that
particular perspectives (including those of capitalism, consumerism and the
rhetoric of growth and progress, for example) were ‘wrong’. My response to such
perspectives was one of antagonism and disaffection, and although of course I
experienced myself as part of a capitalist, consumerist system, I could find little
ground on which to meet proponents or uncritical followers of such a system.
Thus, as I set out on my inquiry, I experienced myself as occupying something of a
moral high-ground, and perceived a fairly clear distinction between what might be
understood as ‘good’ and what might be understood as ‘evil’.
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10,2,2 Post-conventional action-logics
The action-logics described thus far are the conventional ones. I now turn to the
post-conventional action-logics. Torbert et al. describe the key differences
between the two in the following way:
Whereas the conventional action-logics appreciate similarity and
stability, postconventional action-logics increasingly appreciate
differences and participating in ongoing, creative transformation of
action-logics... [and furthermore] are less and less implicitframes
that limit one’s choice, and more and more become explicitframes...
(Torbert et al., 2004:93)
Torbert et al. suggest that the Individualist is the action-logic which bridges the
conventional and post-conventional stages. The individualist takes a relativistic
perspective, and in the manner described above, is more attracted by difference and
change than by similarity and stability. He or she is less inclined to judge or
evaluate, and is more likely to influence by listening and finding patterns than by
advocacy. A person acting from this action-logic starts to notice their own shadow
and negative impact, which can in itself lead to decision paralysis. Torbert et al.
describe the Individualist’s experience in the following way:
The Individualist’s dark side includes troubled feelings of something
unravelling or needing resolving, along with a sense of paralysis
about how to move, because we have not yet developed
postrelativistic principles. Yet this is also likely to be a time of
renewed freshness of each fully tasted experience, of dramatic new
insight into the uniqueness of ourselves and of others, of forging
relationships that reach new levels of intimacy, and of perusing new
interests in the world. Excitement alternates with doubt in unfamiliar
ways. If this sounds like a contradictory jumble.. .then this is a fair
representation of the Individualist’s experience. (Torbert et al.,
2004:101-102)
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I would argue that my own experience of engaging in this inquiry has parallels with
that of the Individualist action-logic as described above. Throughout the thesis, I
have suggested that I experienced many tensions and challenges as I participated in
various fields of practice, and that particularly distressing and unsettling was my
seeming inability to construct an appropriate sense of positioning and activeness.
Especially in the early stages of my inquiry, I felt ill-equipped to deal with the
various tensions and contradictions I experienced, and through the thesis I have
sought to evidence my emerging willingness and ability to stay with complex
challenges and with the experience of anxiety, vulnerability and conflict. For
example, in the previous chapter, my aim was to demonstrate that in the midst of
the murkiness I experienced while engaging with the Luhimba Project, I was able
to find a way of appreciating and attending to the opportunities for learning and for
personal unfolding which were inherent therein.
Indeed, my hope is that the accounts I have presented in this thesis are understood
as evidence of my evolving ability to hold tensions in more joyful, restful and
curious ways, both in my capacity as an action researcher/inquirer and as someone
wishing to respond appropriately to ecological challenges. I therefore suggest that
the practice of repose towards which I aspire might be understood to correspond to
the action-logic which follows on from the Individualist, namely, that of the
Strategist:
Unlike the Achiever, the Strategist is open to the possibility of
rethinking and even altering his or her viewpoint and purposes in a
situation and helping others do the same. The Strategist consciously
seeks and chooses new ways of framing opportunities, dilemmas,
and conflicts that accommodate the disparities, paradoxes, and
fluidity of multiple points of view. From the Individualist, the
Strategist inherits the ability to acknowledge and deal with inner
conflicts, such as conflicting needs and duties. But, whereas the
Individualist’s relativism can make him or her feel paralyzed by such
conflicts, the Strategist comes to appreciate the tension of opposites
as paradoxical and seeks resolutions that transform the very
differences that initially seem irreconcilable. (Torbert et al.,
2004:106)
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The Strategist places a high value on timely action inquiry, mutuality and
autonomy, and is attentive to particular historical moments. He or she interweaves
short-term goal-orientedness with longer-term developmental process-orientedness.
Furthermore, the Strategist is creative at conflict resolution and enjoys playing a
variety of roles.
I believe that I have aspired towards such Strategist-like qualities in a variety of
ways. As I have stated already, my wish to engage in processes and practices
which allow me to develop and experiment with qualities of repose (which we
could also refer to as post-conventional action-logic behaviour) is not founded on a
desire to find new answers or alternative solutions, nor does it revolve around a
wish to tidy up the messy-ness I have uncovered while participating in my various
fields of practice. Rather, experiencing repose, as I understand it, is about learning
to hold all of these questions and tensions while keeping on working with
commitment and joy. In Macy’s words (1991b:27): ‘Waiting does not mean
inaction, but staying in touch with our pain and confusion as we act, not banishing
them to grab for sedatives, ideologies, or final solutions’.
My understanding of repose could also be linked to Robert French’s (2001) work
on ‘negative capability’, which I would argue also holds strong links to the
Strategist action-logic. Originally coined by John Keats as a way to describe the
‘prime essential’ of a poet (Muir, 1958:107), the concept of negative capability has
been further developed in relation to psychoanalysis, with Wilfred Bion (1978,
1990, 1991) for example suggesting that ‘the analyst’s ability to bring about
change in a patient depends on...negative capability’ (French, 2001:481).
According to French:
Negative capability indicates the capacity to live with and to tolerate
ambiguity and paradox, to ‘remain content with half-knowledge’
(Ward, 1963:161) and, therefore, to engage in a non-defensive way
with change, resisting the impulse merely to react to the pressures
inherent in risk-taking. It implies the capacity to integrate emotional
and mental states rather than dissociating oneself from aspects of
emotional experience or attempting to cut oneself from such
experience altogether. These capacities allow one, in addition, to
identify with the moods and modes of suffering of the other...
(French, 2001:482)
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French (2001) suggests that the paradoxical image evoked by the term ‘negative
capability’ appropriately represents what is required by analysts, organisational
consultants, and others acting for change. He explains that the root meaning of
‘capable’ and ‘capacity’ (though not o f ‘ability’ or ‘able’) is ‘containing’ or
‘spacious’, since these are derived from the Latin word capax, meaning ‘able to
hold much’ (French, 1999). He makes the point that ‘the volume of any container
is, of course, a measure of its internal “negative” space’ (2001:483) and following
Bion, suggests that ‘a person’s negative capability can “take in” the emotions
evoked by a situation and “digest” them on behalf of the whole system’
(2001:484). He concludes:
.. .For an organizational actor, the outcome is an intervention or a
refraining from action - a pause to think - which may facilitate a
change of mind or heart in self or colleagues, and hence learning in
the wider system. (French, 2001:484)
The sensitive attention to self and others implied by the notion of negative
capability is arguably also evidenced in Strategist action-logics, and in my own
efforts to develop an understanding of and practice of repose. For example,
Torbert et al. suggest that:
The person with the Strategist worldview sees purpose in life beyond
meeting his or her own needs. Continuing development of self and
others is a primary concern. The Strategist also seeks to discover
what he or she does uniquely well. This person is involved in a
personal quest—a life work—with a sense of vocation.. .The
question of identity for the Strategist includes the question of his or
her social and spiritual vocation. (Torbert et al., 2004:107)
Through my inquiry I have sought to discover what it is that I do ‘uniquely well’
and what my particular vocation or contribution might be. In previous chapters, I
suggested that experiencing repose in oneself may be akin to experiencing
restfulness. Such restfulness may be as the grounding in which we may rest, the
‘truth’ to which we may come home, especially if, as ecopscyhologist Andy Fisher
(2002:85) maintains, a characteristic of the current human condition is that we feel
‘empty, cut-off, homeless, soulless; many of us frantically trying to “be”
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somebody’. This ‘truth’ to which we come home might be a more robust, wellrounded sense of self from which to act, in which to place and ground ourselves
while encountering others and while shaping and extending our offering to the
world. Having engaged in this inquiry, I consider myself to be speaking from a
more restful place, where I feel better able to both hold questions around my own
role and place within all of this, and also able to hold appreciation and respect for
the ground from which I am speaking, and for my own lived experience of
grappling and playing with these questions. This is something which I seek to
evidence in the following section of this chapter, when I return to my educative
practice and my experience of working with the Ecological Thinking groups.
The final action-logic identified by Torbert et al. (2004) is that of the Alchemist.
The Alchemist continually exercises his or her own attention and intentionally
participates in work of historical/spiritual transformation. He or she is co-creator
of mythical events that reframe situations and stands in the tension of opposites.
Not surprisingly, Torbert et al. suggest that the attainment of this action-logic is
very rare indeed and that
.. .the distinctive quality of the politics and spirituality of the
Alchemist is not whatever conventional or unconventional package
of beliefs a person may espouse (e.g., Protestant Republican, Jewish
Democrat, Pagan Anarchist, etc.), but rather the moment-to-moment
inquiry into the source of life and love that he or she practices.
(Torbert et al., 2004:182)
The distinctive quality of the Alchemist as described above reminds me of the
qualities of the erotic self valued by Mathews (2003, 2005) and the selfdirectedness (as opposed to other-directness) espoused by Naess (1995).
Reflecting on Mathews’, Naess’ and Torbert et al.’s proposals, the developmental
process with which I might usefully engage would include not taking refuge in
other-directedness through, for example, attempting to comply to the image of ‘the
environmentalist’ or ‘the action researcher’ or ‘the young academic’ as ascribed
and/or imagined by others, and as a method of side-stepping the challenging
process of giving shape to my own sense of self and place in the world moment to
moment. Rather, engaging in a process of self-development would require that I
maintain my composure as I make my way through these questions and attempt to
give form and substance to my offering, acknowledging the creative tension (and
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the possibilities for degenerative conflict) to which this may give rise as I position
myself in relation to the world, and of course, to others working in this field.

