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"It is as if there's a big blind spot."

The Fragile Self Deploying Itself
No. 1

| v _
In 1996 | did my first interview with Francisco \&a. In that conversation, Varela said that thedb$ipot of the
20th century (in cognition science) was concernihl the inability to access experience. He saiandintain that
there is an irreducible core to the quality of eigrece that needs to be explored with a methodthar words, the
problem is not that we don't know enough aboubitaén or about biology, the problem is that we tlknbw



enough about experience. ... We have had a blindispibe West for that kind of methodical approashich |
would now describe as a more straightforward pheammogical method. ... Everybody thinks they knowwbo
experience, | claim we don't."

In the second interview in January 2000, Francisaela laid out the key ideas of a book he andvisco-authors
were working on. The working title of the book w&n Becoming Aware" and it focuses on how to access
experience. It synthesizes the essence of threg falitions in first-person approaches to knowirigtrospection,
phenomenology, and Buddhism — and uncovers the conuore process that underlies these three traditio
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C.O. Scharmer: When | was here a few years ago, you made a retharkvas very meaningful for us. You said
the blind spot in the cognition sciences of thehafntury is that we do not have a method of pig@ercessing
experienceWe think we know a lot about experience, but in facwe don't. That really resonated with many
readers because we have the same problem in tHe diimain of organization studies and managemeegreh.
We think we know a lot about organizational expeeie but the truth is we haven’t found a good mehid
accessing the situated and living nature of orgditinal experiences. So my first question is wheyloe have had
any further reflections, encounters, or experiersi@se our last conversation that could help usofme with that
challenge.

"Walk Your Slipping Triangulation Talk"

Three different things...

No.2



Francisco Varela: Right. There are several aspects to the questiah]’ll take them in no particular order. This
idea is at the very center of many traditions,ibbas been obscured in the Western traditionjqaatly in science.
Itis as if there's a big blind spot.What's happened since, | can answer on two diffdexels. There is for me the
continuation of my own work, but it has also becaamaore generalized social phenomenon. In fachimvit
cognitive science in the domain of consciousnasiies, this notion implies a going back to workhnéixperience,
the importance of takingeriouslyfirst-person experience; this has really madeegaibit of progress in being
accepted.

One of its manifestations is something that we justlished, a special issue of thaurnal of Consciousnesghich
is also a book It would have been an unthinkable book three or fouyears ago. Why? Because the whole
point is if we want to claim that what the first pagson has to say about experience is fundamental,éh how do
youdoit? Itis like  what do the Americans say? Walk the walk. We fied to walk our walk. You'll see the
structure of the book is a triangulation of thréféedent things.

The First Approach: Introspection

The first one is, not surprisingly, the traditionthe West that has to do with timrospective method.During the
early days of introspectionism, it was much mouiaal, but then it got watered down into experina¢pisychology
methods, for example, verbal reports. It is totatlginstream in psychology or in cognitive sciercédve
experiments where you ask people, Did you see Did¥ou see that? Were you aware of this? Thikdsclassical
technical verbal report, which is used widely. Ahdt's something to note, that within the main amfreognitive
science, nevertheless, there is already the ustharekploitation of data that requires first-persgcess. It has
become part of every research laboratory that wailts cog-sci from the beginning of the [J&entury to use
these kinds of verbal reports. There's even a kialyame edited by Ericsson and Simon calRdtocol Analysis:
Verbal Reports as Datand it's a basic tool of the field.

However, having said that, that is selling it shtirloesn’t do justice to the richness and comipfeof what is
experienced. The verbal report requires somebaghe tivho says, "Yeah, | saw it," so there is somd kif access
to experience. But it remains extremely impressitiaii It depends on the subject's spontaneougyabili
Spontaneous capacity, which is already part of saiee, needs to be developed further. Something thist
spontaneous and natural is the beginning of the wh® process of learning, where you become truly adtk
belt or a very competent observer of your experiere; a describer of your experienceBy means of what? One
key thing: disciplined regular training. Withoutatly specific regular training, like everything elsn human affairs,
you stay a beginner.

