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Abstract: The global present has been diagnosed
as a disruptive moment of disconnection. In

this essay, | stage an interdisciplinary encounter
between the self-reflexive genre of life writing
on the one hand, and recent theories of personal
development and leadership in order to compare
recent approaches to the present as a moment
of transformation. In order to overcome present
disruptions, it is necessary to acknowledge past
patterns of relating to the social and natural
environment, but also to go beyond self- and
systems awareness and develop innovative ways
of connecting that complement a cognitive
understanding of crisis with affective and
embodied practices. By bringing together life
writings and leadership theories, | introduce a
range of current ways of envisioning connection
and sketch how they may contribute to making
more sustainable relational imaginaries and
practices accessible to a wider public.
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Most people [...] live their lives as a sort
of temporal blur around the point where
their body actually is — anticipating the
tuture, or holding on to the past.

‘They’re usually so busy thinking about
what happens next that the only time they
ever find out what is happening now is
when they come to look back on it'.

'The Present as a Moment
of Disconnection and Disruption

he present is an elusive object of

attention. It is not only on Terry
Pratchett’s satirical Discworld that it tends
to only make sense in retrospect. My con-
tribution to our exploration of the past in
our Here and Now is to investigate how to
make better use of the present as a moment
of transition and transformation. This is
urgent because, in spite of unprecedented
global interconnectedness, contemporary
western societies are going through a “cri-
sis of connection™:

People are increasingly disconnected
from themselves and each other, with
a state of alienation, isolation, and
fragmentation characterizing much of
the modern world. The quintessential
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“we,” as in “We the people” or “We
hold these truths to be self-evident,”
which once served as a reference to a
collective consciousness and state of
communion, if not community, has
lost all meaning. In the place of the
“we,” we have been left with the “me,”
the solitary individual, whose needs,
wants, and desires take precedence
over the collective®.

This crisis of isolation does not ex-
ist in isolation: MIT organisation scholar
Otto Scharmer diagnoses our global pres-
ent to be a “dying system”: “Finance. Food.
Fuel. Water shortage. Resource scarcity.
Climate chaos. Mass poverty. Mass mi-
gration. Fundamentalism. Terrorism. Fi-
nancial oligarchies. We have entered an
Age of Disruption™. In disciplines ranging
from psychology, pedagogy and cultural
studies to theology and organisation sci-
ence, scholars thus caution us that beneath
the surface of these disruptions, western
modernity has lost touch with something
essential. The capacity for collaboration
which has been instrumental in our evo-
lution has atrophied, along with social re-
lations, resulting in empathy fatigue and a
rise in loneliness and depression. Failure
to attend to our need for relations which
neuroscientists declare essential to human
wellbeing® has led to an unsustainable lev-
el of anxiety in the present®. The very ideal
of a sovereign human self has come under
attack as a result: “the ‘crisis of connection’
sees us being confronted with an inverted
version of the old cultural ideal of autono-
mous individuality””. The loss of solidarity
toregrounded by this sorry figure is espe-
cially problematic because the global crisis
requires cooperation across cultural and

Vera Alexander

disciplinary divides to address the many
current challenges listed in the UN’s chart
of sustainable development goals®.

Writers in the social sciences as well
as the humanities have therefore started to
call for a paradigm shift in our apprecia-
tion of social relations, as exemplified by
Scharmer:

We need a new culture of communi-
cation and a framework of economic
thought that does not simply put an-
other single dogma at the center of
the intellectual universe, but that puts
our shared reality at the center of our
attention. What is needed is the abili-
ty to hold and evolve our collective at-
tention at the same rate at which the
reality around us keeps changing’.

'This reframing of the social field calls
for concerted action, especially since re-
conceptualisations of the “ideal of auton-
omous subjectivity as an emblem of loss™*°
have not yet been replaced by viable new
relational imaginaries: “relationality schol-
arship’ seems to have made very little im-
pact on the popular imagination, which
continues to be dominated by idealisations
(and illusions) of freedom, independence,
and autonomy, especially in our anxious
neoliberal times™*.