10.2.3 Reflections on the developmental process
It seems clear from the description of the various action-logics that moving from
one stage to the next, and particularly from conventional to post-conventional
action-logics, is a tremendously challenging process. Indeed, Torbert et al. (2004)
repeatedly make the point that a very small percentage of adults ever reach the
post-conventional stages, and that this tends to happen (if at all) in later life. For
example, reflecting on the Opportunist, Diplomat and Expert action-logics, they
propose that
After the strategy, performance, and outcome territories of
experience have been mastered one by one (usually between the ages
of six and twenty-six), most people never again transform their
action-logic. But a solid minority (about 40 percent) of highly
educated, professional adults do transform once more, to the
Achiever action-logic... (Torbert et al., 2004:66)
The above statement is one of the reasons why I remain somewhat uncomfortable
with the theory of self-transformation proposed by Torbert et al.. Firstly, I am
unsure what to make of the reference to ‘highly educated, professional’ adults. Is
this meant to suggest that such people are more likely to make these shifts than
non-highly educated, non-professional adults? If so, how might such qualities of
‘education’ and ‘professionalism’ be understood, and to what extent might this be
considered a fairly exclusivist and elitist perspective? Mathews (2005), for one, is
suspicious of the value placed on formal education and the standard of
professionalism, arguing that the ‘native’ (in opposition to the abstractive
‘modem’) is likely to shun such narrow, constricting definitions of self.
Secondly, according to Torbert et al.’s typology, at twenty-six (my current age) I
am unlikely to have developed an appreciation (let alone qualities) of postconventional action-logics. To be clear, my intention in this section has not been to
suggest that I have reached post-conventional action-logics, but that the qualities of
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repose towards which I aspire might be understood to correspond, to a certain
extent, to the later stages of Torbert et al.’s model. I am quite prepared to admit
that shifts towards a practice of repose are likely to prove immensely challenging,
and indeed, throughout the thesis I have often made the point that I see this as
relating to a process of ongoing personal and spiritual development.
It has been pointed out to me that many of the writers and thinkers whom I quote
(including Naess, Berry and Macy) are much older than myself and have
undergone particularly challenging developmental processes across their lifetimes.
While I agree that, with the passing of time, we may progressively develop the
ability to enact the kinds of qualities and capacities to which I have referred in the
thesis, I suggest that an emerging appreciation of the need for such qualities and
capacities may be less a function of age and/or stage in one’s life, and more closely
related to the opportunities with which one is presented and with which one may
choose to engage. In my case, I feel it is unlikely that I would have developed an
understanding of these qualities and capacities had I not engaged in this inquiry in
a systematic and sustained way over the last five years, and had I not been
supported in doing so by others who have also chosen to engage with such
challenges, including Peter, Donna and Judi in the CARPP community, the many
writers with whose work I have engaged, and the many other aspects of my life
which have given meaning and joy to my being in the world over the years.
Furthermore, I have a growing (although largely undefined) sense that, while we
may usefully seek to engage in processes of self-transformation, the extent to
which our capacity to respond to complex challenges develops is less to do with
our sense of intentionality and purposiveness in doing so, and more to do with the
particular moment and place in which we find ourselves, and what unfolds therein.
In exploring what I mean by this, it helps me to turn to Mathews’ (2003)
suggestion of how communicative order might be understood in a soulful,
panpsychist universe. Mathews explains communicative order between the One
and the Many
.. .in terms of the holistic tendency, within the primal field, to return
differentiated parts of the field to a common ground state i.e., the
communicative impulse was portrayed as a holistic countertendency
to the tendency towards self-differentiation. Such a tendency would
presumably be particularly activated when the differentia were not
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only distinguished from, but acting in opposition to, their
environs.. .The one can draw the wanderers back to its Way only if
they are sufficiently receptive to notice its signals. Wherever such
receptivity exists, however, the One would have reason to
communicate its presence to its creatures, conveying to them their
origins in primal desire. When answering desire springs up in them,
the One would affirm them. And, when it feels the stirrings of
genuine perplexity in them, it might offer glimpses into the mystery
of the Way to guide their steps.. .Such communications could be
carried out via synchronistic configurations of objects or elements of
the environment: the world ‘speaks’ through symbolic constellations
that are, though within the causal parameters of the context, uniquely
apposite to the situation at hand... (Mathews, 2003:66)
What Mathews suggests, then, is that the primal field or ground of being out of
which our own subjectivity arises could, by virtue of its self-actualising nature,
communicate to us the wisdom we need in order to shape our own modes of being
in ways which are life-affirming (for us, and for itself as a whole). Such wisdom
may be made available to us through signals, symbols and/or primal desires,
towards which we must be receptive and open and which we must also leam to
read, judge and interpret. Thus, such encounter or engagement with the world
requires from us the development of certain capacities and aptitudes, the likes of
which we are not normally encouraged to develop within materialist, dualistic
paradigms. Communicative engagement with the world requires that we attend not
only to the universal aspects of things and beings (as we are apt to, through the
universalising lenses of science), but that we also attend to the detail at the level of
particulars: ‘for communicative cues reside deep within the particularity of
things.. .at those junctures at which behaviour departs from an anticipated norm’
(2005:16).
Cultures of essential attentiveness might thus unfold as the praxes of panpsyschist
metaphysics (Mathews, 2005). Mathews suggests that the materialist cultures of
essential bruteness-and-blindness might actually not be considered cultures at all.
The word culture, she explains, derives from the same root as cultivate, viz the
Latin cultura meaning tending; cultura is in turn derived from colere, to till or
cherish. The concept of culture, then, is