Now this is a point that many people seem to halvard time digesting, although it's so obviougdfi're going to
make music you need to start as a beginner andgeaghrough discipline and methodical applicatbparticular
techniques, to become more competent. So that'stidiabook is all about. It seems that now thecsps more
opened up to move beyond the merely naive. Weberiag subjects which are not restricted to verbpbrts We
are pushing beyond just verbal reports to all formsof other techniques of explorations and expressisn

which requires a whole new methodology

Most important, we want to distinguish between levaf competence in this reportinty's like karate science.
You've got to distinguish between the kid who justame for the weekend and the eminent masteit is the
same phenomenon. That is the hardest point to ewallecause it means that people will have to wadmk.
experiments you need to distinguish the stratetiias different people have to do, and determinel¢vel of
competence that people need. Now the questiorhiat kinds of techniques are there?
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The Second Approach: Phenomenology

When it comes to the how-to aspect, there are tiverdraditions that triangulate our book. The rax is the
tradition in phenomenology, which is independeatrfrthe introspective tradition. It is a traditidrat was put into
practice especially starting with the founder oépbmenology, Edmund Husserl. Husserl was a remiarkply
because he actually did it. He was an uncanny dretigndividual. His descriptions, his capacityactually
suspend his preconceptions and examine the stingttine layering, and the genesis of his own erpee was
uncanny — he was likeMozart of experience He knew how to do it, and he described it in mamys, but he was
less interested in giving full details about howd&yelop that skill as a method that can be taagttpracticed.
The result has been an interesting evolution wigifianomenology, which is to say, how do we actualke these
insights that Husserl left us and use them? Natrgmeat what he said, which is what many philosoplhave done,
but actuallyredoit. The book contains a very good paper by Natakpraz called "The Phenomenological
Reduction as PraxisSo the second approach revolves around the phemboggral tradition.

The Third Approach: Contemplative Traditions

And then, not surprisingly, the third approachhsat theBuddhist tradition of samatha an extremely rich and
well-developed practice.

So the idea is to triangulate these three appreashpoints of view to develop the how-to. They raoé at all
contradictory with each other. They are differertlanulated observations or learnings of differanspectives.
That is one of the main things that I've been doingn my own research — following the trail by takingthese
three traditions and trying to abstract what is common to all of them. What is it that all human being have?
What allowed the Germans in the 1880s to be inroisge or to pursue their creative interests? @ritheritors of
the Buddha Shakyamuni in the fifth or fourth ceptbefore Christ to create the techniquesarhath& Or



somebody like Husserl to create a whole new scbbthlinking of phenomenology? What is common tottiree
practices or pragmatics in human experience? Tiet'main question.

View from Nowhere

"Fundamental focus..."

No.4

The results of this work is a book, tentativelyledlin English,On Becoming AwareBecause that's the key: how
you become aware. We all know we can become awdrappens to us all the time. You suddenly becameare
of this, become aware of that, whether it be extieoninternal. The question is, can it be cultdchtis an ability?
The structuring of this essential ability is, to,rasundamental focus of study.

So that’s what I've been up to the last three years

COS: Fascinating. | would love to learn some more alloeitcommonalities between the three traditions you
mentioned.
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Francisco Varela: In looking at these three traditions as practiges, have to distinguish between the pufélst-
person point of viewand what one does as an individual from, and whatwould like to call the interface
between the first and second persofthe third person being, obviously, the objective pat of view). This is the
view from nowhere; that's why it's the third persthtell you in a minute what | mean by secoretgon. When it



comes to the first person, what seems to happleetisr seen in this diagram: [Not present] © Depvazela &
Vermersch, 1999.

This is what we call the core process. And the copocess is the basic ability through which each dividual
can actually access his or her experiencA@gain, we all know we can do it, so we don't realged this to do it.
But it's like the fact that we all know how to walkesn't make us into good sportsmen. If you wabetome a
good sportsman, you'd better understand how ibiedlike the good coach does. What do you neézhto? To
move your knee like this, ever more subtly, etdsTé similar. This is the basic toolkit of a gooohach for
explorers of experience. And this is what you t&l basic core process.

