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And the Art of Life Design.


Creative loving:

Poet/Activist Danilo Dolci says relationships are the Laboratory

For social Change
In the eyes of many, italian poet and educator Dolci ranks with such modern day prophets as Gandhi and Martin Luther King. His thinking, however, is an unusual synthesis of politics and personal relations, of scientific method and spiritual insight. His philosophy is borrowed from Socrates, Buddha, Jesus, Einstein, and Freud. His method of empowerment is called “maiuetics”-from the Greek, meaning “midwife”. Its aim: to help individuals give birth to new relationships, to build new schools and institutions based on sensitivity and trust. 

The way we deal with conflict in our intimate relationships sets the pattern for large-scale social violence, says Dolci. Dolci believes rage, doubt and insecurity must be dealt with as they’re born within the human being-before they become dangerous projectiles threatening the stability of international communities. He asks: “If it’s impossible to resolve disagreements between natios, or between individuals and the world?”

Dolci’s work on relationships and non violence raises some important and creasingly unconfortable questions: Why do our schools, institutions and government perpetuate an atmosphere of dependency, suspicion, hostility and mistrust? Why are nations locked in adversary roles that rule out peaceful coexistence? His answers are equally penetrating: Because we neglect our most basic social laboratory. We do not use the family and the homme to develope creativity, flexibility, a tollerance for pain and risk. Advises Dolci, We turn away from creative suffering in relationships. Yet each crisis is a labor pain of discovery, a call to invent ourselves anew, simpler and more complex.”

How did Dolci come up with with the link between personal relations and grassroots political development? His story goes like this: thirty years ago he gave up a promising career in architecture to live and work in rural villages among the poorest of the poor. After caring for war in northern Italy, he took up residence in a small Sicilian fishing village that had no streets, no pharmacy, not even a sewer. The region boasted the highest crime rate in the country –as well as the lowest literacy. As Dolci tells in sicilian lives, the villagers had been

Mute for centuries. Yet he worked to break their silence, to help them find a voice, and take strong political actions resulting in new roads, dams, schools, and cooperatives.

Thanks to Dolci’s “midwifing,” a people held back ror hundreds of years by fear and superstition, gave birth to a common vision and learned to dream new dreams. It wasn’teasy. In the process, they had to fight both the mafia, and the local government. Dolci fasted to secure state emergency funds. And he also organized a series of “strikes in reverse”-where villagers undertook public works without pay, to dramatize the need for jobs. For this he earned a reputation as the “Sicilian Gandhi.” In recent years, Dolci has received four international peace prizes and has been nominated four times for the nobel award. His book, report from Palermo inspired Jhon F. Kennedy to found the Peace Corps.

The heart of Dolci’s work is auto-analisi populare or “popular self-analysis;” it is a simple and direct process where people reflect on their experience, sharing stories and insights in small groups. Says he: “One person can never see the entire situation for himself. Only groups which promote a certain kind of discovery can delve into the truenature of things. If you want profound revelation, you must first have people who know how to read themselves and the world – who know to act not only on a individual level, but on a choral level, every day.” How do we establish the harmony essential to our personal and political relationships? Says Dolci’s, it’s a mutual experiment: “Love is a work of science and of art – we must both discover it and invent it.” Yet, oddly enough, one of our main roadblocks to community and caring has come from world spiritual traditions. Says Dolci: “Enlightenment-both in the Christian monastic tradition, and in Buddhism-leaves behind the problem of relationship.” Spirituality and good intentions are not enough, he warns:”Relationships must be studied in and of themselves.”

    Given our lack of guidance, where can we begin? Be recognizing the violrnce inherent in our educational system. Recalls Dolci: “Once in Malta, i saw something horrible: i visited a kindegarten and saw a mother come in whith a three year old child under her arm. The child was struggling and the mother was also crying. But then she left! I asked the teacher, why don’t you do this differently? She sayd, “But the children become resigned to it fairly quickly.”