301

.. .essentially to do with cherishing, with developing expressive
forms of life within a field of cherishing. But what can this
cherishing be but the cherishing of existence itself, the orchestration
of praise—via praxis—for the ground beneath our feet, the ground
we must tend and husband, attentively, if we are to remain in psychic
dialogue with the sources of our being. (Mathews, 2005:21)
This recovery of the original meaning and associated praxes of culture may be
understood as analogous with the reading (offered by many ecopsychologists/deep
ecologists) of humans’ proper role and positioning as that of cosmological
celebrators:
.. .it is our nature, our deepest calling, to articulate and tend to the
cosmos, to call forth or lay open the world by means of ceremony
and ritual, storytelling and myth. Heidegger came to this theme by
saying that through our poetic attending to things we mortals
participate, along with the earth, the sky, and the gods, in the
gathering and illuminating of the world. This world-disclosing
process is at the same time a playful celebration, an expression of the
‘simple, flexible characteristic of our human be-ing to care for
others, to laugh, dance, and sing in otherness’ (Bigwood, 1993:206).
(Fisher, 2002:106)
I suggest that the cherishing ‘of existence itself and of ‘the ground beneath our
feet’ proposed by Mathews (2005) and the human capacity for ‘playful celebration’
and ‘to care for others, to laugh, dance, and sing in otherness’ proposed by Fisher
(2002) and Bigwood (1993) is not best understood as the domain of highly
educated, professional and/or middle-aged people, and rather represents a more
appropriate understanding of the kinds of life processes and day-to-day experiences
to which we might open ourselves, at whatever stage of our lives, in seeking to
develop capacities for repose, reverential encounter and ecological/psychological
healing.
I drew the below picture while reflecting on my experience of moments of grace in
relation to nature. Beholding it now, I feel that it might also be understood to
represent a practice of tending, cherishing and reverential encounter.

