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Foreword: From the Boardroom


I WORKED WITH CAROL SANFORD OVER a three-year period in the late 2000s, when I was cofounding CEO of Seventh Generation. We have both written about the impact her work had on the company, but I have not often discussed the effect it had on me personally. Carol engages everyone she touches within an organization systemically, based on the principles of regeneration, because she believes that to lift a business to the regenerative level you must develop all of its people. We spent hours and hours together—my team leaders and I put ourselves in her hands—and in the end her work had a transformational effect on me.


I believe that in order to transition to a fair, just, and sustainable world we must raise the consciousness of all of Earth’s people. Some might argue that the other beings on the planet are already right where they need to be, creating the beautiful gardens we humans inhabit. In her long career, Carol has dedicated herself to evoking in us the level of awareness and capability needed to live in harmony with them.


The work I did with Carol helped me develop greater intention about who I wanted to become personally. I developed the capability to be more reflective and less reactive, and more aware of the unintended effects of my actions. Over time, I was able to become more honest, direct, and compassionate, and to create space for other people to blossom into their own possibilities and potential.


At Seventh Generation, we established a program of personal development and invited all of our employees into it. We also articulated the company’s global imperative and developed a strategy to realize it. The growth this process fostered developed better friends, parents, and community members. While the business received and has delivered great benefit from this process, those who participated made many contributions outside of the workplace that have been just as extensive and valuable.


Throughout my life I have benefited from many teachers and mentors. It’s rare that I’m not participating in some aspect of personal development. But, as I reflect on the work I did with Carol more than a decade ago, I am happy to share that it has fundamentally changed who I am and the role I play on the planet, and it is still giving back in the form of revitalizing contributions to social and environmental causes. The changes that Carol’s developmental approach made in me have stood the test of time. I am deeply grateful for the gifts she shared with us and the impacts they have had. I have no doubt that as you dive into this life-changing book, you will also discover the power of her transformative thinking and that it will help you become who you seek to be.


Jeffrey Hollender, cofounder and CEO
American Sustainable Business Council









Foreword: From the News Desk


THERE IS NOTHING QUITE LIKE a rainstorm in the Midwest in the thick of summer. The heaviness of the air, hot and cold mixed together before the sounds of chaos arrive. In comes the rolling thunder; the lightning offers pyrotechnics before the main show. Finally, the downpour of rain, so heavy that sometimes as a girl, I’d watch in awe as the water flowed down from the roof of our house, catching air like sheets blowing in the wind.


The second act, one could argue, is always the aftermath. The city’s grime washed away, the cool air offering sweet relief from the sweltering heat.


And then there is the carnage.


Worms, yes worms, are almost always the victims of Earth’s wrath, spit out from the comfort of the soil onto the slippery cement. A heavy storm like this always pushes the limits of what soil can hold.


It is both a tragic and wondrous sight to see. I can’t remember when I discovered it, but one day, like most kids, I took a stick and cut a worm in half. For a brief second I felt sorry for the earthworm as I watched it squirm. But then the miracle happened. The worm regenerated. A new body began to form as it made its way back to the grass and the dirt. Back to its home, to serve its purpose, which is to enrich the soil, the very element that spit it out.


Did you know that we also have the ability to regenerate? Not our bodies, of course, but our lives, our purposes. As you will learn from this book, through nine foundational roles we play in life, we too have the supreme power to renew ourselves after life’s storms, to restore and build upon our work, for the greater good of society.


There is no one better to share this lesson than Carol Sanford. Carol is sharp, magnetic, an educator, and fiercely honest. She and I first met about a decade ago at a small business conference. I was a television journalist at the time and the emcee of the event, and Carol was the keynote speaker. I watched in awe as she brought her decades of experience as a thought leader and change agent in the business world to the mainstage. By the end of her presentation, the entire room was captivated by her wisdom. As Carol explains in The Regenerative Life, many of us carry out our roles in life unconsciously, unaware of the significance they play in society. This book reminds us of the enormous potential we have to shape society, and it gives us detailed resources for manifesting that power.


The Regenerative Life offers vitally important lessons, lessons we need to learn at this time in history, when democracy and civility are under attack. We are in the midst of a powerful storm, some of us pushed from our comfort zones and facing the journey of rebuilding ourselves so that we can be a part of the change we so desperately need.