Suspension

"Ass on the cushionhabitual engagement”
(Master and pupil)
No.5

(1) Suspension

Now, obviously, it's a cyclical process, but Istart here in what we call suspension. By susparisitean that we
have this uncanny possibility of actually removimgselves from the habitual stream and taking akor&nd by
suspension | mean the suspension of habitual patt€his is where Buddhism has explored so thoryugtou put
your ass on the cushion and you move one leveleajour habitual engagement and see from an aenigppctive.
But what is funny about suspension is that when manpeople do that nothing much happens. They do ignd
then nothing happens. That's why most people woulsay, "This introspection thing doesn't work. | lookand
nothing happens." Yes, nothing happens at the begiing. Why? Because the whole point is that after
suspension you have to tolerate that nothing is hggning. Staying with it is the key.



(2) Redirection

Suspension will lead to very early emerging eveatsitents, patterns, gestures, whatever. Then gauactually
redirect your attention to them. That's where tbe 18. So the suspension creates a space, theoreesaup, and
then you can redirect. Redirection is a specifistge.

(3) Letting Go

Unlike our habitual paying attention, exploring expnce requires what we call here letting go.ak to be a light
touch. If you redirect to the phenomenon of exangréxperience in a heavy-handed way, you get winatagk for.
In other words, you're embarked in your associatiand thoughts, and again, you're overcome by kabitual
mindstream. But the letting go here is crucial,aaese it's only when you don't hold on to the regdios that you
can again go back to suspension. And this prodbis,core process, goes through and through ammighr It
doesn't necessarily go anywhere, you just keepgdain

In each phase there are the three different gestuseof suspension, of redirection, and of letting g&each one

The New Comes Up

"Specific gesture”
No.6

of these gestures is something that needs to betdted. Now in phenomenology, for example, there's a
tremendous emphasis on suspension. The letting lgss present, because it's much more directekiltmsophical
result. In Buddhism, instead, the letting go anspsmsion are paramount. But the redirection isngihasized. In
contrast, in introspective psychology or experiraépsychology, redirection is really the most intpat thing. In
fact, there is very little suspension or letting §ibe subject is not at all encouraged to do that.

My tentative conclusion is that all of these traxlis actually contain parts of this basic core eyd that they put
different emphasis on them. So you really wantaeeha more universal tool.

Now let me describe how first person becomes thingon. In other words, what is it about an indiaidthat
allows him to have access? However, there is anmediate position. Since we are not solipsistiividuals, we



are social individuals, this is true if, and orfiywe take into account what's happening in thdexrof the other.
That's where the second-person position comes in.

COS: So | understand it does not work if | am justdividual out of context of —

Francisco Varela: It works, but it does not work. It works becausei yan do it. But it won't lead you too far.
COS: Can | ask another question? It seems what yousdsidt the second element, redirection, is veryoitamt.
Where you said this is really about paying attentmthe emerging, right? When it becomes new.

Francisco Varela: And not to the object.

COS: Yes. | can also recall from my own attempt, ttzher than paying attention to the new, you suspamd
then you redirect your attention to something 8ld, how would you — ?

Francisco Varela: Well, that's the whole point, that redirectiorihe gesture. It is the idea that normally the
habitual thing is that one should redirect attentotward .Redirect it to what is emerging as an object, as a
content, which has its own intentionality. The poihabout redirection is that you reverse that. You kep it
within, but toward the source, toward the source of the mental process rather thathe object. And again, we
know we can do that. But what exactly one doegdtsearly to say, but we can do it and therefoeecen be
competent.

COS: So that's really about turning, right?

Francisco Varela: Yes. Yeah, it's like turning inward or —

COS: Reverse?

Francisco Varela: You know the meaning of "hither and thither"?

COS: | don't.

Francisco Varela: It's Old English, and it means to this place amth&t place. Looking inward is to look at a little
subject inside my head. But looking hither andhiitis much more spatial.