302

10.3 Returning to my grounding as educator
As I explained earlier in the thesis, I have increasingly come to understand that I
may be able to contribute to developing ecological wisdom, and play a part in
responding to ecological challenges, through the broad field of education for
ecology. In Chapters Five and Six, I began to develop the main concepts and ideas
I have put forward in this thesis (those revolving around repose) while reflecting on
my engagement with the Ecological Thinking intakes in 2003 and 2004, and on the
anxiety, helplessness and hopelessness expressed by many course participants.
Having reflected on my experience in several other fields of practice, and having
considered how various theoretical and practical perspectives may contribute to the
ways in which I/we may appropriately engage with complex challenges, it is fitting
that I now return to my experience of fulfilling a role which I increasingly see as
providing me with a sense of grounding: that of being an educator at the interface
between management and ecology.
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10.3.1 Enabling others to engage with complex challenges
As I explained in Chapter Four, part of my engagement with the Ecological
Thinking intakes came to revolve around the sculpting of feedback loops and
processes which allowed cycling between course participants’ responses (which
with their knowledge and consent were where appropriate fed back to Judi
Marshall, the course leader) and the further shaping and unfolding of the course
structure and processes.
Based on the themes emerging from my research with the 2003 intake, Judi and I
discussed ways in which participants could be better supported in dealing with their
response to the course material. We agreed that a careful balance would need to be
struck between supporting participants in processing any uncomfortable feelings,
while at the same time, allowing them the space to engage and stay with these as
valid and perhaps necessary responses to current ecological and social problems.
To this end, participants were further invited to develop attentional disciplines with
the potential to allow them to notice and track their responses as they made their
way through the course—in fact, my own involvement with the group, and the
data-gathering exercises in which I invited them to participate, were also framed as
opportunities for course participants to track their own learning and movement
through the course. Significantly, without seeking to negate, preempt or smooth
over any distressing or difficult responses, Judi also informed students of other
resources with which they might like to engage, including alternative career
websites and examples of the kinds of change initiatives which are gaining ground.
In preparing the lecture series for the 2004 intake, Judi also scheduled in a session
to look specifically and explicitly at approaches to change - individual,
organisational and societal. In outlining this lecture (which was scheduled as
session 7 of 11) on the course handout, Judi summarised ‘Change is a theme
throughout the course. Session 7 looks at how people - including ‘ordinary ’
people as citizens, consumers, investors -tr y to influence change. Whether
individuals can have any impact may well be an issue by this stage in the
programme ’.
Moreover, a final feedback session, facilitated by myself, endeavoured to provide a
shared forum where we could together discuss how it may be possible to make
sense of and build on from these experiences in seeking to engage with ecological
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challenges. In the course handout, this session was labelled Building capacity to
engage with and respond to ecological challenges, and was introduced as follows:
‘Session 11 provides a further course review. Patricia Gaya has been studying
people looking at ecological challenges for her PhD research, this has included
people doing Ecological Thinking in 2003, and will include your group. She will
report on her work, including on your comments ’. In leading and facilitating this
session, I sought to attend to how I might understand my role in that space; how I
might understand my intentions and purposes in mirroring back to the group the
kinds of comments they had shared with me throughout the semester; and how I
might appropriately frame and communicate what we might together seek to do in
that space. In approaching this session, I sought to position myself in a way that
could be described, following Reason (forthcoming), ‘as simultaneously
appreciative and question-posing’. So, for example, after sharing some of the
comments I had gathered from both the 2003 and the 2004 intakes, I suggested that
the following questions might be understood as being raised:
•

How do we deal with feelings of guilt and/or distress at understanding
ourselves as contributing to the problem?

•

How do we deal with conflicting pressures and desires, that is, how do we
make sense of ourselves as concerned individuals and consumers and part of
the business world, and so on?

•

How might we understand, and balance, an appropriate sense of humility with
an appropriate sense of agency?

•

How might we understand and appreciate the kinds of contributions which we
do feel able to make?

•

How might we move forward from such complexity and lack of definitive
answers, and begin to take tentative steps? What might these steps look like?

•

And how can we seek to maintain awareness around our experimenting, and
reflect on the usefulness and appropriateness of what we are doing?
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In considering these questions, I shared some of the experiences of the Sustainable
Farmshire initiative, particularly around the challenges we experienced in staying
with the difficulties and in carrying on working with commitment and joy. Sharing
stories from others’ practice felt important in communicating that others are also
struggling with similar concerns and responses to these issues, and also that
ordinary citizens are choosing to ask questions and work towards an understanding
of how we might appropriately respond to ecological challenges. Such
confirmation felt especially necessary for this group of people, many of whom
appeared to be grappling with the relative lack of support, inspiration and
exemplars upon which they felt they could draw within the context of their
management degrees. Following Macy, I believe that a sense of community and
wider networks of support are important in sustaining our engagement with this
work: ‘Despair work is not a solo venture, no matter how alone one may feel. It is
a process undertaken within the context of community, even if a community of
like-minded others is not physically present. Just knowing that one’s feelings are
shared gives a measure of validation and support’ (Macy, 1991:28).
Moreover, of importance to me in raising these questions, and in sharing tales from
the Sustainable Farmshire and Luhimba Project groups, was not to come within
reach of any answers, nor to seek to resolve felt tensions or the experience of
complexity, but rather to encourage and make space for engagement with these.
As such, I attempted to present, tentatively and humbly, my own emerging
understanding of sustainability work as linked to a process of personal and spiritual
development, where the very holding o f these questions in itself may be understood
as a valuable learning process, and as a necessary initial step for committing
oneself for the long haul.
As well as suggesting that posing questions, or the holding of inquiry around these
issues, might be considered a viable position to occupy, and might indeed be more
generative and life-affirming than seeking to ‘save the world’ or the pursuit of
quick-fix solutions, I also sought to put forward some alternative understandings of
what action might mean (if not related to heroics or grand visions of change). So,
for example, we talked about the notion of small wins; we discussed again the
concept of tempered radicalism (Meyerson and Scully, 1995); we considered what
it might mean to experiment, to act and attend to what response we get; we
reflected on the extent to which non-action might also be seen as a valid choice,
and so on. We also talked about the importance of grounding these questions in a
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lived process, and Judi and myself invited course participants, in the moment, to
reflect and comment on the course itself as a learning process, posing questions
such as ‘What about the course helps/hinders you in engaging with these issues in
a way that is appropriatefor you? What is helpful and unhelpful? '. My
impression is that course participants generally enjoyed and valued this session.
There seemed to be good levels of engagement, discussion and holding of tensions
evidenced, and a number of people approached me at the end of the session to
express their appreciation and to give me their contact details so that we might stay
in touch after their graduation.
The important point for me is that, in matching form to content (Marshall, 2004),
neither myself as researcher and fellow traveller, nor Judi as course leader, sought
to tidy up or smooth over the (at times difficult) questions raised for participants as
they engaged with the course material. Rather, our intention was to gently but
explicitly encourage participants to attend to and track the processes they were
going through, and we sought to offer the space and resources with which they
might begin to more consciously explore and make sense of their own individual
responses to the course. I can therefore understand my own positioning as an
educator to also revolve around the need to let go of some of the control and
influence often associated with a more typical educational role. Arguably, such
relinquishing of a felt need to control and provide answers may be a key insight
upon which I might draw in developing qualities of repose in this context.
Nevertheless, my experience is that this takes considerable effort, particularly when
we want course participants to feel able to stay with these questions, and might
therefore wish to help them through this process. As already mentioned, I also
struggled with this tension in my collaboration with the MSc group. I consider that
making my way through this tension is a crucial and necessary part of my
developmental process.
Indeed, finding ways to appropriately support others and give shape to
processes/spaces where they feel able to engage with these challenges, while not
seeking to tidy up any messiness and/or complexity they might experience, is a key
competency which I am seeking to develop in my role as educator and/or inquirer.
I feel that I have been able to develop my understanding around this challenge by
attending to how Judi made and held space for inquiry and for exploration of
complex issues in lectures. As an example, I present an extract from my journal,
which tracks my awareness of my own and others’ behaviour through a difficult
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group interaction during one of the lectures in the 2003 series. I propose that this
experience could be understood as an illustration of acting-from-repose. In
particular, I feel that I learned much from witnessing Judi attend carefully to the
emergence of possibilities in the present moment, and then respond according to
what appeared to be called for there and then:
Journal entry: 19th o f March, 2003.
Written whilst in Judi’s Ecological Thinking course.