In this essay I want to contribute to
the mission of invigorating such a rela-
tional cultural narrative. This essay stages
an encounter between two such discourses
which usually live in separate “conceptual
bubbles”: between two literary works on
the one hand and two examples of vision-
ary leadership and organisational educa-
tion on the other. Whereas literary texts,

exemplified by Clare Hastings’ Gardening
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Notes from a Late Bloomer (2018) and Kae
Tempest’s On Connection (2020) give in-
sight into individual, singular experiences
of personal development, leadership books
such as Robert Kegan and Lisa Lahey’s
Immunity fo Change (2009) and Otto
Scharmer ez al’s Presence (2005), foster a
systems awareness which transforms work-
places and companies, addressing both
individual leaders and the teams they are
in charge of. There is a gap to be bridged:
while literary studies tends to ignore any-
thing resembling How-to-books due to
their presumed lack of subtext, business
and management circles in their turn
rarely consider literary studies as having
any practical use'?, such as an impact on
actual social, political and economic pro-
cesses”. Reading texts from both fields, I
see that they not only have world problems
in common but have evolved comparable
and complementary strategies of how to
address them. By inviting both kinds of
writing to the same table and pointing out
some of these overlaps, I hope to perform
a small relational and connective act of
introduction.

I contend that the crisis of connec-
tion and the co-creation of an imaginary
of relationality are challenges for the imag-
ination and for a pedagogy that envisions
and enables life-long growth and the abil-
ity of human minds to change, both on an
individual and on a collective scale. They
require rethinking our habits of drawing
disciplinary and political divides. In other
words, these challenges require a collabora-
tion where literature and the arts are cen-
tral. This is because fostering connection is
one of the super-powers of culture and the
arts, and of literature in particular. By en-
gaging with narratives, recipients enhance

407

their capacity for empathy, cultivating The-
ory of Mind". This not only teaches read-
ers to identify with other individuals, exer-
cising their powers of imagination. It also
has political, systemic dimensions. Analy-
ses of colonial and postcolonial literatures
have shown that literary texts are effective
at getting ideas past direct defences:

literature might be the best comple-
ment to ideological transformation.
The successful reader learns to iden-
tify implicitly with the value system
figured forth by literature through
learning to manipulate the figures
rather than through (or in addition to)
working out the argument explicitly
and literally, with a view to reasonable
consent. Literature buys your assent in
an almost clandestine way and there-
fore it is an excellent instrument for a
slow transformation of the mind®.

Resolving the crisis of connection
must combine direct and indirect forms of
communication in order to develop a ter-
minology of change that uses the practical
imagination and resists the temptation to
dismiss any innovative take on the present
as utopian.

Life Writing:
Becoming Relational

he two literary texts this essay deals

with broadly fit under the umbrella of
life writing. Life writing, a term compris-
ing a wide variety of creative non-fiction
narratives, ranging from autobiographies,
memoirs to journals and travellogues's,
seems a suitable choice for two reasons:
firstly, because of the way in which it
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bridges the gap between actual experience
and the transformative acts of representa-
tion. Secondly, the genre has undergone
significant changes in recent years and, as
a subject of critical studies, models the re-
lational turn we are in search of. Since the
Enlightenment, (auto)biographical writing
has been dedicated to the exploration and
representation of unique human identities
and experiences. From traditionally focus-
ing on exceptional cases in which a prom-
inent individual shaped their Life and
Times, life writing studies has come to ac-
knowledge that even the most prominent
self is not a singular entity'’. Analytic focus
has shifted from the isolated T’ to a more
relational “We’. This has led to a move away
from the exceptional life towards represen-
tations of quotidian lifeworlds. No-one
better illustrates these developments than
eminent autobiography scholar Paul John
Eakin, whose @uvre maps stages of trans-
formation, as he self-consciously notes:

Self and self-experience [...] are not
given, monolithic, and invariant, but
dynamic, changing, and plural. Thus, to
speak of ‘the story of the self’as I did
for a good many years, oversimplifies
the experiential reality that cognitive
studies [...] has helped us to under-
stand more clearly. We do better, I
think, to speak of ‘registers of self and
self-experience,” for there are many
stories of self to tell, and more than one
self to tell them®®.

Eakin updates his use of “the selt” “for
the definite articles suggests something too
fixed and unified to represent the complex-
ity of self-experience” and replaces it with
“a kind of awareness in process”. Across
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genres, studies of identity have abandoned
the notion of the self as a found entity.
Bruce Hood titles his critical analysis Zhe
Self Illusion, arguing that “the richness of
experience must be made up of a multi-
tude of hidden processes and that the core
self must be an illusion™. Historian Yuval
Noah Harari performs similar surgery on
the notion of individuality:

the theory of evolution rejects the idea
that my true self is some indivisible,
immutable and potentially eternal es-
sence. [...] [A]ll biological entities ...
are composed of smaller and simpler
parts that ceaselessly combine and
separate. [...] Something that cannot
be divided or changed cannot have
come into existence through natural
selection®.

