Session 2: March 16, 2014, Signs of an emotionally immature social order, and the emotional barriers keeping people from acting to improve their lives

Part 1: “Imaginative gridlock and the spirit of adventure” and Christopher Columbus breaking Europe’s emotional barrier in the 15th century and mapping a way to the New World


According to Friedman, “The Nuremberg Chronicle of 1493 describes Europe as depressed.”  Although it was printed in the center of learning and innovation with the new hardware of movable type, it still described a civilization with little vision or hope.  Late 15th century Europe was a society living in the wake of the plagues, the breakdown of the feudal order, and the increasing inability of an often hypocritical and corrupt church.  The Moors had encircled Europe and had limited Europe’s access to the Far East despite centuries of crusades.  There had not been a major scientific discovery for a thousand years. (pages 29-30)

But the depression and imaginative gridlock lifts and for fifty years radical changes occurs in every field of human endeavor and the Renaissance is born. Examples include:

· Artistic imagination in painting, sculpture, literature and architecture

· The Reformation movement

· The invention of the watch

· Observations of space and experimentation with lenses leading to creation of the telescope

· The first newspaper initiating the effects of widespread information sharing within a community

Two world-views by which European civilization had oriented itself based on the thinking of Ptolemy were overturned before this outburst of imagination:

· That the land mass on the planted was situated entirely above the equator from Europe to Asia with the Indian Ocean as a land-locked lake

· That the planets and stars revolved around the Earth  (pages 29-31, A Failure of Nerve)

“Columbus’s voyage was a hinge of time.  It swung open a door barely ajar, and for the next hundred years after 1493, no significant cathedral, unless previously planned was begun.  The effect of America’s discovery on the European imagination was as though God had been hiding a piece of land bigger than the known world since the dawn of creation.  The great lesson of this turnaround is that when any relationship system is imaginatively gridlocked, it cannot get free simply through more thinking about the problem.  Conceptually stuck systems cannot become unstuck simply by trying harder.  For a fundamental reorientation to occur, that spirit of adventure which optimizes serendipity and which enables new perceptions beyond the control of our thinking processes must happen first.  This is equally true regarding families, institutions, whole nations and entire civilizations.” (page 32)
Characteristics of gridlock systems and risk and reality  (page 34-40)

There are three major, interlocking characteristics common to any relationship system that has become imaginatively gridlocked:

· An unending treadmill of trying harder

· This is well known to marriage partners who keep trying harder to change their partners, parents who keep trying harder to changer their children, therapists who keep trying harder to change their clients, etc.  

· This is also true in trying harder to keep up with all the new information.  Perseverance in trying harder can perpetuate a fix, so that by the treadmill effect of trying harder, it becomes the axis around which one’s life revolves.  
· Europe’s orientation toward the Far East was a “fix.”  All efforts to get to the Far East through the Northwest Passage and centuries of combat with Islam were all fixated on trying to get to the Far East.  And when the explorers went west, they mistook America for the Far East, and made maps expressing their belief that America was not a continent but a way to get to the Far East.
· Looking for answers rather than reframing questions (pages 37-39)

· The second attribute of imaginatively gridlocked relationship systems is a continual search for new answers to old questions rather than an effort to reframe the questions themselves.  

· In the search for the solution to any problem, questions are always more important than answers because the way one frames the question, or the problem, already predetermines the range of answers one can conceive in response.  Reframing questions helps to change the paradigm through which we understand the problem, and help us to reframe the questions and change the types of information that will be needed.  It also can do away with the old dichotomies.

· So instead of a mom asking what I can do to make my child successful, a paradigm shift may be to ask, “How can I regulate myself?”  By taking her focus off her child and onto her own behavior, she can be more productive and reduce some of the pressure she has been exerting on her child.  
· The concern with trying to find the right answer is both contributory to a fixed orientation and symptomatic of it.  
· Perpetually seeking new answers to established questions rather than reframing the basic question itself not only betrays lack of distance on the part of the searcher; it also prevents obtaining the distance necessary for being able to think, much less go, in new directions.  Seeking answers can be its own treadmill.  Changing the question enables one to step off.
· Either/or thinking that creates false dichotomies (pages 39-40)

· Paradigms that might begin simply as theoretical differences become hardened into intense, oppositional, emotional commitments over even the most unemotional subject matter.  

· Intense polarizations are symptomatic of underlying emotional processes rather than the subject matter of the polarizing issue.  

· Breakthroughs are possible when the two sides have become less reactive to the differences, not that the differences have gone away.  

· Whenever differences do polarize, it is always related to the same emotional processes that contribute to the treadmill effect and the failure to reframe the question.

Risk and Reality (pages 43-49)
“Many have pointed to the relationship between risk and imagination and observed that it is safer to confine one’s thoughts to the conventional….There is a relationship between risk and reality that involves not risk and one’s sense of reality, which is a psychological concept, but nerve and reality itself.  For if imagination involves risk, the willingness to risk is critical to validating one’s perceptions.” (page 43)

Friedman describe three facets of the discovery process that conveys the relationship between risk and reality that point to idea that both being stuck and becoming reoriented are essentially emotional processes, and not so much a matter of data.

· The ultimate unimportance of mistakes when the quest is drive by adventure rather than by certainty;

· The importance of serendipity in freeing oneself from one’s own thinking processes; and 

· The will to overcome imaginative barriers, like the equator

The freedom to make mistakes  (pages 44-45)

· Europe’s reorientation process clearly demonstrates that even though huge errors were made along the way, some lasting for more than a century, they turned out to be a small price to pay for getting the ships out of the harbor.  (The maps of the world west of Europe were largely incorrect, but by exploration and learning from mistakes, they eventually got a more accurate view of the world as it was in reality, instead of their sense of reality.)  There was a 1626 map showing California as an island, for example.
· Yet despite the way the competition of mapmakers polarized them on specific issues, and despite the refusal of some cartographers to take on the expense of changing plates when new information became available, the system as a whole worked in the Age of Exploration.  It worked because the all-encompassing, surrounding emotional atmosphere was conducive to excitement and adventure rather than the failure of nerve that always accompanies anxiety and a quest for certainty.
The value of chance (pages 45-47)

· Willingness to encounter serendipity in an atmosphere of adventure, willingness to encounter serendipity is vital to its continuing spirit.
· The lesson for gridlocked systems is that the acceptance and even cherishing of uncertainty is critical to keeping the human mind from voyaging into the delusion of omniscience.
· Exposing oneself to chance is often the only way to provide the kind of mind-jarring experience of novelty that can make us realize that what we thought was reality was only a mirror of our minds.
· No society can continue to evolve as long as it makes cloistered virtues supreme.
Emotional Barriers (pages 47-49)

· The equator served as the emotional barrier for Europe, because they believed it defined the end of the world.
· This belief was kept in place by anxiety.
· Imaginative or emotional barriers have an influence that spreads throughout a society or system well beyond the content of their subject, much as family secrets affect relationships well beyond the subject of the secret itself.
· When these emotional barriers or the secrets are revealed more change occurs than could have been attributed to the specific content of the basic myth.  (An example of this is the four minute mile.  Once it was broken, many others began to break it too.)