...Ten minutes ago a group of student protestors burst into the lecture room
and asked the group to come now and join the demonstration on the Parade
[against the war on Iraq, which had just started]. They gave us estimated
death tolls and number o f refugees. It felt a sobering example of people
trying to make use of figures, statistics and indicators as a way to convince
us of something, (which coincidentally, was a topic that we were covering in
that lecture). More importantly, it was also an example o f the tension that
these kinds of change efforts can give rise to - one male student said Tm
trying to get my education here, could you please leave’, to which the
demonstrators replied, with passion and feeling, that we need to stand
together, that as youth we should have these kinds of opinions and oppose
those who are making these kinds of decisions in our name. I felt incredibly
tense and upset, I felt myself welling up, my heart beating quickly, I didn’t
trust m yself to speak, for if I had, I know that my voice would have quivered,
and I would have spoken from an angry, anxious and alienating place, from
an ‘us versus them’, ‘right versus wrong’ stance...
And then, immediately after the student protestors left, I witnessed Judi
doing something quite amazing... she did a wonderful job leading a short
discussion ‘in the moment’, as to what had just happened. She pointed to
the parallels across all of these issues, and to the trend of people trying to
enact change...in discussion with the group, some of whom were very
damning of the actions of the student protestors, she raised important
questions as to how this could be done appropriately...as to the choices that
we make in trying to influence people to think in different ways... She
pointed to the difficulties of working across tensions and to the notion that
seemingly progressive practices, such as that o f stakeholder dialogue, can
be flaky, tension-filled processes.
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This was a huge learning point for me—watching, in the moment, an
intervention effort fail, and bring forth tension and bad feeling amongst it
recipients, and noticing the importance of being careful as to how one tries to
enact change, and the place one speaks from. Had I spoken in that moment,
I would have been predominantly advocating, and perhaps alienating many
people in the process. What Judi did really well was to keep calm and
curious, not coming down hard on one position or the other, but pointing out
that there is no absolute ‘right’ outside o f the situation, reminding us that,
through the course, she was encouraging us to approach these issues with
curiosity and openness. Thus she posed more questions than answers. One
other thing that really struck me was a student’s comment that ‘since Tony
Blair has more information than us, we should trust him to make these
kinds of decisions for u s’, and Judi’s timely response that this raised
questions about the kind o f knowing that we choose to value, and that we
have different kinds/sources of knowledge to that of the Prime Minister,
which we could choose to value as highly. Developing the capacity to make
these kinds o f interventions in the moment, assertively and yet with a
certain lightness, holding an inquiring, open pose, is a quality that I am
seeking to develop, and which I find myself practising when responding to
challenging questions within my first year Organisational Behaviour
seminars, for example.
The experience I recount above struck a chord with me, and the reason I have
chosen to relate it here is because it is so firmly linked to the kinds of questions and
tensions that have been at the forefront of my own first-person inquiry through the
PhD process, regarding
•

How I might appropriately position myself in seeking to influence and
make effective interventions in local and wider systems;

•

How I may maintain a sense of restfulness, or repose, in holding and
making sense of the many tensions and complexities that emerge; and
around

•

How I may contribute to making it possible for us to hold these tensions
within a group space.

Reflecting on how unsettled and distressed I felt in the immediacy of this
experience, I realised that a significant challenge for me was that of becoming able
to handle these kinds of situations, which may be difficult, complex and hugely
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multi-layered, particularly when I feel strongly about a certain issue, and when I
am trying to engage with people who I believe to be misguided in some way. This
challenge is of course related to that of how I understand and position myself in
situations of conflict, and around how I can maintain a degree of calmness and
composure while acknowledging and respecting difference and disagreement. The
developmental challenge I perceived in my response to the above interaction is also
related to my aspirations to take on the role of a change agent; for how do I
position myself, in the various interactions, fields of practice and systems in which
I take part, in such a way that I do not begin to alienate as soon as I begin talk
about these issues (which is the experience that many in Judi’s class seemed to
have had in reaction to the protestors’ efforts)?
I believe that these kinds of questions, around how I may appropriately position
myself, appreciate my grounding and articulate my offering to others, and around
how I may seek to encounter the world/the other in such a way that I do not seek to
collapse or deny or explain away its/his/her mystery, difference and ineffability,
are key questions that I have held throughout my inquiry, and which are just as
relevant as I occupy my place as an academic/educator in a Higher Education
context.