Now when you say you turn inward, it's not like yewgoing in No, you keep whatever is going on in your
mental process, but you follow the trail of the tedency that will move it out, that it will make youcompletely
go with the trend of fixating on an object.That's introspection, again, and it's key: if yaun'tlredirect, then you
don't see anything. Buddhists are much more radiodiwould say this redirection is really only s@ory. But it's
clear that you can play with it in many differersaiyg, and it's a tool that can be used for diffepemposes. If you
want to use it as the Buddhists do for spirituavgh, they're probably right to emphasize letting But if, for
-example, you want to make explicit knowledge g@nhe people might have but that others need,gldslassic
quandary in organizations of all kinds. Somebodgvik® how to do something, and when you ask, "Howalodo
that?" the answer is frequently, "Well, | don't lnd just kind of do it." You might want to haveath
knowledgeable person make his or her knowledgaowkhow transmissible by an examination, which is
completely a different goal.

Our claim, and this remains to be shown, is thalipractice traditiongou're going to be moving within the same
basic core, just emphasizing one more than the.oftmel it's very important to have the whole cdyecause when
you don't have the whole cycle you might fall iaterap and just remain suspended.
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Now, with respect to the second person, to malewhirk, you really need the mediation of the othigiht? And
the other comes in here in different flavors. Eklito call that the second person. Because it isargimplefirst
person, right? The third person is what you fingidgly in classical science. The first person aotd plays a new
role. The second person is somebody who is nohénfitst person having direct access to the expeegiebut is
interested in that first-person access. So, fomgl@, you are the expert. You know things that h'l&now. We
want you to be able to teach others, so we areggmindevelop] a process of trying to make explighat is
implicit. This is an old goal of many people in mdields. Now the point there is that | put myselthe position of
the second person because | don't just observepyaly externally, but | don't have the first acce8o0 what | do is
to become your partner in the process.

This partner can have two modes. One is a modehwhislightly closer to the third-person positidihat is verbal
reports. It is what many cognitive scientists dbey place themselves in the position of admittimeg tyou have the
mind, that you can have access from the first petsavhat | just showed you. So they admit the tmsiof first
person, but at the same time they remain a littleemoved. They are content with taking notes aoiicing



Turning right, turning inwards?
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whatever it is that you say. In contrastmore interesting second person is really empatkic. He admits that you
have in your mind an access to your experiencethigiperson himself knows the kind of experienca're talking
about and therefore acts as a codtte good sports coach cannot be somebody who hasténe the sport. The
coach must have first-person access to his own exjgmce that perfectly resonates with yoursFor example, in
Buddhism, you have to advance and progress in thiycle with a qualified teacher A qualified teacher is who?
A second person. Because he can then make thespracgk through mutual resonance and correct it.

In ourbookThe View from Withify there is an interesting study on intuition byi@&etitmengin-Peugeot. She
tries to understand the intuitive experience bykivay as a coach on an explicit technique of coagpieople who
say they just choose what they think is an intaigxperience. And then they try to work through ithis coaching
mode she induces by taking the second-person @ositi

Is this very confusing, or is it —



Perfectly Resonates

‘Letting go'
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COS: It's not at all confusing. But I'm not 100 perceute whether I'm really in the —

Francisco Varela: The second person?

COS: Yeah, your second point, which is that this preaady works if there is a second-person relatignsh
Francisco Varela: Well, only very, very gifted, extraordinary indiials can carry this out in a productive manner.
The access to experience seems difficult to magplpebecause it is. To go beyond just this punelgressionistic
account of what one is experiencing is not easyolf don't mobilize these tools in detail — and tieguires that
kind of mediation — then it just doesn't work. Dmuysee what | mean? The whole first person istpsstiemanding
for most people. Human beings are not spontaneaasiygifted for this procesSo the social mediation is
absolutely fundamental. You might say it's not surpising; it's also essential for languageand so forth. It's also
essential for certain essential values —

COS: — and for social learning.

Francisco Varela: — social learning. But it's not obvious that bdsiarning, such as admitting that the other is
equal to you, is something that is spontaneousgaity needs to be mediated by the social contexhat more
clear?