   When the peasants near Palermo asked Dolci to help them design an experimental school, they dealt with this problem of resignetion and abandonment. Parents now bring the child to school and stay all day, if necessary, until the children are ready to be left alone.

   Says Dolci “this avoids the trauma that is already a daily experience for the  children of the poor.”

    The goal of education, reminds Dolci, is not to avoid suffering-but to work with pain to bring new birth, new creativity. Invoking a poetic metaphor, Dolci explains: “In general, people are afraid of suffering and as result, they suffer badly. Creativity proposes two kinds of suffering: it is like labor pains of  a woman giving birth-and the dizziness of the child being born. We must remember: A woman who wishes to have a child and knows what giving birth means, can do so without crying.”

   Self-knowledge, consciousness and clear intentions need not belong to the privileged few. Says Dolci, through popular self-analysis, all can devalop the courage to face the core conflicts of childhood: “People carry within themselves a system of defences from their original environment. They insist on assaulting other people with old ghosts. A new event is absorbed into an old scene and the person suffers from an unreal cause. We must all experience the shadow of our childhood-and learn to love through darkess.”

   Dolci also says that this is a necessary and important stage in our evolutionary development. “Do you know,” he asks, “that there are 2700 species that have chosen to live completely in the dark? One of these is small protean lizard with little rosy fingers just like ours. It lives 70 years like us-and it dies from light. When it’s born it has two tiny eyes which become atrophied and absorbed into the skin. Each one of us is a protean. We must pass through the phase where we explore the inner darkness.”

   Dolci’s idea of love fits into a larger cosmology-one that encompasses the earth as a “creature of creatures”-a biological entily that grows increasingly conscious of itself. He concludes: “For the biologist the key concept is the biosphere. Yet all of us must have this conception of the world. The sense of loyalty in the family-once tribal-must now become terrestrial. We must conceive of the earth whith infinite eyes. The new creature and the world can meet in the laboratory of the home. 

   “We must also remember love at one time was someone’s dream. Today it is a necessity for entire planet.”

A New-Age for non-violence  

The message of non- violence as a tool for trasfofming our domestic and diplomatic relations isin’t new: it first surfaced at two other points of social change and political upheaval. It goes bach to the teachings of Lao Tzu during the high corruption of the Chinese feudal states, and to the writings of the New Testament during the turbolent expansion of the Roman Empire. Tarrytown asked Dolci, What are challenges and potential uses of non-violence today? Here is what he sayd: 

The world needs to get a sense of itself, to see its possibilities: Non-violence is one of these alternatives. Yet the question aries, why is the pacifist movement so inadequate? Does the non-violence activist pay attention to his laboratory? Men like Ghandhi, yes. But the rest of us: are we attentive to our own technologies? For unknown reasons, pacifists reject technology. In general, they confuse useful techniques with the coldness of  technology itself. We can no longer be passive pacifists: we must have a method in order to succeed.

   To change the world, it is necessary to work on three levels simultaneously : on personal relationships, is small groups, and on the institutional level. We must conceive of all people as part of the organism of the earth-and we need special training in order for our planet to survive.

   Violence is a strong tradition for us; we breathe this atmosphere in all our institutions, in the barraks, in the schools, in the banks. Yet the greatest problem today is that the people have not decided the most fundamental questionn: Do i want to live or not?

   In the last few weecks, we’ve gone into California grade schools. We could have propagandized pacifism, but i think we did well in asking the children: “What’s your dream? What do you truly want?” Activism that doesn’t have a clear idea of itself doesn’t change anything. In grassroots work, each person must know what his interests are. If an individual does not change, it’s because he can’t express his deepest feelings. We must learn to discover ourselves, so we can discover others in the world. 

   This discovery is at the same time poetic and scientific. Einstein said that moral intuition is no different from scientific intuition. 

