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will on a situation.” Could you talk about people’s
tendency to impose their will on situations or to
over-control an outcome? Is luck, fate, or seren-
dipity involved?

Peter Senge: This is, in many ways, one of the
primary motivations for writing our book: to try to
talk about this mysteriousness in some coherent
way and to promote a lively discussion of subtle
processes that often escape our attention. Many
of us have had the experience of synchronicity.
There are many traditional, religious ways of talk-
ing about synchronicity but | think the phenome-
non is simply a phenomenon. As such, | think the
first thing to do is to try to appreciate it just as a
phenomenon. Synchronicities occur. We often find
ourselves guided by “helping hands” and you look
back after something has been accomplished and
shake your head and say, “Gee, | can't believe all
these different things came together to allow

this to have occurred!”

Synchronicity is a strange phenomenon. It may not

be what we experience every day, although there

is no reason in principle that it couldn’t be. Synch-

ronicity is something that most of us have experi-

The cultivated self represents
someone on a path of deep self-

development, moving beyond the

form, beyond the habit, beyond
the personality, beyond even
the thought “who is my self?”

enced at some point in our lives. Some of us may
have had many experiences. | think that we need
to talk about synchronicity in a way that doesn't
depend solely on traditional religious interpreta-
tions or language, and thereby make it more
universally accessible. We also need to talk about
synchronicity in a way that does not trivialize or
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reduce it. The universe is mysterious. Einstein once
said that, “the most beautiful experience is the ex-
perience of the mysterious; it is the source of all
art and science!” In our present day culture, we
have done much to destroy this sense of mystery
and the capacity in each of us as individuals to
connect and work with that mystery. When we
destroy this awe of the universe and our place in
it, we reduce ourselves to self-centered objects
trying desperately to manipulate things toward
our desired ends. This is where the over-control-
ling comes from.

George Hall: I/ get the impression that once you
have gone through all of the steps of the U Theory,
it gets easier to do it again and again. Over time,
it seems that you can build up a capacity to move
through the U-process naturally and to do so
skillfully.

Peter Senge: Yes. This is one of our core assump-
tions. In our book, we talk about researching the
U-process to build some appreciation for what is
happening. There are ways in which we can be un-
consciously competent, but to gain any sense of
mastery, you have to become consciously compe-
tent. You have to have some idea of the underly-
ing principles and processes that are in play to
become consciously competent. That is one of the
features of having mastery; the relevant principles
and the process are not just unconscious anymore.

George Hall: In your book you comment, “At the
bottom of the U lies a sort of inner gate, which
requires us to drop the baggage we’ve acquired on
our journey. As we move through it we begin to see
from within the source of what is emerging, letting
it come into being through us.” Why is it so difficult
to let the emerging come into being through us?
What is the challenge here?

C. Otto Scharmer: To use the words of Brian Arthur,
when you approach that threshold, everything that
isn't essential must go. That threshold is, | believe,
very much related to the essence of leadership.
The definition of leadership can be traced back to
the word'’s root — the Indo-European word root of

leadership is “Leith." The literal translation of that
word is “to go forth across the threshold” or, in a
different translation, “to die!” In this context, “to die,’
means that you let go of the world that is known
to you and go forth into another world that you
may not be sure exists. This other world only comes
into being after you step forth into this nothing-
ness. Leadership is the ability to cross that thresh-
old. The challenge you meet in the process is the
challenge of fear, the fear to let your old self, your
old identities, your old context, die in order to move
into that which is wanting to emerge through you.
Consequently, the heart of this challenge is really
the essence of leadership. We believe that this
potential is available to each and every human
being and community. Education, socialization,
and other factors can obscure this process by down-
loading “layers” that we need to remove if or when
we want to further develop and cultivate this
capacity.

George Hall: Most of us imagine an ideal future
that we would like to see unfold in our life. We day-
dream and make plans. It is easy to become attached
to our imaginary future - just as you might be to a
possession like a house or boat. In your book, you
wrote that such attachment “takes us out of the
present moment. Developing the capacity to let go
allows us to be open to what is emerging and to
practice what Buddhism and other meditative
traditions call ‘non-attachment.”” What happens
when we get too wrapped up in our attachments?
Would such attachments block “real” opportu-
nities from manifesting themselves?

Peter Senge: Yes, that is what the point of
developing and cultivating non-attachment is all
about. Non-attachment is a never-ending practice,
a mental discipline: it is not an optimum state of
inner peace that one achieves. We will always be-
come attached. Consequently, it is more a question
of, do we understand this and are we working at it.
In Buddhism, for example, there is an ideal of no
thought. But only a block of wood has no thoughts.
Human beings have active minds, which continu-
ally generate thoughts. As such, there is no such
thing as a permanent state of no thought. The
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further developed you are in your practice of non-
attachment, the more aware of your thoughts

you are, the more able you are to distinguish the
thoughts in your mind from what is going on
around you or from your larger awareness. In that
spirit, you are simply cultivating the discipline of
letting go. It is that simple - just let go. Whatever
you have in your life, ask yourself, “Are you willing
to letit go?” If you are unwilling to let the things
in your life go, then there are only two gods to
serve here: (1) the god of your ego and (2) the god
of what is trying to occur that serves the world.
Ultimately, the choice is yours to make.