COS; Yes, that makes absolute sense. Probably it'smisdhat without the other, the experience ofatier, you
could never perceive your self.



To go beyond
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Francisco Varela: Absolutely. So this is a very important antidaigtte myth or the belief or the dogma that
anything that has to do with introspection or megitin or phenomenological work is something thatpbe do in
their little corners. That really is a mistaken l@ngn the whole thing. Although there are somearadghat it is a
very common mistake. This is perhaps the greatfftulty within science.The first reaction people have is that
[the first person is] just a personal thing. That f's private. But the notion that the first person & private is a
disaster. The first-person access is as public asetthird person, okay?When you have a third-person point of
view, clearly you need a first person who doestieasurement and does the writing, etc., but [peslid social
network to which it is going to be addressed. &eyapoint is that it's really not very meaningfaldpeak about
consciousness or experiences being privettere is a quality to experience where you need aade of access
that you might want to call the first-person accessThat doesn't make it private. It's just as sociahs
everything else. And that's something it took me bong time to discover. | had a blind spot on thatike
everybody else.
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COS: If you look at the process you just described,vehan intuitive understanding of all three elememtd how
they interact. What | wonder is what is the caoseyhat is the source from which this movementeiseyated?
Francisco Varela: That is a very good question. I've thought abbig and my tentative answer is that, first of all,
it's clear that even if we don't understand whatdanakes this happen, we can still cultivate itdAve can make
this into a know-how that's available to peopledibkinds of purposes. Now as to why, the answeould offer at
this point iswe cannot but do that In other words, this is who we are as human fsingcessarily going through
this cycle because we don't have a solid substasgadividuals. The subject not being a locatalilegt can only be
this transitory —

COS: — Movement.



Francisco Varela: Movement. And so you follow certain trails tha¢ @jiven by conditioning in the past. But
inevitably it's bound to be stopped by surprisechgnge, by accommodation, whateveéfe is constantly in this
process of reaccommodation, and therefore this kindf cycle is at the very core of what life is alllzout. Now
what we are adding is taking the core of thisdifel making it morexplicit so that you can cultivate it and explore
it in a more disciplined way, which is what all ex{s in these various traditions have dd@eit's not so much

what causes it as can it be stopped? It's like sayg death cannot be stopped from being part of lifbecause if

it is not there you cannot have the flexibility andevolution on the planet. | don't know if that strikes a chord.
For me it's an interesting lesson on learning to wi with fragile ontologies. | like that notion of fragility in
ontological thinking, that the way the world unfolds is very brittle, very fragile. It goes against the grain of the
great tradition in time, so it tends to make thieggremely solid, solidified.

CORE
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COS: And you emphasized the element of practice andtipnag, right? Which is that you develop a certain
competence in accessing this, engaging in this.

Francisco Varela: It is the know-how that counts, not the know-wivethen you get to this point, the know-what
is only used to get started, but it is the know-howhat counts and that is going to be transformativeFor
organization and learning, that, to me, seems akuci

COS: Yes, itis. | noticed that you use the term "psé&xénd that you wrote it with the "x," which is rtbe usual
way you use the word "practice" in American EngliSb could you elaborate a little bit on the difece between
practice and praxis?

Francisco Varela: That was a bit of a philosophical twist, becalmeword "praxis" comes from Greek. And it
really is the inheritance of the Aristotelian ligea Throughout the history of philosophy, praxis baen used in the
more fundamental sense, while practice is a ltilenore operational in contemporary use. So wetegito give to
praxis — well, of course, the one who really popm&d that word to a full extent is you know who —

COS: KarP.

Francisco Varela: Karl. But that's the idea. By the way, let me shmu another thing [pulls out a boék]



COS: Oh, yeah, | read that one.

Philosophical twist

Fragile ontologies
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Francisco Varela: It goes in the same direction.
COS: Yes. That was my next question. How does thatge®that you just described relate to the notiorrbfal
selfthat you develop in that book?