If the writing I is seen as a plural
confection, it is only a small step to con-
ceiving of writings about such an entity as
relational. Awareness of selfhood comes
about through contact with significant
others, who shape and affect thoughts and
behaviours. Under the influence of femi-
nism and postcolonialism as well as neuro-
science, life writing has developed analytic
trajectories that include such influencers.

Insights into the importance of re-
lations are not confined to life writing
studies. Harvard education scholar Robert
Kegan pairs his concept of the “individual”
with the neologism “embeddual” in order
to stress the importance of relations and
belonging for human beings to thrive:

The person is an “individual” and an
“embeddual.” There is never just a you;
and at this very moment your own
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buoyancy or lack of it, your own sense
of wholeness or lack of it, is in large part
a function of how your own current em-
beddedness culture is holding you™.

This shift from a simple self to a dy-
namic multiplicity inspires hope: change is
not only possible, it is inevitable. Human
beings are naturally more diverse and dy-
namic than the Enlightenment focus on
a sovereign self acknowledges. Arguably
current workplace culture contributes to a
uniform image of the self. Rather than look
back and confect a narrative of solidity and
cohesion, life writings invite us to identi-
fy past patterns of change in the present
in a bid to overcome the stereotypes lam-
pooned in Pratchett’s epigraph.

Presencing: Change

and Personal Development

n slightly different ways, so do leadership

books. Many of these deal with the self in
terms of improvement and frame the pres-
ent as a point of action and potential. This
is why the second set of works consulted in
this essay addresses personal and systems
development. Even the most cursory survey
of self-help shelves suggests that these are
omnipresent concerns: overcoming fears,
changing harmful behaviours and becom-
ing fitter and more sustainable are best-
selling topics and feature prominently in
videos, podcasts and advice columns across
different media. Often such processes in-
volve self-narratives, reflection on past de-
cisions and learning to identify underlying
commitments that stand in the way of suc-
cess. Between them, the texts discussed be-
low raise awareness of the present moment
as a time of transformation. Writing about

both past and present, they enact hope for
a transformative future. In what follows I
outline how they reconceptualise the pres-
ent in order to contribute to a move past the
current vocabulary and perception of crisis
and towards more collaborative, co-creative
ways of learning from individual and collec-
tive personal and social histories.

Immunity to Change (2009) by Robert
Kegan and Lisa Lahey outlines patterns in
which human beings continue to develop in
adulthood. The education scholars thereby
go beyond the socialised stage at which Jean
Piaget’s scale of human development ends
to convey the hopeful message that human
minds do not simply decline from their 20s
onwards — as they gleefully announce, “We
discovered the possibility of life after ado-
lescence™. They frame habitual behaviours
in medical terms, as an immune system
evolved to protect individuals against harm,
but people need to adapt in order to realise
their potential more fully. This involves a
process of gaining insight into one’s covert
motivations and underlying commitments
that may create conflict between the chang-
es an individual is trying to implement and
the belief system that maintains the status
quo. Kegan and Lahey work with leaders in
business in academia because

it is not just individuals who are in the
grip of competing commitments and
constraining big assumptions. Col-
lectivities—work teams, leadership
groups, departmental units, whole or-
ganizations—also unknowingly pro-
tect themselves from making the very
changes they most desire®.

What may sound like a utopian pro-
ject of improving the world boils down



410

to a set of practical steps of identifying
an individual’s hidden agenda, reframing
and resituating whatever problem they are
tackling and prototyping, with the input
of others, what new behaviours can bring
about sustainable improvement.
Approaching similar challenges from
a background of economic analysis, MIT
scholars Otto Scharmer and Katrin Kaufer
diagnose stagnation in the world economy
which according to their Theory U needs
to move from “ego-system awareness’ to
“eco-system awareness”?:
the current 4.0 type of eco-system problems
with the 2.0 and 3.0 egosystem thinking
that created them™. Scharmer and Kaufer’s
approach sees “leadership as the capacity of
a system to co-sense and co-shape the fu-
ture”, by which they intend for leadership
to become more evenly dispensed: “all lead-