As a broadcast journalist, my life’s mission is to shed light in dark spaces. As you will learn from this book, my role as media content creator is to discern the truth, illuminate systemic effects, and make hope possible. I look forward to imparting the lessons learned from The Regenerative Life to grow and build on that mission, and I am confident you too will find new value in the roles you’ve chosen.


This book is for us.


Tonya Mosley, host of National Public Radio’s Here & Now
Los Angeles, California, 2019









Introduction: 
We Need a Better Theory


I BELIEVE THAT MOST of us grow up with a pretty limited understanding of what it takes for an individual to create real change in the world. I base my belief on three basic narratives that I see repeated over and over. The first is the hero hypothesis: to save the day, a person needs to be superior, endowed with extraordinary skill and resources, staunchly committed to carrying the banner, fighting the good fight, and rousing the world out of its torpor, so that it lives up to the ideals they hold for it. The second basic narrative is that if we can’t be a hero, then we need to find and follow a heroic leader, a charismatic someone who inspires us to pursue an ideal. The third basic narrative is that if we are as good as we can be—if we work long hours, recycle and compost, vote and donate, and especially if we are kind to dogs and children—then everything will be fine in the end.


Personally, I don’t think we need more heroes or authorities. Those are storylines that reinforce the egoistic delusion that people are isolated actors who through sheer force of will can bend the world to their visions. By definition, only a few of us can be heroes, geniuses, or saints, which means that the rest of us are just clay waiting to be molded. What a terrible waste of human potential, spirit, intelligence, and creativity! It’s interesting to note how easily we devalue ourselves and other people when we adopt a heroic mode.


I also see a built-in problem with the idea of doing good. There’s a reason why people don’t like do-gooders: do-gooders operate from the assumption that some people or some actions are by definition more virtuous than others. That is, goodness is a general standard or ideal, rather than something that arises from specific people within a specific set of circumstances. So it is good to reduce our consumption of resources, or go to church, or decry racism, because, “Well, it’s self-evident isn’t it?” Usually the do-gooder’s definitions of virtue are memes or mores based on cultural or subcultural agreements (for example, political correctness or Christian piety) that are passed down generation to generation and therefore remain relatively unexamined. But these ideas of goodness are generic. They rob us of our responsibility to discover and choose ways of thinking and acting that might truly transform the specific situations we encounter in life.


For these reasons, I believe we need a better theory of change, one that goes beyond the heroic and do-good models and that taps into, develops, and releases the inherent potential of every human being to live in ways that make meaningful contributions to the world. Everything that follows in this book comes out of a theory of change that is




	
Developmental—building systems-thinking skills and personal mastery


	
Essence sourced—based on what makes every person or living thing specific and singular


	
Regenerative—committed to realizing the evolutionary potential of life


	
Grounded—based on the idea that we can transform our world by transforming the roles we play in our lives





It is, in other words, rooted in the evolutionary potential of human lives.


Dog Lawyer


Like most small children, I had a lot of will when I was very young. But unlike many, the difficulties of my circumstances only served to strengthen this will. I grew up in a broken and abusive family, in a broken place (the Texas panhandle), the granddaughter on my mother’s side of a Native American man who had escaped the brokenness of early twentieth-century reservation life. My father was the Grand Dragon of the Texas KKK. When I was small, he locked me in a closet as a way to break my will. It didn’t work. Instead, it reinforced my desire to stand up to him, to be a hero, and to break the corrosive influence of racism in my world.


There were many reasons for despair in my young life, but I was able again and again to allay my fears about the injustices of my world with fantasies of taking heroic actions to address them. One of my earliest ambitions was to be a dog lawyer! I thought it was outrageous that dogs were rounded up and put to sleep through no fault of their own and with no one to defend them. I was determined to become a heroic little-girl advocate for animal innocence.


By the time I was a college student, in the mid-1960s, I was putting my body on the line, marching in Berkeley to end racism and the Vietnam War. This earned me my first and only visit to jail and made me wonder where I would wind up in the long term. Was taking to the streets really making any kind of meaningful difference? I was beginning to have my doubts.


Not sure that I could be the hero I had imagined myself to be, I looked for heroes to support—political candidates who were advocating radical change to the system and intellectual leaders who were pointing to different ways to live in society. For a short while, Joseph Campbell reignited my excitement about the hero’s journey, and I vowed once again to dedicate myself to changing the world. At the time, I was not yet mature enough to fully grasp two things Campbell was teaching us. First, the mythic hero’s journey is always in service to and supported by a community. Second, it is intended to achieve some larger beneficial effect; the hero returns with a treasure that will alter the community’s role within its world. Ultimately there is no independent heroic ego, only the collective work of sustaining and evolving life by reshaping the relationships between the community and its larger context.