10.3.2 The challenge o f speaking out and skilful sharing
I wish to end this section by reflecting in further detail on a key challenge I have
encountered (and continue to encounter) in seeking to position myself as an
educator and engage with students/participants in management programmes. This
is the challenge of articulating and giving voice to the complex issues and
challenges which I believe deserve close attention, and doing this in such a way
that my offering can be heard and engaged with. Thus, questions around language
choice and presentational form have become increasingly central to my
inquiry/pedagogical practice. On the one hand, I empathise with Thomas Berry’s
suggestion that
.. .our limitations as theologians in speaking the language of this new
cosmology are everywhere evident.. .To envisage the universe in its
religious dimension requires that we speak of the religious aspect of
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the original flaming forth of the universe, the religious role of the
elements, the religious functioning of Earth and all its components.
(Berry, 1994:3)
And yet, having worked throughout my inquiry with people who locate themselves
within fairly mainstream management practice and education, within a fairly
conventional, affluent British way of life, I know also that this speaking differently
can alienate and distance, and can seem obscure and even overly-intellectualised. I
am aware that the use of the words love and spirituality, and even the mention of
the word tree, can shock and estrange undergraduate management students, while
even the supposedly more objective, practical and technocratic language of
sustainability can seem confusing, ambiguous and controversial. Ecopsychologist
Andy Fisher points to the challenges and tensions experienced in seeking to speak
in ways which feel both legitimate to ourselves and to others:
...[Ecopsychologists and ecological advocates] are burdened with the
task of finding a language capable of honestly illuminating their
ecologically and psychologically informed accounts of what truly
and finally matters, while at the same time being respectable or
legitimate before a public audience. (Fisher, 2002:30)
As Ballard (2006) suggests, the unskillful sharing of environmental information
itself can be understood as reinforcing avoidance processes. I agree that those of
us who wish to play some part in influencing others so that they too choose to
engage with these issues need to find some way of communicating and sharing
what it is we know and feel in such a way that it will open, rather than shut down,
the wish and capacity to engage.
In my experience, unskillful sharing is not just about whether we allow our
language to be labeled new-agey, soft, tree-huggy and so on, it is also about the
ways in which our communication/articulations are framed, and what form these
take. Thus, I have experienced different responses depending on whether a
positive or negative stance is seen to be taken, whether this work is framed as a
crisis or an opportunity, and part of what I grapple with in engaging with students
is finding ways of communicating the complexity and the many dimensions of the
condition in which we find ourselves, so that we understand the condition the earth
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is facing as one of both sadness and of joy, of crisis and opportunity, of endings
and new beginnings.
I also empathise with ecophilosopher Frederic Bender’s (2003:298) condemnation
of ‘many of our environmentalist movements [which] frame the idea of living in
faithfulness to Earth quite joylessly, as yet another set of obligations piled onto our
already otiose sense of guilt - due to Platonism and Christianity - for being
earthly’. Throughout my work with various groups, and particularly within the
MSc and the Ecological Thinking groups, I have at different times been part of
conversations where humans have been referred to as wreckers or destroyers, as a
plague or cancer to the world. My own experience is that it is easy to despair at the
arrogance and single-minded ignorance which humanity in general sometimes
evidences. I see this in myself also, and in my darkest moments, I wonder whether
there is any worth or meaning to what I am doing, entrenched as I feel in certain
political, economic and cultural systems. At the same time, though, I have come to
wonder whether such a critical understanding of humanity’s role and potential is
helpful. For example, it is possible to understand that the notion of humans as
guilty perpetrators is in itself a lens or frame through which we can choose to make
sense of what is going on. As such, it tells a part of the story only, and ignores
many other ways of interpreting and understanding the role and place of the human
in the world.
Neither does it seem to me particularly helpful to understand ourselves as ecowarriors or stewards of the Earth, unilaterally seeking to save the world and
heroically and self-righteously acting in pursuit of change of grandiose proportions.
Thus I have become increasingly interested in how the stories we tell and the
assumptions we hold about ourselves and others can be understood as alternatively
holding or blocking possibilities for generative and locally-relevant change. If we
consider the discourses around ‘humanity as plague’ and ‘humanity as stewards’ as
lenses or stories through which we can make sense of our place in the world, then
the construction and communication of meaning becomes a key consideration in
how we are moved to respond to ecological challenges (if at all). Donna Ladkin
makes a related point, regarding the appropriateness and usefulness of the stories
and/or creation myths which inform our being-in-the-world:
Perhaps the ecological crisis we now find ourselves facing is, in part,
the legacy of an underlying mythology which posits Earth as a way312

station between heaven and hell. Once uncovered, however, an
informing mythology can lose its potency, and other choices can be
made about ways of interpreting experience. (Ladkin, 2001:8)
As such, I feel the need to find a way of speaking, a way of framing and presenting
my work, which is both critical and appreciative of humanity’s role and of my own
place in all of this.
Thus, the questions with which I am left and with which I plan to engage as I
ground myself in my educational practice are the following:
•

How might I balance a wish to support and enable others to hold complex
questions/tensions, so that together we develop a capacity to engage with
these challenges, with the insight that I need not resolve the complexity,
uncertainty and distress that such a process might bring to myself and
others?

•

How might I, in my pedagogical offering, communicate to course
participants that we might usefully seek to balance an appreciation of the
enormity of the challenges facing us with curiosity around our own place
within this, and with a willingness to experiment and to offer something of
ourselves in response? How might I model this?

10.4 Conclusions
My aim in this thesis has been to show how it may be possible to develop the
capacity to respond to ecological challenges, and to engage with the many tensions
raised in doing so, by developing and enacting qualities of repose.
I have reflected on my participation in the Sustainable Farmshire initiative, the
Luhimba Project, and in the MSc and Ecological Thinking programmes. I
endeavoured to show how through my engagement in each of these spaces I have
come to understand that a practice of acting-from-repose would entail attending
carefully to the emergence of possibilities in the present moment and/or context,
and then responding according to what appears to be called for there and then.
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Thus I suggest that qualities of attentiveness, groundedness, as well as a
willingness to encounter difference, conflict and complexity, are called for in
responding to ecological challenges of the kind facing us in current times.
I have also suggested that it is in the holding of the process of engagement moment
to moment that we might find that which sustains us through the vulnerability and
uncertainty which we may well experience. A large part of what sustains me as I
seek to engage with ecological challenges is my sense of joyful living and
receptiveness to moments of grace; moments which I feel are defining in the
creativity and potential and poignancy that they hold, and in the qualities of
awareness and attentiveness they call forth from me.
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Appendix One: A further snap-shot of ecological
challenges
In the pages that follow, I draw heavily from the global trends documented by the
Worldwatch Institute publication, Vital Signs 2005, in order to add to the reader’s
understanding of the ecological challenges facing us in current times.
The Worldwatch Institute is an independent research organisation and a leading
source of information on the systemic inter-relatedness of key environmental,
social and economic trends. It commissions and draws on high-quality,
interdisciplinary research, and its publications are popular among a cross-section of
society, and is of particular interest to those who seek to contribute to the transition
towards an environmentally sustainable and socially just society, including
government and business decision-makers, students, the media and the general
public. As the Institute’s mission statement explains:
By providing compelling, accessible, and fact-based analysis of
critical global issues, Worldwatch informs people around the world
about the complex interactions between people, nature, and
economies. Worldwatch focuses on the underlying causes of and
practical solutions to the world's problems, in order to inspire people
to demand new policies, investment patterns and lifestyle choices.
(http://www.worldwatch.org/about/mission/, accessed 1 April 2006)
The analyses I include below are those relating to climate change; population
growth; military expenditure; decline in mammal species; wetlands deterioration;
deforestation; and air pollution. The trends and details presented below highlight
the intricate and complex links between various local and global challenges,
including those to which I referred in Chapter One, and which were broadly
categorised as destruction of nature and of the natural; increasingly unequal
distribution of wealth; erosion of a sense of community and place; marginalisation
of persons, communities and cultures; erosion and denial of the spiritual or sacred;
and elite knowledge generation leading to learned incapacity and helplessness.
To be clear, the list of trends and challenges presented in this appendix is by no
means exhaustive; rather, the intention is that it provides an indication of some of
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the particular trends which contribute to the complexity, intricacy and scale of the
planetary crises facing us. Significantly, the Vital Signs 2005 analyses presented
below together make the case that true global progress will remain staggeringly
elusive as long as priority is given to narrow economic and military goals at the
expense of human development and environmental protection.