we cannot solve

ership is distributed—it needs to include
everyone. To develop collective capacity,
everyone must act as a steward for the larg-
er eco-system . Accordingly, they propose
“an awareness-based method for changing
systems”?, directed at the inner condition
of individuals on all levels of a system’s hi-
erarchy to co-sense and co-create necessary
changes in the system, allowing future pos-
sibilities to emerge. In this transformation,
the present moment has a particular im-
portance: “There are two different sources
of learning: (1) learning by reflecting on
the past and (2) learning by sensing and
actualizing emerging future possibilities™.
'The title of this paper, which turns presence
into a gerund®, thereby underlining its ac-
tive dimension, is derived from Scharmer
and Kaufer. It refers to step 4 in their meth-
odology, the turning point of the ‘U-shape’
process where the leader moves from iden-
tifying, intuiting and letting go of their
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conventional grasp of problems to realising
new modes of behaviour®:

The present moment is shaped by
what is wanting to emerge. That qual-
ity of time, if connected to, operates
from presencing the highest future
potential. The word presencing blends
“sensing” with “presence.” It means to
sense and actualize one’s highest fu-
ture potential®.

For my purpose, the neologism un-
derlines action, and the appeal to use the
present as a practical acting moment. In
Presence, Scharmer teams up with English
professor Betty Sue Flowers, former Shell
business leader Joseph Jaworski and be-
havioural and policy specialist Peter Senge
to illustrate how to establish the capacity
for observing and listening to circum-
stances without immediately giving in to
the impulse to react*. Prior to the stage of
presencing, subjects must undergo a prac-
tice of mental and often physical reset in
the shape of mindfulness, meditation or a
retreat that enables them to change their
perspective on their own habits and the
system they are embedded in.

While Scharmer e# al’s evocation of
”a spiritual divide™, “a deeper dimension
(the source) from which our actions, com-
munication, and perceptions arise™* and
“collective awakening”” are reminiscent of
New Age esoteric paradigms, like Kegan
and Lahey, they produce a set of practical
analytic and prototyping stages which have
been tested and implemented by compa-
nies around the world and which they con-
tinue to develop further®.

For Kegan and Lahey as well as
Scharmer ez al., the process of realising
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changed behaviours is thus not purely a
cerebral one: “The mindset reflected in an
immunity to change is not simply a cog-
nitive phenomenon™. Both approaches
combine mental aspects of analysing pos-
itive data with affective ones of confront-
ing emotional investment in the subjects’
world views and literally ‘hands-on’ prac-
tices of enactment and embodiment. Be-
tween them, they indicate that current
disruptions necessitate a better integration
of these three domains, and the strategies
they model involve retraining all three. Re-
lationality thus begins at home, with inte-
grating the multitude that is the allegedly
individual self, by reinstating an equilib-
rium of mental, emotional and physical
discipline. By pairing the tried and tested
cognitive disciplines with affective and
physical dimensions, these writings chal-
lenge the strict divide of private and pro-
fessional lifeworlds on which much of
western society operates. Given that digital
media and the Covid pandemic have al-
ready begun to entangle these, a transition
might well be under way that might be
open to realising innovations such as the
ones explored here. This is especially like-
ly because in many fields and professions,
ranging from sports to volunteer work,
insights similar to Kegan and Lahey and
Scharmer’s are already being shared, and
workplaces increasingly include courses in
mindfulness.

I now turn to two personal narratives
which support the argument that life-long
learning is possible and improving one’s
life is a process which moves along the
lines suggested by Kegan and Scharmer,
albeit in different contexts, to wit, the gar-
den and poetry recitals.
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Clare Hastings, Gardening Notes
from a Late Bloomer (2018)

