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“The bringing forth of a story: autobiography in a bio-systemic view”

Contexts of autobiography: the transition from your own story to caring relationships

I have been working with autobiography since 1993, exploring its potential in research, education, therapy, counselling. Of course, the aims, the methods, the outcomes – and the stories! -  in these contexts are very different, and this brought me to question the themes of authenticity and “giving voice”, that are crucial when doing autobiography. How do you make sense of the fact that the same person tells and writes her life each time differently, in the different contexts? We are many. Our stories are multiple, and this also is a sign of health, of well-being. Blocked stories, stories that appear unique, fixed, are stories of suffering, they have nothing to do with authenticity, with “voicing the subject”, with the opening of possibilities (Formenti 2006b).

I had some accidental experience of the multiplication of stories in different contexts, e.g. I met (in therapy) patients who had already experienced autobiographic work in educational terms (and viceversa), and, more systematically, when I work with professionals who, after writing their autobiography, decide to go further and use this method with other people, in their professional field.

This educational experience is the empirical side of the theoretical concepts that I develop here. In the last few years I worked with groups of professionals (teachers, educators, counsellors, psychiatrists, psychologists) in Anghiari (at the Libera Università dell’Autobiografia) during a one-year program (100 hours). The program is called “Epimeleia”, a greek work that means – in a large sense – “taking care of something/somebody/yourself with a lot of attention”. The accent is put on “to care” as different from “to cure”, as a mutual process going on in relationships.

All the participants previously had a one-year groupwork with their own autobiography. They wrote it with a lot of thinking and reflecting and discussing about its pedagogical, psychological, anthropological, sociological, hystorical, and poetical dimensions. So, they are in a sense “expert” of their own life. In the autobiographic program, they learn – at least, at a certain degree - to take care of themselves (in the ancient Delphic oracle sense). But this does not mean that they are able to take care of someone else, in other places and institutions and with specific constraints.

So, the first aim of the Epimeleia program is to change the focus from autobiography to caring relationships, or better to find the links between the two. We use narrative means to do this, i.e. we re-write the previous autobiography to answer to the question “How did I learn in my life to give and to receive caring attention?”, but there also is a lot of writing and acting about passions and desires. In the meetings, I invite the participants to take care of each other by proposing themselves to the group their rituals, preferred activities, games, stories… everything that they enjoy in their life and makes them feel better. They are invited to search back, in their life experience, the experiences of “wholeness”, well-being, being in relation with others, and practice them in the here-and-now time.

The practice of “care” is continuously connected with their autobiography – where, when, how, from whom… did you learn this? How did this change/sustain/obstacle/improve your life?

The link between personal narratives and the relational context is a very important point for many authors and approaches. I was specially influenced, myself, by the narrative-systemic approach in therapy (Papadopoulos, Byng-Hall 1997, Anderson, 1997) but I developed this view in the educational field. Concepts as “dominant stories”, “coherence”, “re-editing my story”, “dialogical conversation” and so on have been very useful for me to see autobiography not only as a way to “know who you are”, but as a way to develop your possibilities “who could you, who do you want, need to become?”.

Principles of caring: the spiral of praxis

When I work with professionals in the field of caring and help and education, I propose a “setting for self-education” that tries to enact (in the group, during the program itself) the four “principles of caring”, that I describe (Formenti 2005) as a “spiral of praxis” (see figure). I will develop here each principle very rapidly (and maybe superficially).
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Living experience – The quality of our participation in the world is enhanced by our ability/openness to experience here-and-now our feelings. Living experience demands that we acknowledge and heal our “normal alienation” (Laing): normally, we live (and accept) in dis-connection. This state has to be disturbed, if we want to go back to experience. Feelings and participatory consciousness are at the heart of all knowing. Rational, digital, conscious modes of knowing rest on the tacit, analogic, unconscious ones. Words/concepts, instead, may serve to separate us from experience. When we experiment participation, we also feel a re-sacralization of the world, re-enchantment of the world. Do not forget, however, the “dark side” of experience; it also demands that we let go, empty ourselves, let pain be pain and silence be silence. Acceptance means deeper experience, beyond the humanistic perspective nowadays dominated by ego needs, towards an experience of the “sacred unity” (Bateson).