A few years later, I began to study with inventor and philosopher Arthur Young, founder of the Institute for the Study of Consciousness in Berkeley. Young had, among other things, invented the first long-distance helicopter. But his real interest was the thinking process that allowed people to accomplish these kinds of breakthroughs. He advocated for a process philosophy, one that directed its attention to inner development rather than outward advocacy and action.


These themes continued to work on me. Where was that heroic vision of my childhood? Could I ever become a hero? If not, then who was I? Was life really worth living? Pressed to make meaning of my life, yet seemingly denied outlets for these energies, I threw myself into a kind of compromise—be a good citizen. I volunteered with the League of Women Voters, struggled to be a good mother, separated my recyclable garbage. This way of life came nowhere close to satisfying my powerful inner promptings, and I began to slip into despair. What I failed to realize was that I didn’t have an adequate theory of change. I believed that change came only from heroes and saints acting on behalf of all the small people around them.


Developing People


Happily, it was at this moment that I met a network of change designers based in Carmel, California. This group had discovered that profound change could happen through the almost invisible work of developing the capacity of ordinary people to see things differently. My advocacy work had been based on the assumption that I needed to force others to see things the way I saw them. This work, by contrast, acknowledged that every person had the inherent possibility to see beyond the immediate pressures, constraints, and opportunities of daily existence to the patterns that lay behind them. In other words, people can learn to see essence and potential and work together creatively to manifest them.


What a liberating thought! Transformation of the world lies hidden within the undeveloped capacity of every person. All that’s needed are opportunities for us to develop ourselves, for us to learn to see things as they actually work so that change can flow from how we carry out our lives. This was my first intuition of the non-heroic journey. I didn’t need to become something I wasn’t in order to cause (or force) other people to change. I needed to join with them, to care about the things they cared about, in order to help them create the change they were already seeking.


I understood this idea almost the minute I joined the Carmel group, and soon after I had my first opportunity to witness its real power in action. I joined a business team that was working with engineers at DuPont who were trying to figure out better ways to work with titanium dioxide. This was an expensive material to produce, in both ecological and economic terms. With the gentlest of means—dialogue, probing questions, and systemic frameworks that encouraged them to learn how to manage their own thinking processes—we were able to help this group of engineers gain profound insight into the properties of the material, insights that changed forever the way it was produced. Within a few months, we were able to end years of mountain and stream destruction in Australia, where titanium was mined.


The changes we helped create at DuPont were profound, even revolutionary. They led to a completely new and proprietary process that allowed the company to extract high-grade titanium from small quantities of low-grade ore. But the methods we used to achieve this breakthrough were non-heroic. We were simply helping people do their jobs better by educating their thinking. These were ordinary, well-meaning individuals, attempting to do their best with the tasks in front of them. By focusing on the ways they thought about how to carry out these tasks, we were able to help them transform an entire industry. They became change agents from within the roles they had chosen to play in their companies and communities.


This point may seem so obvious that we can easily miss its significance. For me, the evolution of society is a collective activity. It doesn’t come from the heroic actions of one political or military genius or the entrepreneurial insights of a great business leader, although these make great subjects for the stories we tell. Rather, it comes from waking up and developing millions of people to the systemic benefits that can flow from thinking better about how they play their chosen daily roles in society. We make a better world by teaching ordinary people practices for shifting their thinking processes and enabling themselves to show up as parents, employees, citizens, and neighbors in completely new ways.


Of course, this shift in mind is exactly what’s needed to create successful families, businesses, civic organizations, and even governments. It’s no accident that I spent many years working in business systems. I recognized early on that they offered excellent platforms for doing this transformational work. But really, my purpose all along was to help individuals develop greater consciousness and agency with regard to their own thinking, in order to allow far more beneficial actions to flow from it. For this reason, my earlier books focused almost entirely on businesses. This book looks at the other side of the same coin: what each of us can do in our own lives, through the many roles that we play at home, at work, and in the world. It’s a personal book, and many of its stories are personal. But it’s also a book about the fundamentals that are needed to create healthy economies and societies.