lare Hastings’ Gardening Notes from a

Late Bloomer is an open letter in book
form, addressed to the author’s daughter,
Calypso. It is an unusual will and testament
in that the author’s legacy is her garden,
and her inheritance comprises a genet-
ic tendency to become a gardener late in
life. In small chapters on everything from
terracotta pots to crop rotation, pets and
flower wishlists, Hastings presents an array
of family anecdotes, lists of do’s and don'ts,
plant portraits, time- and money-saving
tips, and recipes. Hastings introduces her-
self as a “compulsive tidier”®, and the fact
that she tries to control the future by way of
writing a manual for it is just one of many
instances of her comically staging aware-
ness of her own idiosyncrasies: we learn
about her need to control others in the
portraits chapter titled “Who is Who in
the Garden” (the latter words are italicised
throughout the book, creating a refrain). To
use the garden as an excuse to hand over a
script for the future is something of a fam-
ily tradition: in 1990, Hastings’ mother, the
late journalist Anne Scott-James addressed
a similar publication to her*!. These episto-
lary writings re-enact the garden’s seasonal
pattern of renewal on the human plane.
Writing and gardening for their daughters’
futures, Scott-James and Hastings invest
in a posthuman continuation beyond the
body, mapping their spirit of human cre-
ativity onto nature’s cyclical rhythm. Or,
as phrased on Hastings’ webpage: “Some
people are excited by constant change. I
am excited by moving the familiar for-
ward”#. 'This is not to say she is unaware
of progressive disconnection in the world
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around her: “why is everyone obsessed with
shutting themselves away behind boarded
tences? I have lost count of the number of
local views that used to be shared and have
now gone”®. The present from which this
lament is posted serves as a relational ful-
crum connecting her past and her daugh-
ter’s future. While Calypso has yet to reach
the age at which the garden becomes more
than “the pathway leading from the car
park to the cottage door”*, a wider public
of readers, potentially familiar with Hast-
ings’ work as a fashion journalist and styl-
ist, can enjoy her instructions, both in the
garden and beyond.

Part memoir, part handbook, Hastings’
format cultivates a temporal dimension
which foregrounds continuity between the
past, present and future, raising awareness
of the spaces and systems in which a future
can take place:

“God dad’ thought the title of chap-
ter 1 (Gardening From Beyond the
Grave) rather gloomy. I have con-
sidered this and feel absolutely the
reverse. I can think of nothing more
positive as I wander around the plot,
than to imagine it has a future, with
the people I love creating their own
stories and adventures in the garden. I
see you have recently taken up house
plants as a hobby. I am thrilled. I saw
you considering one of them the other
day, and thinking about its well-being
and so I know that the journey has al-
ready begun®.

Gardening Notes frames life as a learn-
ing process that extends into the late stag-
es of life. It conceptualises ageing along
Kegan and Lahey’s lines, as a pleasant
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experience of growth, but it adds the living
setting of the garden as a space that makes
growth tangible and takes it beyond the
human sphere. Connection is established
by way of narrative continuity, and this
project goes beyond interpersonal human
domains: for Hastings, relationships en-
compass living spaces.

The garden that is evoked throughout
the book is an archive of embodied expe-
riences: “A garden is a wonderful aid to
memory and should be filled with memo-
ries, not cars. Ours is. Everywhere I look, I
am reminded of a day, an event, a lunch™.
New memories materialise: “Plants are a
great way to create memories. A cutting
from a friend’s garden is as good as a pho-
tograph and will always spark a reminder
of the time of year, the occasion, and some-
times even the weather”. The garden thus
illustrates what Scharmer terms’ co-cre-
ation’. It also functions as a relational hub.
But the garden is more than just permeated
by generations of human lives. Far from be-
ing a mere backdrop to human lifeworlds,
this garden interacts with them. It is both a
stage on which a detailed dramatis personae
acts out their family life, and a spatial fam-
ily member, an acting, living composite of
non-human players and props. As a re-
sponsive and transformative live force the
garden teaches patience, helps form judg-
ment about gardening and other trends and
induces the writer to reflect on different
people’s different needs. It also challenges
Hastings to confront her tendency to try
and control the world. For Hastings, the
garden thus serves as a non-human signifi-
cant Other: “A garden s life, filled with ups
and downs. There are moments when you
want to divorce it and other times you can
sit alongside it forever”*. This is not a mere
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anthropomorphising projection, as the re-
lationship evoked here is dynamic and mu-
tually transformative, and there is a dimen-
sion of reaching into the unknown that
helps the process of becoming self-author-

ing and a transformer of systems. Hastings’

book shows how discovering one’s ability
to affect and shape one’s environment is a
discovery of a form of learning that may
come later in life and that, whenever it
“strikes”, it sets in motion a process of re-
lating to place and one’s place in the world
differently, as an entanglement beyond the
present.