Aesthetic representation - As the immediacy of the moment passed, we remember and represent it through languages. The first outcome from experiential living is not concepts nor ideas, but images - dream, story, poetry and metaphor. Languages build bridges between experience and discourse: If we agree that presentational symbolism is indeed a mode of knowing, then we can no longer conveniently distance ourselves from its use by delegating it to the artistic community. We need to bring it right back into the mainstream knowledge quest. (Heron, 1992, p 176). The search for beauty is an essential aspect of the aesthetic approach: Beauty is not an attribute then, something beautiful, like a fine skin wrapped round a virtue; the aesthetic aspect of experience itself. Were there no beauty, along with the good and the true and the one, we could never sense them, know them. Beauty is an epistemological necessity (Bateson 1981, p. 29). Aesthetic does not mean “beautiful”; it implies “an eye for ugliness" (Reason 1993). “Draw a distinction!” is the imperative of the aesthetic approach to (self)education.

Understanding - In German the word verstehen was opposed to erklären by humanistic philosophy to make a difference between phenomenic and paradigmatic knowledge. When someone is healing from alienation, re-learning to experience and to express, he/she may refuse all previous ideas, concepts and theories. Discourse itself may be refused (“I have no words, no more”). Nonetheless, we need to make sense of our life to feel secure. Understanding is the ability to frame a limitless variety of maps. We cannot renounce to it. We need to practice new, more comprehensive ways for understanding and sensemaking. Tools to explore inter-dependent processes and patterns, beyond - or along with - cartesian thought and discourse. A tool of this sort is abduction, a general form of knowing (Bateson) and telling that embraces the paradox of opposites. Abductive thinking is metaphoric and poetic rather than literal; ironical rather than logical; self-reflexive, playful, and irreverent towards its own categories. The map is not the territory.

The shift from “normal logical thought” to abduction is not easy, however. Adults, specially if they are well educated, refuse it. It happens when we are shocked out of habitual thought strategies, when chaos, confusion, puzzles produce “cognitive displacements” and oblige us to search for new solutions. And each time there will be a struggle of the old habits to take over again.

A practice that is very helpful to generate new understanding is “that particular form of chaos that is co-operative inquiry”; when acting with others, we learn arbitrariness, randomness, indeterminacy and their creative potential. This may facilitate the emergence of a new sense, that is local and contextual, more than universal and objective. We may also turn to “body knowledge”, “body wisdom”, since the body holds the residues of our connection to the world. Words and discourse will grow out of these deeply rooted experiences, instead of putting them in a cage.

Engaged action – Knowledge always comes from and goes back to action. As in the Buddhist notion of "right action", taking care means to heal the cuts between person and experience, person and the others, the human existence, the ecology of the planet itself. In the process of knowing, we make sense of our actions, we may represent them - to ourselves and to the others – and we may experience both ourselves as acting and the outcomes of it. The questioning of our acting in the world brings us to be mindful of the whole spiral of praxis. Knowledge-in-action means commitment, openness, attention. In one word: responsibility.

The “spiral of praxis”, as all knowledge, contains the light and the dark: the experience of life and its mystery; beauty and ugliness; knowledge and ignorance; and when we are engaged in action, there are moments when wisely “we leave alone”.

Each step of the spiral is deeply rooted in our relations and in our stories about them; the spiral is enacted both in “narrative discourses” and in “circular responsive relationships”. When we read an autobiographic text, we find references to the four steps, theories about them, explicit and implicit links. When we participate in a group working with stories, we also see, and hear, and live the spiral.

Autobiography is a discourse AND it is a practice.

Radical constructivism

The paradigms of “complexity” and radical constructivism (see von Glasersfeld 1984, von Foerster 1981, Maturana 1990, Fabbri e Munari 2005) are good frameworks for developing a theory of what’s going on in the construction of autobiography as a discourse and as a practice. The overall concept is the relational/situational nature of human action. To speak about a “subject” as if it was separated from his/her situation is nonsense. Autobiography is (conceivable as) the situational co-construction and meaningful organization of a conversation that brings about a “text” whose prevailing nature is narrative.

What I want to stress here is the conversational nature of this “text”. It implies that I cannot analyze, nor understand, it without referring its form and contents to the concrete situation that generated it.

Autobiography is in each single moment a relational and political process. Neutrality is impossible: the situation at hand, the context, the interactions between writer and reader, all the determinants of a complex system, are constitutive dimensions in the process of “bringing forth” the story. This verb – to bring forth - is used by Humberto Maturana (1990) to stress the constitutive process of “human living”. As “languaging” beings, living in the linguistic medium, we bring forth the domain of consciousness, identity, meaning itself. They do not belong to the domain of physical/biological existence. They make no reference to any objective reality “out there”: languaging is the medium of reflective observation. It is self-referential in its own nature. Nothing can be said outside of language. Everything that is said is said by an observer (hence, within a community).