$ mn

Francisco Varela: In fact, it's as | was trying to say a moment agehy, you were asking, would that work®au
cannot be a virtual self unless you have this corasit creation of letting ga That is the nature of virtuality.
What this is saying to me is if you really want t@et closer to understanding what it means to be aibject,
you'd better understand that this is the constant gnerator of what that subject is all about — sincé is not a
stable, solid entity, since it is not within the had, since it is not just in language. It's in nonef those
dimensions, it's somehow in a figure of multiple heels of emergence, but it is always fragile/irtual is a more
"engineering" way of speaking about fragility, whis more philosophical or ethical. But it has d@kathe same
connotation for me.

COS: So when you say virtual you mean it doesn't haeecenter self, it doesn't have substance, anid igateal.
Francisco Varela: Right. It is real in the sense that it can effeadiy tackle the world with which it's coping. But
that coping is constantly updating itself or remgitself, submitted to all kinds of changes, betldogenous and
exogenous. So virtuality is not just this abserfca central self; it also has that kindfcdgile flotation of coming
and going, which is where the letting go is. Lajtgo is an interesting gesture, because in factlithost like
invoking the virtuality of the self, just puttingspontaneously on the table. Usually it's lifet tinakes you let go.
You know what | mean, in the extreme cases of siskror danger, or the disappointment of love sit forces you




into that gesture of letting it be, letting it gts interesting that human beings do have theagpt mobilize that
capacity all the time. That, to me, points towardae whole or good life. What is it to have a gdite A life of
wisdom is to be constantly engaged in that lettjagand letting the virtuality or the fragility tie self manifest
itself. When you are with somebody who really Hees tapacity to a full-blown level, it affects yoihen we meet
those kinds of people, it's clear, because the evphaicess is not individual, it's not private, od enter into that
kind of resonance. You relax — there's somethimg gajoyable about that. There's a joy in that lafidife; that's
the good life, I'd say.

Fragile (erred Floatatiorijlotation

Letting go is an interesting gesture
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COS: How does that virtual self relate to what mightcdadled, particularly in the social realm, the egieg whole?
Francisco Varela: We see more and more that the emerging self, aigaiot a one-level process. There is an
emergent process that happens recurrently thatgowexamine, say, at the level of the brain. Tiegeway in
which the whole brain, if you focus on it, will skoyou how this emergence happens. But it would bestake to
think that that's it, because there is a networkanfsality. In turn, these emergences occur withénsocial
emergence of human life.

Itis also the case that you have whole networlatlodér causalities in the longer time of evolutiongenetics, and
the molecular constraints and what have you, seriergence is also happening at that much more bakilar
level. So where is the emergence? In fact, ikes the multiple levels which articulate onto onetaer and
constrain one anothdt’s not very far from the recent insight in biology that evolution doesn't have one single
unit of selection, but is multiple. Life is individual, but it is also historically termined by the components that
form [it]. It is essentially a pattern of life — the entire bdsphere. So if you don't have multiple levels of
selection, you don't understand evolution at alllt seems to me this is exactly the same for thevidual. Maybe
you could say that is why an individual is not justide my head, that it is distributed over mudtifevels and
therefore is virtuall wish that insight about the distributiveness of vhat we call a subject would be taken more
seriously. Because there are lots of people who know thatit Isteys at the level of the know-what. Devel@pin
know-how, that you really incorporate into your ddiband bones in day-to-day behavior, that is thegss of



transformation that needs the discipline and théhatologies that we're talking about. There are édtpeople who
understand that, but that doesn't make them chémegause their habitual patterns are still there.

A pattern of life

The coming fore of something
No.13

COS: So there would be a discipline where you wouldscarusly employ youself as an instrumentfor the
coming fore of something ... of emerging wholes.

Francisco Varela: A constant reframing of yourself into what seembe& more realyou know, the paradox of
being more real means to be much more virtual, antherefore less substantial and less determine@&ut that's
more real; that seems to correspond more to wligt it
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COS: So how do you develop that capacity?