Like Scharmer e al., Hastings out-

lines the importance of first ‘downloading’

present information by way of observation:

When you take over the garden (I'm
loving those words) the good news is
that for the first year you can just do
looking. Mow the lawn (obviously) and
rake the leaves in winter, but really, the
best thing you can do is observe, and I
mean really observe. Watch the seasons
and see what emerges when. How does
itlook? When does it flower? How high
does it grow? How long does it last? By
looking you will see plants pushing up
that you never even knew were there.
This isn't being lazy, it’s learning®.

Hastings overtly scoffs at the pres-
encing practices advocated by the leader-
ship writers discussed above: “Back in the
day when the world was practising yoga
70, But gardening imparts lessons
of a kind she can embrace: “if the idea be-
hind the mindfulness movement is to be
aware of the present and engage with your
surroundings -- then hooray, I am a grand
master. [...] As soon as the trowel is in my

I wasn't
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hand a weird mystical fog descends™*. She
finds vegetables “calming™? and spots a
kindred spirit in other gardeners:

When I sent for my wildflower mix,
the leaflet that accompanied the pack-
et advised me to take a pinch of seed,
put it on white paper and look at it un-
der a magnifying glass so I could ap-
preciate the diverse shapes in the mix.
Only a gardener would think of in-
cluding that on an instruction sheet™.

Her book suggests that even reluctant
yogis can experience the benefits of pres-
encing; they just need to find a pathway
that suits them.

There are two main ways in which
Hastings goes beyond the leadership vi-
sions sketched above: first of all, relation-
ality is ‘more-than-human’, in Val Plum-
wood’s term>’. The garden can be read as
an “embeddual” along Kegan and Lahey’s
lines, but Hastings’focus on the garden as a
space of growth suggests that relationality
entails moving past an attitude that assigns
places a menial background role. Scharm-
er’s theory draws on images of farming to
frame relational development in economic
sectors, e.g. when comparing the “social
field” to an actual one:

just as the farmer cannot “drive” a
plant to grow faster, a leader or change
maker in an organization or a com-
munity cannot force practical results.
Instead, attention must be focused
on improving the quality of the soil.
What is the quality of the social soil*?

Attending to the social soil, the char-
acter or personality of people, involves
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metaphorical digging of the kind Kegan
and Lahey detail. Hastings goes beyond
metaphor. Her garden is an acting force,
and relinquishing part of her own agency
to this vibrant non-human, and to futurity,
models a necessary change. Human beings
not only influence and are influenced and
shaped by other humans, but they shape
and transform places in return, and are
shaped and influenced and transformed by
them. By way of gardening, Hastings ar-
rives at a perspective on non-human oth-
ers not unlike those advocated in writings
of ecocriticism and cultural materialism*®,
that non-human beings and spaces need to
be reconceptualised as equals deserving of
respect.

Secondly, Hastings’ narrative of
scripting the future and coming to terms
with the need to relinquish control dra-
matises the need, underlined in writings
about the Anthropocene, to think beyond
one’s individual lifespan. Whether or not
we acknowledge it, many current human
activities are ‘gardening beyond the grave’,
or digging our grave, as the case may be.

'The fact that the garden is ascribed to
a late bloomer suggests that the relation-
al qualities of thinking beyond the human
sphere and make systemic plans beyond
one’s demise are mapped onto a maturity
continuum®”: the relational qualities of gar-
dening, of caring for a non-human Oth-
er, of moving from ego to eco, can only be
attained later in life. It comes about once
stages of dependency and independency
have been transcended by an investment
in interdependency. Lest this serve as an
excuse to collectively postpone this process
till later in life, I now turn to a millennial’s
perspective on the importance of creativity
as a path towards connection.
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Kae Tempest,
On Connection (2020)

I < ae Tempest is an award-winning per-

ormance poet, best-selling novelist
and playwright. In 2020, they came out as
non-binary and trans and published On
Connection, a personal essay on how their
creativity helped them find their identity
and recover from mental health challeng-
es. Tempest defines connection in affective
terms of presencing: “Connection is the
feeling of landing in the present tense”®.