Climate change (Adapted from Sawin, 2005:40-41)
1. The average atmospheric carbon dioxide (C02) concentration has risen by
more than 19% since measurements began in 1959, and has gone up by
35% since the commencement of the industrial age. Since 1960, average
annual rates of increase have more than doubled. The 10 warmest years on
record have all occurred since 1990.
2. According to some climate experts, the impacts of rising C02
concentrations and temperatures are already visible worldwide, and are
arriving at a faster pace than expected. The World Health Organization
estimates that at least 160,000 people die annually due to climate change.
Furthermore, there is growing evidence of direct links to observed
ecological changes. Higher temperatures and changes in precipitation have
driven species northward or to higher elevations, and have affected the
timing of breeding and migratory seasons. Mountain glaciers are shrinking
at ever-faster rates, threatening water supplies for millions of people and
species. A study by the US National Center for Atmospheric Research, for
example, found that rising global temperatures have been a key factor in
increasing drought worldwide.
3. In recent decades in the Arctic, temperatures have risen at almost twice the
average rate for the rest of the world. Over the past 30 years, a fall of 1520% in the average area of summer sea ice cover has led to shrinking
habitats for polar bears, caribou and other Arctic species. Over the past
century, sea levels there have risen by 10-20 centimeters.
4. It is estimated that fossil fuel burning in 2004 released more than 7 billion
tons of carbon, an increase of at least 3% over 2003. Nearly three times as
much carbon was released in 2004 as in 1960, and it is believed that carbon
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emissions from fossil fuels are the main factor behind the rise in
atmospheric concentrations and global temperatures.
5. Ten countries are responsible for about two thirds of global carbon
emissions from fuel use. The United States accounts for nearly a quarter of
the total, despite the fact that it holds only 5% of the world’s population.
China ranks second, with a 14% share. China alone accounted for half of
the global increase in 2003, and emissions there are up more than 47%
since 1990. Nevertheless, China still ranks far behind in the industrial
world in terms of emissions per person.
Population growth (Adapted from Nierenberg, 2005:64-65)
6. Global human population grew to more than 6.3 billion in 2004, more than
twice the number of people who were alive in 1950. More than 95% of
population growth occurs in so-called ‘developing’ countries, where
fertility rates remain high. Nevertheless, in many industrial nations,
population growth and high levels of consumption coincide, and where this
is the case, the significance of added numbers of people is even greater.
Military expenditures surge (Adapted from Renner, 2005:76-77)
7. World military expenditures amounted to $932bn in 2003, the equivalent
of $ 100m spent every hour o f every day worldwide on soldiers, weapons,
and ammunition. The US spends almost as much as all other countries on
Earth combined, with Japan, the UK, France and China (the four largest
spenders after the US) accounting for 17% of global spending in 2003.
Spending large sums on the military and on the ‘war on terrorism’
threatens to sideline international pledges to counter poverty, health
epidemics and environmental degradation, as agreed in the Millenium
Development Goals. In this way, scarce financial resources and political
capital are siphoned away from die root causes of insecurity.
8. Investment in health, education and environmental protections are modest
when compared with military budgets. Estimates suggest that programmes
to provide clean water and sewerage systems would cost roughly $37bn
annually; to cut world hunger in half, $24bn; to eradicate illiteracy, $5bn.
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Millions of lives would be saved following a $10bn annual spending on a
global HIV/AIDS programme and a spending of $3bn or so to control
malaria in sub-Saharan Africa. In 2004, donor countries gave $68bn in
official development assistance. However, if all donors met their promises
of providing 0.7% of their gross national income, annual development aid
would increase by over $1 lObn.
Mammals in Decline (Adapted from Youth, 2005a:86-87)
9. Nearly one in four mammal species is in serious decline, primarily due to
human activities. Within the next fifty years, such well-known animals as
chimpanzees—primates with which humans share 98% of their DNA—
may be extinct in the wild. Several factors contribute to mammal
population losses, and virtually all of these are driven by human activity.
The most widespread problems are habitat loss and habitat fragmentation,
often compounded by uncontrolled hunting. This combination quickly
kills or drives off the largest mammals. For example, mammals quickly
become isolated when new roads, settlements, farms, or logging operations
carve up their habitats. Species such as tigers and the giant panda live in
populations peppered across heavily farmed, increasingly populated areas,
few of which are large enough to sustain these animals well into the future.
The world’s changing climate is emerging as a new challenge for mammal
populations, with species in the Arctic particularly vulnerable, as has been
mentioned already. In other areas, shortages of water exacerbate the
dangers mammals face. In East Africa, the Grevy’s zebra is now
endangered, its breeding success cut short after critical water sources dried
up due to irrigation schemes or became crowded with cattle herds, which
forced the zebras to drink at night, when they are more vulnerable to
predators.
Wetlands drying up (Adapted from Youth, 2005b:90-91)
10. Wetlands cover up to 6% of the Earth’s surface but provide a
disproportionate amount of natural goods and services. The world’s
wetlands harbour staggering biodiversity, protect vital water supplies and
fisheries, and provide medicinal, agricultural, and timber products. In
addition, they buffer coastal or riverside areas from storms and floods,
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control erosion, help maintain water quality, and retain nutrients and
sediments. Despite these assets, an estimated half of the world’s wetlands
have been lost since 1900, and their destruction continues at an alarming
rate. The main causes of this loss have been drainage and conversion of
wetlands to agricultural or urban land, compounded by pollution.
11. A particularly striking example of wetland destruction is provided by the
Mesopotamiam marshlands of Iraq and western Iran, the largest remaining
wetland ecosystem in the Middle East and western Europe. By 2000, more
than 90% of this unique ecosystem had dried up after construction of dams
upstream and government efforts to drain the wetlands. Many wildlife