Personal Transformation at DuPont


One of the people who worked on DuPont’s titanium project was a young engineer named Jack Michelson. His team was responsible for transforming titanium ore into titanium dioxide at the company’s plant in DeLisle, Mississippi. Jack had come to DuPont straight out of graduate school and had a gift for motivating people. He was enthusiastic and energetic, and like a good general, he could transmit this enthusiasm to others.


But when I met him, Jack was fiercely divided within himself. As a conscientious person, he wanted to do good in the world. He dedicated himself to environmental causes in his private life and to excellence at work, but he experienced these two sides of his life as conflicting with each other. So when we began to discover ways to use his work life to transform the environmental impacts of his industry, he was on fire and ready to rouse the troops and lead the charge.


Of course, this was a manifestation of his old heroic mode. It didn’t take us long to help him realize that becoming an ecological advocate inside the company wasn’t the point either, because this still meant promoting his own point of view rather than tapping into what was meaningful for his colleagues. He could see that the power of what we were doing lay in helping everyone use their own intelligence and conscientiousness to contribute to a better world. This insight completely transformed the way he worked as a manager, from motivational hero to resource.


The proprietary changes underway in DuPont’s titanium refinement process required the radical redesign of the DeLisle plant in a very short time. Jack discovered that it wasn’t necessary or appropriate to be the hero supplying the enthusiasm that would motivate his team. Instead, we needed to help them develop new thinking capabilities that would enable them to recognize the significance of what they were doing—and therefore discover how to work differently. When they could see for themselves the importance of these changes for their industry, they were able to supply their own will and enthusiasm. Jack had learned the difference between exhorting people and developing them—between being a white knight riding to the rescue and a co-learner holding the container within which everyone could grow.


Being Non-Heroic


I introduce the idea of the non-heroic journey as an antidote to heroic psychology. Heroism is sometimes necessary in emergencies, but it is always counterproductive to making enduring change. The Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu wrote, “Water is fluid, soft, and yielding. But water will wear away rock, which is rigid and cannot yield. As a rule, whatever is fluid, soft, and yielding will overcome whatever is rigid and hard …. This is another paradox: what is soft is strong.”1


The non-heroic path is a journey. It comes from learning how to live our lives and play our roles in ways that are designed to create change. It doesn’t get turned on with a surge of adrenaline and turned off again with a burst of over-the-top action. It is slow, steady, cumulative, and powerful, like water shaping rock. It depends on coming to know ourselves, understanding how our minds work, and learning to shape and direct creative energies.


Non-heroism happens in everyday life, with all of the imperfections and incompleteness that are simply part of being human. You don’t need to sacrifice the things you love or give up the ordinary joys of having a job, a family, and neighbors. Non-heroic undertakings need not be grandiose to make a profound difference. What they require is an ability to see how the work we are doing—any work we are doing—can play a critical role within society. Our effects can be direct, through the influence we have on social institutions, or indirect, by preparing others (for example, our children) to play their roles. When we understand our role, it becomes possible to work at the level of home, classroom, entrepreneurial business, or neighborhood to create the better society for which we all long.


Is the Regenerative Life for You?


When we ask children what they want to be when they grow up, none of them choose something small. They all want something meaningful or that serves a deep purpose. When we’re young, we have aspirational visions that are BIG, and we are sure that when we’re adults, we’ll finally have the wherewithal to enact them. Much of children’s play is connected to big visions.


But these visions get lost along the way as we grow up. They feel too challenging. Why? Why is it that once we’ve gotten established in the world, we let go of them? For many young professionals, the problem isn’t so much a loss of dreams and aspirations. Rather, it’s a sense of despair, a belief that the world has been running backward for so long that there’s no place for them to pursue their dreams. If you are struggling with how to make real meaning from your life and work, this book is intended to for you.


Work is where we put our life energy, and we tend to define our work in terms of career. Yet this can be too narrow a way to frame our sense of what work is. We have the option instead to think of ourselves as pursuing particular roles in society, roles that at their core are meant to improve and transform the communities and industries we are part of. This transformational work is what lies behind those childhood aspirations to make meaningful contributions. Viewed from this perspective, our work isn’t something we do to earn a livelihood while we make social contributions as volunteers on the side. Our work is directly connected to the contributions we aim to make. But this requires us to think deeply about what work is, what we bring to it, and how we do it.