Using accessible everyday language
Tempest addresses present day problems
and potential solutions that are quite simi-
lar to those Scharmer e a/. and Kegan and
Lahey arrive at by way of science. Tempest
describes the collective response to discon-
nection as “numbness” resulting from “a lack
of true feeling. Maintaining a surface en-
gagement with whatever is going on while
at the same time being entirely elsewhere™”.
Similarly to Kegan and Lahey, they see
this as an immune reaction: “Numbness is
a logical response to the onslaught of the
age. In order to be able to survive it with
any semblance of sanity, in order to be able
to function or even to flourish, numbness
is required”®. They claim knowledge of
“this numbness because it is my life. I have
sought numbness™. But the problem goes
beyond them, this crisis is all-encompass-
ing: “I see that every single person is affect-
ed by the violence of existence in difterent
ways”%2. And without recourse to neurosci-
ence, but with reference to activist Barba-
ra Ehrenreich, they conclude that what is
missing is empathy:

We are empathetic beings who feel
for each other. Our very success as a
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species is rooted in our ability to be
aware of each other’s needs, to notice
each other’s pain and to experience
deeply felt physiological and emo-
tional empathy®.

Media are a large part of disconnec-
tion: “We have lost each other under this
selfie-system  of  hyper-competition™,
Tempest states, even suggesting that it is in
part due to digital connectivity, along with
other “trappings of success”®
grown far from ourselves [...] And we have
grown far from each other™:

, that “we have

The internet seems to me to be the ul-
timate expression of the spirit of the
times; it is the multi-voice of the col-
lective conscious. But it cannot repre-
sent the collective subconscious; the
spirit of the depths speaks through
poetry and music, through fiction, im-
age and myth. It is offline®”.

Also flying in the face of modernity is
Tempest’s take on the discipline needed to
enable this creative spirit to get through to
the surface:

When I am numb, how can I make
myself connected? I can’t. But I can
try to create an environment that is
welcoming for connection if it should
turn up. Abstinence helps. Taking a
full day’s break from my phone helps
me rediscover the pace of my own
mind, which is useful for feeling in
full possession of my senses. Fasting
helps. Tasting food after a day without
helps me give due importance to the
everyday acts of living. Reminds me of
how lucky I am to eat a meal®.
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Tempest’s personal response to the
crisis, after seeking numbness through
substance abuse, is through creativity as
it is evoked here. On Connection (2020)
suggests that poetry recitals constitute a
way out of numbness: “Naked language
has a humanising effect; listening to
someone tell their story, people notice-
ably opened up, became more vulnerable,
and let their defences down; the rooms
got less frosty, less confrontational™.
Tempest takes poetry off the page and
into the interactive event of the perfor-
mance. Their way of moving from the
ego- to the eco-dimension of creativity
is to recall their own multiple roles as
writer, performer and reader or listener,
allowing the poetry to dynamically de-
velop from static text to a living creative
venture into the unknown:

I wrote the poem over a period of
many months, in week-long bursts
of intense creativity, and once it was
finished and on its feet touring, I saw
first-hand that there were things that
Tempest-the-writer never knew about
the writing that Tempest-the-reader
discovered each night with increasing
clarity. Themes emerged to me, the
reader, once I had committed the text
to my body and was delivering it to
rooms of people”.

Tempest thereby not only shares an
insight similar to the multiplicity of hu-
man selves neuroscience discovered, it goes
beyond, not only because of the easy in-
tegration of emotion and embodiment but
also because of how it synthesizes frag-
mentation with a new experience of unity
and connection:
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the words spoken in sequence at the
right depth of feeling became bridg-
es between emotion and experience.
Between audience and stage, between
venue and crowd. [...] When the con-
nection is made, everything is linked
and moving towards a moment of
mutual feeling, a creative connection
that binds the entire room into a uni-
fied present’’.

This culmination or epiphany indi-
cates that connection is not a static end-
goal but an affective sharing that melts
community and event into an act of
co-creation that embraces its own tempo-
rary nature. The poet is merely one player
in this; creativity is to be attained through
listening, too:

To really be useful to the connective
power of the text, rather than inter-
rogators, we must be the conductors.
We, the readers or listeners, are crucial
to the text, story or song becoming
powerful. We are not impartial ob-
servers; we are a fundamental part of
the circuitry; if we are not connected,
the charge will not be able to flow”.