populations were wiped out, and most of the area’s indigenous Marsh
Arabs were forced to abandon their land.
12. The conservation of wetlands is truly an international challenge, since
many wetlands occur in border areas or are fed by water sources in
different countries. For example, in Iraq, any future marsh restoration will
likely prove impossible without cooperation from Turkey and Syria,
countries whose dams now affect water flow in the Tigris and Euphrates
watersheds. Although global conservation agreements have helped to raise
awareness and concern for wetlands in many countries, enforcement of
conservation laws remains lax in most areas.
Forest Loss Continues (Adapted from Gardner, 2005a:92-93)
13. Deforestation remains a serious issue globally, with many countries losing
more trees than they are able to regenerate. Even in countries which can
claim an expanding forest area, new growth is often of lower-quality
plantation forests. Often, such forests are cultivated to produce harvestable
wood and are therefore less ecologically complex than natural forests. A
lack of consensus around how to define a forest and how to measure
deforestation means that it is difficult to accurately estimate current levels
of deforestation. Global forest cover is thought to stand a approximately
half the original extent of 8,000 years ago, with a conservative estimate by
the UN Food and Agriculture Organization of a net loss of 9.4m hectares
of forest a year during the 1990s, an annual loss roughly the size of
Portugal.
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14. Forests are important in regulating the planet’s carbon and hydrological
flows and provide a host of local environmental services; hence
deforestation is a matter of grave concern. Trees may be understood as
carbon warehouses, with their carbon being released when the roots of
felled trees rot in the ground and when the paper or wood products made
from trees decompose in landfills. It is estimated that deforestation (and
other land use changes) accounted for one third of global carbon emissions
between 1850 and 1998. At a local level, forests are home to a broad range
of species: Indoensia, for example, accounts for only 1.3% of the Earth’s
land surface, but is home to 11% of the world’s plant scpecies, 10% of
mammal species, and 16% of bird species. Indonesia’s current loss of
nearly 2m hectares of forest annually, and its 40% decrease of forest cover
between 1950 and 2000, will therefore have serious ramifications for a
wide variety of species.
15. The direct and underlying causes of deforestation are numerous and
complex. Immediate drivers include agricultural expansion, wood
harvesting, and infrastructure expansion such as road building. Underlying
drivers include poverty, economic growth, and other economic factors;
government policies; technological advances; demographic change; and
cultural factors. Soil and water profiles, and social triggers such as war,
can also influence the extent of deforestation. With growth in human
populations, wood, paper, and other forest resources are in greater demand,
and forest governance is also changing. Already, some 22% of the world’s
forests are privately owned.
Air Pollution Still a Problem (Adapted from Gardner, 2005b:94-95)
16. Although emissions of many air pollutants have declined or stabilised in
industrial countries in recent years, pollution levels are still unhealthy, with
new studies suggesting that the health risks from air pollution are greater
than scientists believed even a decade ago. Furthermore, in developing
countries, especially nations undergoing rapid industrialization, most air
pollutants are present at levels that are now causing significant numbers of
deaths. The six contaminants identified by the WHO as being particularly
harmful to human health (namely, carbon monoxide, lead, nitrogen
dioxide, sulphur dioxide, ground-level ozone and suspended particulate
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matter) are generally the product of fossil fuel use in factories, power
plants, and motor vehicles or the result of burning biomass such as forests
or post-harvest crop stubble.
17. A 2000 World Bank study estimated that on average 1.8m people would
die prematurely each year between 2001 and 2020 because of air pollution.
In many countries, lead is added as an anti-knock agent to gasoline, and the
effects of this practice have been shown to damage the kidneys, nervous
system, brain, cardiovascular and reproductive systems, and has been
linked to reduced intelligence, lack of focus and behavioural problems in
children. Rapidly increasing rates of asthma have been linked to air
pollution, and in particular to high levels of ground-level ozone. In a study
carried out in southern California, it was found that children who were
active in sports in communities with polluted air were 3-4 times more
likely to have asthma than less active children in communities with cleaner
air.
18. Air pollution can also move well beyond the cities in which it originates.
For example, acidic lakes in Scandinavia have long been linked to
pollution from factories in the US. Recent scientific attention has focused
on the ‘Asian Brown Cloud’, a two-mile thick collection of soot, fly ash,
and sulphuric acid which, for over a decade, has been hovering over South
Asia. The cloud originates from forest fires, wood-burning stoves, and a
sharp increase in fossil fuel burning which as gone hand-in-hand with
economic expansion in South Asia. In 2002, the UN Environment
Programme reported that this cloud had killed tens of thousands of people
in the past 10 years, including 52,000 in India alone in 1995. Furthermore,
the amount of sunlight reaching the Earth’s surface has been reduced by
10-15% as a result.
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Appendix Two: A poem to the Night Sky

Night skv,
You take my breath away
And also give m e breath.
D arkness envelops the earth,
Sky and eartlnT fold into

on.

You hide the folly *)f mei

I w om en

U nder the night sky
T he earth is foreground,
H um anity’s ways fade in to the background.
U nfathom able shadows and shapes;
I w o n d er at the m ystery this tree holds,
The unknow n in the soil un der my feet.
W hat secrets does the land hold?
T ruths both sim ple and com plex;
T ru th s hum an eyes som etim es revel in,
T ru th s hum an eyes som etim es cannot see.
Earth, air, night sky,
You w itness and form p art o f the ways o f w om en and m en
And you also stand apart.
So m uch g reater, so m uch m ore
Than the w orlds w hich w e construct in o u r ow n minds.
I take this tim e to bathe in your grace;
I sm ell y our scent o f dust and bush and firew o o d ,
And I h ear y our cre a tu res’ songs.
An escape from the ch atter, the laughter, the sadness I feel.
I drink the silence o f y our stars,
And I am strengthened and refreshed.
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