George Hall: How does one avoid becoming too
attached to things, such as your past or a projected
future? Could you live your entire life having made
a series of poor choices, and never reach the level
of awareness you describe?

Peter Senge: Yes. A series of poor choices can
easily block other more meaningful, better fitting
alternatives from emerging. To avoid falling into
the trap of becoming too attached to things, you
should realize a few key issues about the nature
of attachment. To the degree that we are attached
to things, we are focused on the past. We are not
really here in the present moment. Rather, we are
still attached to something from our history, some-
thing from our habits of mind, our habits of thought.
Attachments are, of course, merely habits of
thought. The strength of an attachment can vary:
to whatever degree we are attached to something,
we are in the past to that extent. As such, we are
not fully available to serve what might need to
occur now.

C. Otto Scharmer: That's right. It is one’s attach-
ment to the past or to a projected future that
causes us to be distracted, not fully available to
serve what needs to occur now. When we inter-
viewed various business leaders, for example, we
asked them to tell us, “What was it like when you
were operating at your highest point, when you
did your most effective work”? We found that one
characteristic (usually but not always) tended to
show up: a sense of non-attachment to the final

outcome. Many people would share, “When | was
operating at my highest potential, when | was fully
focused on the now, | had no attachment to the
outcome. That is when | became much more effec-
tive, when real outcomes were much more power-

The challenge you meet in the
process is the challenge of fear,
the fear to let your old self, your
old identities, your old context,
die in order to move into that
which is wanting to emerge
through you.

ful”” As such, if you are neither stuck in the past nor
stuck in a projected future to which you are then
a slave, then you can be fully present.

Peter Senge: Non-attachment is a paradoxical
state. It’s not an“l don't give a damn” attitude.
You give a considerable “damn,” yet you also realize
that whatever image or, as Otto said, projection
you have about the future is at best approximate.
Itis important to appreciate that we are not
describing an idealistic state, a perfect state of
“non-attachment.” The underlying theme here is
simple: the more we are able to not be attached,
the more we will allow something to emerge. But
it doesn't mean we don't care. We can easily test
our state by asking, “Am | happy?” So often people
strive mightily towards something they care a
great deal about. They are trying to save the world;
they are trying to save their company; they are
trying to save their children. But they are not very
happy. | think that their unhappiness is actually
the weight of being attached. This state of mind
is not unlike carrying around a heavy backpack
because you feel that life has got to work out a
certain way for you. But this is not about indiffer-
ence. You can't be engaged in any of the things in
your life if you don't care deeply about them. Yet,
non-attachment is embedded in the realization
that larger forces than my ego are at work, and as
we said a minute ago, the willingness to let go.
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GH: Do you imagine that there is another process
or level of mental development beyond the Theory
of the U? Do thought leaders like Dr. Brian Arthur
or renowned pioneers like you see other levels to
aspire to?

Peter Senge: Absolutely. | see the U Theory more
as a big connector block, like a Lego. There are lots
of other mental “Legos” out there. The U Theory is
an effort to synthesize a variety of different, impor-
tant areas around this, at least for us, transcendent
question, “How are we going to understand the
world we live in and act productively in service of
the whole?” Now, insofar as the world we live in is
dominated not by individuals but by institutions,
all kinds of complex systems and networks of sys-
tems and networks of institutions, it is far beyond
the influence of any individual. With that in mind,
how do we gain a greater ability to really influence
fundamental change at the systemic level, locally,
and globally?

Going “down the U”is the territory of all the major
spiritual traditions, East and West, contemporary
and native, and addresses questions such as:

« How do you come to control the mind?
« How do you stop the flow of thought?
« How do you suspend your habitual way
of viewing the world to actually be present?

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

The bottom of the U is also treated by many
spiritual traditions, but going up the U is much
less so:

«  What does it mean to act in the service
of the whole?

« What does it mean to act creatively
together?

| think the deepest knowledge, in my judgment, of
the right side of the U is found in the creative arts,
where people have experience working in groups
that are collectively creating. These groups are able
to act in very innovative ways because somehow
they have connected, come together. In summary,
| see the U theory as a big connector trying to
point in all kinds of different directions, and not

in any way a substitute for deeper knowledge of
personal and collective development. In the very
challenging times in which we live, hopefully, it
will help people with the question: How do we
create the world anew? m
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