Tempest is careful to stress that poetry
recitals are merely their way, they are by no
means the only way to attain this sense of
flow. Their suggested pathways are myriad
and varied:

Creative connection is the use of cre-
ativity to access and feel connection
and get yourself and those with you
in the moment into a more connected
space. It could be that connection to
another, deeper world is most easily

Vera Alexander

experienced by artists. But really, any-
one who's ever meditated, prayed,
studied the stars, cooked an important
meal for people they love, thrown a
punch, received one, built something
with their hands, learned a skill be-
cause they had no choice, been in ser-
vice to others, volunteered their time,
found themselves at the edge of their
sanity or at the edge of their experi-
ence, accepted a difficult truth, put
themselves second, genuinely gone

out of their way for somebody else,
has felt it”.

Where Tempest takes this investiga-
tion beyond the leadership visions outlined
above is in the way they take away the need
to present results and achieve fixed stages
or results. For them, finding connection is
less a progressive narrative of improvement
than a continuum of finding and letting
go. Connection is not something which
is constituted by humans, it is an ongoing
more-than-human current or vibrancy, or
resonance: “There are many ways to access
a more resonant place. It starts by acknowl-
edging that everything is resonating””*.
And, as is to be expected, Tempest’s book
ends in a poem that gives readers both ab-
solution and a list of choices:

You can't be present all the time.

But the closer we focus on our experi-
ence, the greater the awareness of the
experience will be, the greater the im-
mersion, the greater the possibility for
connection.

So

Put your phone down.

Listen to the birds.

Build a fire in a quiet place.
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Pay attention to the details when you
kiss your lover.

When you have a conversation with
your neighbour about their health”.

Conclusions

According to an inspirational apho-

rism variously attributed to Eleanor
D. Roosevelt and Alice Earle Morse and
popularised by the Kung Fu Panda fran-
chise’®,
mystery, today is a gift, that’s why it’s called
the present.” In this essay I have attempted
to unpack this gift with the help of writers
from different disciplines — and with care,
given the thorny nature of its discontents,
disconnections and disruptions.

Change is key in all of the life and
leadership writings examined here, and
reassuringly, change is both natural and
inevitable. “The old ways have to end,”
Kae Tempest states in their earlier poem,
“People’s Faces™”.In order to prevent this
change from being for the worse, howev-
er, it appears that a number of simplifi-
cations of modern life are in order. What
is striking about the insights into how to
regain connection discussed above is that
they are not restricted to the social human
sphere but encompass and activate space
and place, in the case of Hastings, the fam-
ily’s garden, and in the case of Tempest, the
communal space in which recitals occur. In
both cases, these spaces are alive and active,
and they enable a sense of connection be-
yond the self, beyond the group, into some-
thing more than human, or outside human
control.

In the collective search for connection,
a wide variety of pathways can and need to

be attempted. Many different fields follow

yesterday is history, tomorrow is a

417

similar pathways in their attempts to im-
prove our situation, to enhance their sys-
tems awareness. [ronically, they might not
be aware of their similarities and shared
strategies, because all work with vocabu-
laries and horizons of their own.

It is reassuring to consider how much
work is already being done across differ-
ent fields to remedy the current crisis of
connection. Individuals and groups now
referred to as “essential workers”, from
healthcare professionals to volunteers and
permaculture gardeners, continue to shoul-
der most of the burden and none of the
recognition. By comparing writings which
explore the close connection between indi-
viduals’ private lives or home lives and the
world of the workplace, this discussion has
demonstrated that changes are underway
that bridge some of the schisms that lead
to disconnect and anxiety. Hastings and
Tempest and the many individuals whose
life-stories are narrated and analysed by
Kegan and Scharmer reach a heightened
sense of connectivity and meaningful rela-
tion with who they are and what they do
by overcoming life on autopilot, by listen-
ing and observing and taking the time to
connect their cerebral lifeworld with more
material, sensory and affective dimensions.
What both Kegan and Lahey and Scharm-
er refer to as the triad of ‘the head, gut and
hand’ refers to an integration that does not
so much complement as correct an imbal-
ance which keeps individuals from fully
making use of the potential of the present.
On closer inspection, success education
may be closer to utopian modes of view-
ing the world than is often appreciated,
whereas literary narrative modes contain
a more hands-on dimension of activating
the imagination. However this may be,
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both ways of improving how we relate to
the present could do with becoming better
acquainted with one another’s strategies
and achievements in balancing individu-
al and collective narratives of self-growth

Vera Alexander

crisis is proof positive that it is possible to
enact a large-scale paradigm shift in how
the relations between individuals and com-
munities are conceived and practised. Af-
ter all, without a crisis, there would be no

and systems awareness. The recent Covid narrative.
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