Francisco Varela: We're talking about exploiting the lineages of ttiferent know-hows that we have evoked
before; we went through some of those, and wehalllsl continue to develop that more. There is rahghing as a
free lunch, and you cannot bypass to engage irobaaother style of relearning. [It is not for] eesay that there
is just one kind of thing you can d®eople can have different approaches, but you've gto engage in that kind
of discipline. Which is why, I think, extracting the common ground is very usable, because it will sidhis
silly thing about saying my technique is better tha yours. No, what we need to construct is a longewy large
conversation about how — to compare notes of theftirent journeys of different people.But it has to be an




engaging process; it has to engage you to go betyenkihow-what to the know-how. That seems to regitable.
Anything short of that is rehashing the same ttathgver again.

COS: What's the role of love in developing the capaoftyhe virtual self?

Francisco Varela: Well, if you mean by love open compassion, the imayhich one can be of service in a social
context, it has everything to do with Now let me take this perspective, which is eithehte Western perspective
of phenomenology or a Buddhist perspective. Both dhem coincide there. which to me is one of the rég
deep, interesting observations that we can have. €more the fragile self-subject deploys itself, theore
compassion deploys itself because that's what it iShe more there is the opening into space to accomdate
or to take care of the other, there is kind of anritrinsic decenteredness, and therefore the other agars
closer. Solidarity, compassion, care, love — all ¢fie different modes of being together — appear winethe self
owned is decenteredNow that, to me, is a great gift of the universe.iBce we are not solid and private and
centered, the more we get close to all our realityhe more we are who we are. That is, both you anldNot

just me, but the "us-ness" in us.Which is another way of saying that my mind is myt mind. It is a mind that

Different journeys of different people
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No.14

requires that interbeing. There is naturally that kind of concern and care and solidarity. But it is ot just how
nice | am, or how good a guy | am. It has nothinga do with this. It has to do with how real things &e, in
reality, that non-distinction between the intersubgctive network of things. When it's considered forvhat it is,
when it is absorbed, or lived, or embodied for whait is, it works precisely in that mode of care andcconcern.
So you see the Buddhists have a wonderful messagaying that compassion is the natural condition ofvhat
one really is.



COS: Yes. May | ask a last question?

Francisco Varela: Please.

COS: In one of your books you quoted Merleau-Ponty'mpthat science and phenomenology are theoretical
activities after the fact. The way | understood éhactive approach is that it's not theoretical ebpractical activity
while bringing forth the fact. And my question ligcause you mentioned that there are various lefemergence,
whether there might be a third type of cognitiomimich one would engage in a phenomenology or aicow
where one would do a sort of aesthetic sensingoaggkncing before the fact, which probably woufdré the
more fundamental or more subtle level of emergence.

Francisco Varela: The enactive approach is theory. You can theaimat know-how or [another] intrinsic action.
Nevertheless, again, we're back to theories antipea. The practices can only be done by doinmithéu can
theorize and have a nice understanding, whiclsis @bod, but it ain't the same thing. So it's hat the enactive
approach is closer to that transformation of leagnit can be useful, it can be a pointer to tgatrdirection, but it
ain't it. But for practice, the only thing is to doNow clearly, that brings us full circle to tlggiestion of actually
engaging in practices of transformation. Thoseclrger to an intuitive or felt mode, which is close experience
itself. Science and philosophy try to explain thiremd renounce doinyou cannot talk about intuition of the
unconscious or the spontaneity of emerging actiongithout actually being in them. But just talking about an
action doesn't do much except maybe stimulate skepisat the question, Otto?

COS: Well, no, | guess my question was whether youamarteive of a way of cognizing where you would do
something prior to the coming forth of effect. Wéaéhe focus of doing would be prior, which is presag.
Francisco Varela: Right. But isn't that mode of cognizing exactlyatthe whole point of the suspension,
redirection is all about? In other words, it's like

COS: Yeah, it's the redirection, right.

Francisco Varela: It's redirection. It's like being itself is capaldf its own mode of immediate awareness. Another
word | like is full presence. Some people mightdmapted to call that intuitive or direct knowledge direct
apprehension in Whitehead's term, or whateveritBlt goes back to cultivating the same abiligyfully
developed human being is presencing constantly, encing the doing of theory.