Our knowledge of language (a particular, conventional, arbitrary language) and our meta-knowledge of it are then crucial in the study of autobiography, because this helps us to grasp its (epistemological) complexity.

The vocabulary is a main theme: we “need to know the words” to tell our story to “someone” (and he/she needs too). But, once we have the words, they become constraints, they oblige us to tell something, in a certain way (to see the world in that way). But we are also able (thanks to language) to invent new words, new ways of seeing. In the domain of language, it happens all the time that the re-organization of “old words” creates new meanings. We are the “poetic species” (Rorty), that is, we invent reality. And we invent our story.

Action, interpretation and negotiation (Fabbri e Munari 2005) are the means we have: creation of the story never is “free”, nor totally arbitrary. We need to choose among many multiple versions of the “same” reality (action, experience), and we choose the stories that are co-constructed with others.

These rapid notes have many consequences in autobiographic terms. For example, the so-called “testimony effect” resulting from the sharing of autobiographies – when someone reads or listens to personal writings, in group or couple settings – is something more than that. There is a process of bringing forth of identity. Those who are conversating around a personal narrative make sense of it, by their being together. There is active co-implication of different speakers, of the right and left side of their brains, of their minds and bodies, reason and imagination. And, despite all our efforts to monitor, to be not judgmental (epoché), to avoid interpretation, to keep a distance, the “pleasure of influencing” (Formenti 2006) is a very human experience. And it is very strong in autobiographic groups.

The relational process is constitutive of the “text”. Even when people stay silent. Their mutual positionings produce effects, they may give room for the narrator’s voice, for the spiral of praxis, but they also constrain it. Unavoidably. And make that story be possible, be told.

This changes our common ways to see educational, therapeutic, caring contexts, as well as research.

Curiosity and multiplication of stories

I learnt from Gianfranco Cecchin (1932-2004), a systemic family therapy Master and a special presence in my life, the concept and the practice of “curiosity” (Cecchin 1987). Gianfranco used to warn us: When you tell, or listen, a story that satisfies you, you suddenly stop looking for other stories. Our conversation, our dialogue, needs that the story be alive. If we think that we have found the truth, we loose curiosity. We put an end to dialogue. Truth is the enemy of dialogue.

If we treat a story as the description or even as the explanation of life, we obscure its situational and dialogical nature, and the complexity of life itself. We do that because we refuse the responsibility for bringing forth life, and identity, and the story itself as it is – or better, as it appears to us in that moment. This view celebrates the complexity of life, and invites us to describe it in polifonic ways. Curiosity means to develop multiple narrations, and to avoid lineal thinking, monological thinking. When we “marry” a story, even when we do not like it, we treat it as “the true one” or “the best one”.

As a matter of fact, when narrating we build coherence. When different, maybe opposing, versions of our life are narrated, we look for coherence, for an overall sense that can be “the one”. Nonetheless, this does not mean that we need to look for the “best story”, nor that we procede with a logic of exclusion, a dualistic, polarized, logic. We may, and it would be healthy, invent a frame that is able to contain all of them, all the possible stories of ourselves – logic of inclusion. Narrative thinking is inclusive indeed, in its structure. It is horizontal/not hierarchical, concrete/situational, open. 

I know the power, the beauty and the richness of autobiography in adult education and research. I know the sense of fullness that comes out from “telling your own story”, that one, the one that you need/want/are able to tell. But I also feel the responsibility to propose openings towards multiple stories. Specially when you are called to work with others’ stories.

This opening comes afterwards. First, you have to find your voice. In the words of John Byng-Hall (but this comes from Bowlby), you may begin to explore when you have a secure relationship to start from.

When I work with the “epimeleia group”, I know that my aim to “displace” their look at their stories can work because they have a story to be looked at. They enter the group with their autobiography – it is well-written, often bound in a nice wrap – and they learn to look at it in irreverent ways, from a distance. Sometimes they re-write it. They “study” it: they make a search of “recurrent words”, of “hidden words”, of their “existential code” (Kundera). The opening towards curiosity is actively provoked during the program through the use of metaphores and images, different languages, interactive reflections, playfulness and creativity.

And what happens is that, towards the end of the program, the focus has shifted – from “my story” to the stories “that we live by”, that we take care for, that make our life better. I want to stress here that this shift is not produced by “instructions” given by me, but in implicit ways through the steps that I described (action/experience of care, aesthetical expression, common understanding, new action).

Practices, i.e. concrete actions of “story caring” are important in the epimeleia program: what the participants and I do in the meetings (mutually, in the group, with each other) is then proposed and experimented in our working contexts. Of course, the final work of the program is a project to be developed in the professional field. The “transition” is then completed.
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