The current generation has grown up with a worldview that understands certain core truths: we humans have to change the way we live on the planet and become participants in living systems, relationships are at least as important to a good life as material success, and work is a place where we can contribute to a better world. For this generation, the political and economic struggles that preoccupy their elders and absorb so much media attention are a sideshow that will be swept away by their emerging demographic power. They know that they will soon be living in a very different world and culture because they are already creating it. In other words, they are forming a collective image of what society’s future purpose and form should be. This book is intended as a response to them. It lays out the key roles from which it will be possible to regenerate society.


How to Read The Regenerative Life


Before we continue, let’s take a few moments to consider how best to process the material that appears in this book.


Use the Frameworks


Every chapter is organized around a living-systems framework that is derived from close observation of how life works. I strongly encourage the adoption of these frameworks because they




	
enable us to better understand and work with complex phenomena, and


	allow us to manage the complexity of our own minds.





I mentioned earlier that a shift of mind is a powerful way to work on changing the world. Frameworks are the key to this shift.


I am not referring here to mental models, which are the rigid codes that govern our behavior and problem solving. The manners we learn from our parents, for example, represent an accepted code or pattern of conduct within particular contexts, such as how to behave at the dinner table. The power of mental models is that they readily become automatic and unconscious—they program us. But this is also their downside. A mental model inserts itself into our mental processes, presenting itself as our only natural or available option for dealing with a given situation. For this reason, we carry out automatic patterns of behavior—even when they are inappropriate or in violation of our values—without noticing that we’re doing so.


Frameworks have precisely the opposite purpose. Instead of programming us, they break our programming. They encourage consciousness, systemic thought, and careful consideration of what is appropriate in a specific situation. Of course, they can only serve this purpose if we engage them in a conscious way. It can be all too easy to convert a living framework into a machine-like mental model.


I remember the moment when I finally realized how powerful a framework could be in my life. As a young woman, I never really thought of myself as a writer. I could generate a profusion of good ideas, but the discipline of organizing them so that other people could follow them was not, to put it mildly, my strong suit. In my early forties, I submitted a chapter for a book titled Learning Organizations, in which I presented a characteristically contrarian point of view.2 The editor came back to me and explained that while she was enthusiastic about the ideas in the article, she was deeply dismayed that she could not understand how they hung together. I went back to look at what I’d written, and I could see the underlying structure—or framework—it contained. However, I could also see that I had not made this framework explicit for my readers. Once I named it and clearly described it, the article made more sense. I vowed to never write anything in the future without first articulating, at least to myself, the framework that supplied its coherence.


For me, frameworks provide a structure that can help me manage all of the different dimensions and complexities of whatever I’m working on. Instead of losing myself in the details, I’m able to hold a dynamic image in my mind of the relationships among different, sometimes competing, ideas. This allows me to work with the details without ever losing my place in the big picture. It is to share these benefits that I offer the frameworks in this book. There are lots of interesting ideas and details to get lost in, but there is always an organizing structure to help you place them in context.


In particular, I’ve used a familiar framework to organize the core content of this book—the enneagram. I mention this because the enneagram has very much entered popular culture, and in the process it has been downgraded to a typology, which is a mental model. Understood as a framework, the enneagram helps reveal the patterns of relationship and energy hidden within the dynamics of transformation. In this case, I’m using it to help us see how we can work together to transform society.


The conclusion of The Regenerative Life is dedicated to an in-depth look at how the enneagram framework applies to this important work.


Take It Personally


Another suggestion for processing material in this book is to make it your own at the personal level. If we are to live regenerative lives—if we are to break old, unconscious patterns of belief and come at things in new, more conscious ways—then we must allow regenerative ideas and ways of applying them to enter and change us. Put in a slightly different way, we need to avoid approaching the material presented here as knowledge, as an improved mental model. Instead, we need to approach it as a question, a provocation, a challenge. The Regenerative Life won’t be helpful if it’s received as my ideas. It will only become helpful when it has been tested by your own lived experience.


For this reason, I suggest that you start a journal to record your impressions and experiences in parallel to your reading. Don’t make notes about what I’ve written or your thoughts about it. Instead, make notes about what happened when you applied what you read to something meaningful in your life. What changed? What are you seeing differently? What could happen next to extend this learning?


You will notice that in many places I’ve illustrated my points with personal examples from my own life. I’ve also included stories from people who applied these concepts in their lives and what happened to them as a result. I’m hoping that by the time you reach the end, you’ll be able to supply examples from your life as well!