COS: And by presencing do you mean bringing into presesr you mean pre-sensing?

Francisco Varela: Well, maybe both or nonés presencing for me. It's to be there where thigs happen. In
that sense of presencing you're present, your prasee is there, and you're presencing it's all three possible
plays on the word. But it's something that clearlycannot be done if there is a little me there that'saying,

"Oh, I'm presencing." The presencing has to exactlycoincide with what it is. That doesn't mean that it's
unconscious. Becoming fully aware in that direeggance is usually what is very fragile. It is thestrfragile thing,
it constantly seems to move immediately to sometlise. Hence, the need to reenact it and relieenistantly, for
life.

COS: What are the practices, also the collective prastithat we could use to develop these capacities?
Francisco Varela: There are some basic practices that one can miitke anap of. We've talked a little bit about
that.But basically, I've come to the conclusion that whayou're asking cannot be answeredit is really,
constantly, the practice that has to show whatteeppropriate modes, depending on the situdfithat is clear is
that every group where these purposes or objeativaspirations are present will be able to firsdoiivn means. But
that is only true if we understand better and Ibetteat is the basic core. For example, [it is intaot] not to let
people be discouraged, because when you try toigeasuspension, for example, which is necessadiigething
that people will have to go through, it seems satlarren land. There is a perseverance to it,rbatsipecific form,
say, in a particular style. It cannot be univerbal.sure if one examines any interesting humatwgrgou can
really go in there and decompose what they havedauwt about the way of presencing. Now, in managenit's
not done; it should be, must be, the same thingI'Bunot in a position to say more.

COS: Thank you very much, and my apologies for ovemdieg the time so much.

Francisco Varela: | didn't even notice. Was this useful, Otto?

COS: It was most useful. It was right at the centewbt we are doing.

Francisco Varela: Okay. And did you cover the questions you wanted?

COS: Yes, we did.

Francisco Varela: Well, good.
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The work of the late Francisco Varela was inspibgdwhat he called the blind spot of cognition scenthe
inability to access experience, which is the comeess of becoming aware. What intrigues me abisutymthesis,
the three gestures of becoming aware, is not omiy he tries to capture the essence of varioumtsfaie
philosophical, and spiritual traditions in threenple terms, but also that the core process thaiutines for the
individual resonates with my own experience withrjeeys of organizational transformation involvingpgps. |
believe that what he describes can be found nobjushe individual level but on all levels of salcsystems.

Other interviews in this series also discuss theetlyestures:

1. "Suspension," that is, overcoming habitual pattemd judgments, is what all creativity technadsgivork
with and what Stanford’s Michael Ray calls "VOJbige of judgment);

2. "Redirection," tuning one’s attention to the smurather than the object, has to do with the mslgiit that
Eleanor Rosch describes as "tuning into the fidhds know themselves" and that Henri Bortoft ddsesi
as switching from an external type of observationat seeing and sensing from within the living
phenomenon (see interviews with Eleanor Rosch asttiHBortoft);

3. '"Letting-go," changing one’s quality of attentifvom looking for to letting come, is what BriantAar and
Joseph Jaworski talk about as "surrendering intmnsibment" and what Eleanor Rosch calls primary
knowing.

Francisco Varela, who passed away in 2001, leftitisa hugely promising and yet unfinished bodywofrk. It will
probably take a larger and more collaborative wiookn many of us, his friends and his readers, tthér develop
his line of thought and to keep alive the lightttha brought through his work and life.

#H#HD

Francisco Varela was a biologist; director of reskat the Centre National de Recherche Scientfiqnd
professor of cognitive science and epistemologh@Ecole Polytechnique, in Paris; author of Pples of
Biological Autonomy; co-author with Humberto D. Migana of Autopoiesis and Cognition: The Realizabbthe
Living and The Tree of Knowledge, and with Evan firipson and Eleanor Rosch of The Embodied Mind.



Running the Perfumed Garden
[Elegy to Francisco]
Oils on canvas, August 2001

This painting was created to be added to the set at dialog andbglon the day that | learned of Varela's
death in Paris.