Take It to Work


Once we’ve begun to take these ideas personally and have committed in an ongoing way to disrupting our unconscious patterns, we’re ready to apply what we’ve learned in all of our endeavors. Most of us begin by developing our roles within family and community, but it is important to bring our inner changes into the workplace as well. Work is where we invest a large part of our time, energy, and creativity. Questions to ask ourselves in this context are




	How do I shake loose of my job description, a mental model imposed and maintained by others with my assent?” and


	Instead, how do I learn to see myself playing a living, evolving role that will make my company or organization more successful at fulfilling its purpose?”





Reflecting on these questions can help us unleash our creative energies and put them to use toward a meaningful purpose. But they become even more relevant for those of us who are in the role of managers or leaders. From the perspective of a regenerative life, the work of a manager is not to tell other people what to do, but to help them develop and utilize their own intelligence and energy in service to the larger goals and missions of the organization.









CHAPTER ONE


Beyond the Heroic


AS I PROPOSED in the introduction, the heroic hypothesis assumes that systemic change requires visionary leaders who expend huge amounts of energy and will in order to make a difference in the world. The heroic path sees change as a matter of scale: if it isn’t big, then it’s not making a difference. In other words, change is quantitative and outwardly focused. But what if the most powerful change processes depend on qualitative rather than quantitative shifts? What if who we’re becoming has more influence than how much stuff we’re doing?


The non-heroic path seeks a way to create profound and enduring change, not through large-scale movements or fighting the good fight, but by enabling people to transform themselves. When people learn how to evolve their own thinking—their beliefs, perspectives, aspirations, and thought patterns—they become change catalysts in all parts of their lives and with everyone they touch. Social movements are built on the power of certain compelling ideas. But regenerative change is built on the power of taking conscious charge of our thinking processes and helping others to do the same.


When we choose this path, we function like a helpful virus, one that fosters the vitality and immune system of the host (for example, by supporting healthy intestinal bacteria) while at the same time protecting against harmful viruses. By helping its host to thrive, a helpful virus is able to spread as a beneficial symbiont.


Medical science is becoming more and more appreciative of the internal populations of bacterial and viral species in the human body, the cooperation among them, and their role in the maintenance of human well-being. This is an ecosystem perspective that brings new sophistication to our overall understanding of health.


Compare this to the practice of developing drugs to fight unfriendly viruses. When we use an antiviral drug, we trigger a biochemical arms race, with nasty viruses racing to out-survive the latest pharmaceutical invention. In contrast, nurturing a community of helpful viruses builds the systemic ability of host organisms as a whole to manage attacks.


This example is intended to illustrate a critical shift in our approach to social change. Current political and social discourse has become polarized, at times to such an extent that we are immobilized, unable as a society to take necessary or beneficial actions even in dire emergencies. As long as we continue to dig our feet in, holding strongly to our own beliefs or political positions, we reinforce this situation of social stasis. Regardless of where we are on the political spectrum—left, right, center, or none of the above—as long as we make ourselves right and the others wrong, we have no choice but to battle it out at the ballot box, through demonstrations, or in the media. We are trying to function like an antiviral drug, while our opponents are figuring out ways to make end runs around us. What a huge expenditure of energy just to make incremental and often temporary changes!


Levels of Perspective


The irony is that when we are in this situation, we become victims of our own lack of perspective. We can see the merits of our own point of view, but we struggle to understand and accept the merits of the opposition’s. This metaphor of point of view is apt: our perspective has collapsed into a single point.


In the late 1800s, a British philosopher named Edwin Abbott wrote a witty little book, Flatland, to illustrate this problem.1 In it, the residents of a two-dimensional world struggle to imagine a world of three dimensions. Their two-dimensional perspective means that they can see a sphere only as a circle. When they visit a one-dimensional world, the problem gets even worse. Residents of a one-dimensional world see everything as points.


Abbot vividly illustrates the influence of our perspective and thinking patterns on how we perceive reality. More important, he shows that there are different levels of perspective. When we collapse our vision, we lose our ability to see the full range of possibilities that lie hidden in plain view. To access these possibilities, we only need to recover our ability to explore multiple points of view from a level of perspective that sees their potential relatedness.


The problem is that we tend to become attached to the things we really believe in. For example, we may passionately reject the exploitation of people and natural systems. But as soon as we set ourselves up as opponents to those we see as exploiters, we end up in heroic battles over everything from Supreme Court nominations to fishing practices. We still find ourselves trying to stop the nasty viruses instead of introducing beneficial viruses to create an environment of balance and healthy function.


Understanding the Idea of Levels


So what exactly do I mean by levels? Before I talk about them in the context of perspective, here’s an example from sports.


Parents often encourage their children to play a sport, such as soccer, as a way to gain basic functional skills. As children play, they develop their coordination, learn teamwork, and grow the ability to handle setbacks. At this stage in their lives, they are in the game for what it can give to them rather than what they can give to it.


By the time they’re in high school, on a school team competing in intramural games, they have progressed to dedicating themselves to the sport. Teenage athletes focus on refining their performance and eliminating weaknesses or bad habits; they play for the team, as well as for themselves. They are at a different stage of development, playing at a completely different level than young children.


Players at the college level have usually been recruited for their soccer skills. At this level, they are expected to work on improving themselves—the discipline, intelligence, and integrity with which they play—as well as to work on their skills. With the eye of the public on them, they understand that their performance is a reflection of the character of the team and possibly of the college as a whole.


At the professional level, if soccer players are to achieve the apex of their potential, they must dedicate themselves not only to their own development, but also to expressing the essence of their teams and of the game itself. When professional players join a great team, they are trained in its distinctive game or approach. They also learn strategy, reading the games of other teams in order to figure out how to use their own strategizing to prevail in competition. For a really great team, all this work plays out on a world stage, where the game becomes a visible metaphor for courage, grace, honor, and beauty—inspiring its fans and thereby securing the future of the sport.


This example of the development of soccer players suggests what I mean by levels. At each stage of their development, players shift to a new level of performance, as well as a new scope with regard to what they take into consideration. These changes in level correlate to a corresponding growth in maturity. A simple glance at the headlines will show that there are plenty of professional athletes who behave badly, but this can be understood as a failure to mature fully through all of the levels and take on the responsibilities that come with them.


Additionally, the soccer example also suggests that higher levels of engagement, corresponding to more advanced stages of development, don’t replace the need for the lower levels. Even as a professional player, it’s necessary to maintain and evolve basic skills and coordination. Ideally, the different levels work together and complement one another, so long as they are informed by the highest level the athlete has attained.


Levels of Paradigm


My soccer example is a special case of a more general framework that I call “Levels of Paradigm.” Paradigms provide context for our lives and work; they determine our perspectives and shape the choices we make and the actions we take. They are often unconscious, which means that it rarely occurs to us to examine them. It’s even rarer to recognize that our paradigms operate at different levels and that these levels have very different implications in terms of the quality of the effects that flow from our choices and actions. (Note that the following framework is read from bottom to top—from lower to higher level.)
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	Do Good






	Arrest Disorder
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In the case of a soccer player, we can see that an upward shift in level enables a greatly expanded scope for development, accomplishment, and impact. Children play soccer for the value it generates in terms of strength or controlled reflexes. Teenagers play it as an arena to hone their skills and correct the flaws in their performance. College athletes play it to express their potential and gain accolades. Professionals on teams that achieve greatness evolve the game and encourage millions of fans to pursue aspirational lives.


The foundational paradigm in this framework is Value Return. Within this paradigm, we expect that when we invest money, time, or effort into something, it will generate a useful return. We seek out and adopt patterns that have been proven to deliver similar results in the past. For example, teachers use tried-and-true pedagogical methods to ensure that students will learn what is required of them. Investors follow proven models for generating financial returns. Engineers apply best practices to designing highways, airplanes, or software. The idea is to reliably reproduce a pattern of behavior or action in order to achieve predictable results.


The next paradigm, Arrest Disorder, shifts us to managing entropy in a continuously changing world. It’s not enough to focus on a specific action, assuming that if we do it well, we’ll always achieve the same result, because the context within which the action is occurring is changing. For example, a soccer player needs to know not only how to kick the ball down the field, but also how to do so in relationship to all of the other players who are in motion and pursuing their own strategies. In the same way, a software or computer engineer is designing within a field that is evolving from one day to the next.


When we work from this level of paradigm, we are seeking ways to manage both our own actions and the context within which they occur, usually by addressing gaps and problems that are showing up. For example, we might become more strategic about how our actions fit with what’s happening in the marketplace (coming up with a smartphone app that fills a need no one else seems to see, let’s say). Or we might choose to improve flawed practices within a profession or an industry that consistently lead to waste or inferior results. However we approach it, we need to stay abreast of changes happening in our field and in the world, taking them into account in our decisions and seeking to ensure that the end results are beneficial to those who will be impacted.


When we begin to work within the Do Good Paradigm, we operate from a faith in the potential of things and people to improve and make more meaningful contributions to the world. This allows us to look at more than the immediate consequences of our actions. We’re motivated by a desire to manifest the potential we can see, to make the world a better place. Not only do we need to pay attention to our actions and their context, but also we need to build our own character, so that we’re able to be consistent and honorable with regard to these motivations.


Adopting this level of paradigm will have the effect of stretching us, enlarging our compassion and touching us personally. For example, we might join the board of a nonprofit agency that’s seeking to make life better for children, or we might volunteer to mentor children directly. The work is no longer at arm’s length. It requires giving ourselves fully to something other than ourselves and absorbing the lessons that will inevitably arise from the uncertainty inherent in working with real, living beings facing real-life challenges.


The Regenerate Life Paradigm focuses on how to build the capacity in people and other living systems to be self-determining in the world. At this level, we make a profound shift in perspective. We commit to seeking what’s essential in each person and every sort of thing that is the subject of our work. We become radically particular. We are no longer willing to pigeonhole people, places, groups, or materials because we see each as unique. When we make this shift, we’re able to enter into deeply respectful relationships, where the full expression of the unique potentials of others is our primary objective.


As the highest level of paradigm in our framework, regenerate life incorporates and transforms how we work on all of the others. We’re still willing to do good, but not in a generic or abstract way. The good we seek starts from an essence that wants to be expressed. We may still wish to reduce waste and dysfunction by arresting disorder in a system, but we never allow this to distract us from the overall creative purpose we’re pursuing. And we certainly need to achieve a value return from our efforts if we’re to be able to continue them, but value return includes the fulfillment that arises from realizing the potential of someone or something other than ourselves.


As a general rule, these different levels correspond to different phases of our development. We can see this reflected in the soccer player example earlier, where the players advance from child to adult by steadily enlarging and deepening the scope of their conscious awareness. But these phases often reassert themselves when we take on a significantly new endeavor or role in our lives. I know in my own life, whenever I push myself to take on something new (for example, teaching myself to be a writer!), I feel like a child again, awkward and struggling to make things work (value return). But little by little I develop enough basic competence to start working on self-improvement (arresting disorder), aspiring to excellence (doing good), and ultimately contributing to a better world (regenerating life).


Of course, it takes consciousness and will to move ourselves through all four of these developmental phases or levels. Because our modern world and culture place such emphasis on analytical dissection, problem solving, individualism, and compartmentalization, we have to exert extraordinary effort to move ourselves up to paradigms of dynamism and development. The first step is to become aware that the levels exist and that it is possible to make choices with regard to them.


Paradigms in Action


If our intention is to live a regenerative life, then we need to learn to recognize which paradigm we’re currently working from and which paradigms are driving the decisions and actions of the people around us. This ability enables us to become more conscious of our thinking and behavioral patterns, setting the stage for our own development while growing our capacity to help others in their development.


To accomplish this, we bring dimensionality to each of the paradigms, showing how it shapes the way we think and act. The framework for this work is the four-pointed tetrad, which describes the particular forces at work within each paradigm. Generically, these forces are described as the ground on which our thinking is based, the goal that it is directed toward, the instruments we characteristically use to reach the goal, and the direction that guides the overarching way we stay on track. Let’s look at each paradigm in action, with the aid of the tetrad.


Value Return Paradigm


[image: image]


When we are driven by value return, the goal is to make choices that either preserve or strengthen our position in relationship to the world around us. “Look out for number one!” as people commonly put it. (Another way this goal gets expressed is through the metaphor of “maintaining our boundaries.”) Obviously, there are many situations that have the potential to drain our energy and resources if we don’t maintain some awareness of what’s healthy and appropriate for us. On the other hand, this attitude can become defensive, cutting us off from the world.


The Value Return Paradigm grounds itself in the certainty that comes from social consensus. Many of our basic social agreements have developed slowly and were handed down for generations. They provide a familiar territory within which to operate. By basing our decisions and actions on this social consensus, we avoid the risks and possible ostracism that come from striking out on an untried path.


At this level of paradigm, we turn to expert advice to help us make the right choice or head in the right direction. Recognizing that we have limited time to do research, that we have inadequate skills, and/or that we have a low tolerance for risk, we look for someone who is more knowledgeable or experienced to tell us what we should do.
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