   How do we deal practically with violent revolution? With the situation in South America’ First people must find a common goal. Then they will know what their responsabilities are. 

   Profound changes happen very slowly, and this is tragic because we have an atomic bomb that can destroy the new as well as the old genetic culture.

   For sevenyears it was forbidden for anyone in Hiroshima to talk about the bomb. An architect was hired to recostruct everything in such a way that the burn city would not continue to scream through the centuries. I asked the mayor, why not leave one square acre to remind us of the devastation. He said “Land costs too much.”

   I said, “but so does life!”

   He answered: “We didin’t think about that.”

   Grass as a very high culture that in a sense is more civilized than ours! It’s nourished on things that have already completed their life cycle. In our schools do we teach about these kind of relationships? Do we teach about the reciprocity that exists between the bee and flower? Or do we give the model of the lion trainer and his whip?

   The determining theme today is reciprocal adaptation for creativity. Erich Fromm was the first to say that there is no universal death instinct. We only find destruction in the person who is unable to create.

Dolci’s Dialogue on Love:

The real struggle is between mutual dependency and personal autonomy.

“We tend to fall in love whith a living dream, a dream that can transform us. Love is also desire for perfection-in oneself and in one’s partner. To reach it, we need a reciprocal agreement to create.”

Tarrytown attended Dolci’s innovative workshop on relationships at the Santa Cruz esource Center for  Non-violence, ealier this spring. The gathering began with a poetry reading of sorts: Working through the night, Dolci had feverishly translated a moving dialogue between two quarrelling lovers. Its theme: the ways we can act as “midwifw” to the dreams and creative posibilities of another. Said Dolci:”Two creative people do not have a direct relationship. Instead they relate through the dream each one has for the other. If someone is hurt, it is because the dream he has is incomplete”.

Dolci also raised the fundamental question of independence and autonomy. He suggested we are moving toward a new understanding in which we can consciously mix the two.”Awareness educates relationship. We need to be in the other, and in the distance, discovering and losing ourselves in the flux of family life. Trere are many kinds of dependency-yet if there is no autonomy, how can we be loved?”. 

He are some excerpts from dolci’s work in progress:

“While nations hypocritically talk about humanity and yet are predisposed to wars of every type, do we –you and I – choose to abandon ourselves to the wounding of each other? Or can we methodically construct each day in peace?”.

“If getting out of bed you are upset, you should write on the door of the bedroom, or on your forehead: “Beware of the Poison oak”. Each person’s uneasiness naturally reverberates to others and it is difficult to catch yourself in time, easy to start a fight, even if you don’t want to”.

“we can destroy ourselves in infinite ways: we two quarrellers can assume extreme positions. Or as soon as one of us opens his mouth, the other can say yes, smiling before having understood.”

“We do not know to eliminate the tragedy of human conflict. If we meditate on it and question it, we can purify it.

But to attain this serenity involves an active and continuous self-conquest”.

“if Copernicus, or Brahms or Einstein spent years, unable to find a complete solution, would it be productive for themto fault themselves? They would continue search even deeper...”

“Everyday we continue the adventure of finding and losing ourselves. And the family implicates and complicates everything: in addition to the cries of the little one who insists on sleeping in your bed, you must contend with honesty providing “ the daily bread”...Fix things here and they go out of  order there. The task of  organizing food, tools, attitudes, time tables never ends. We all risk becoming muddled and confused”.

“falling in love is in essence a blend of certainty and fear, faith and orgasm. It is helpful to clarify these feelings –but let’s not be shocked by pain, that later intrudes into our bedroom like a hornet.”

“it is sometimes true that the harmless pills we take to avoid irritations can make us feel more balanced and intimate and yet not resolve anything: it would be more useful to understan and change our biochemistry”.

“How ofetn we fall into quarrels-only to be sure that each of us exists!”.

“Lovers suffer naively, because they are unable to reach absolute unity. This longing is part of an insatiable need, but it also feeds the possibility of unino and nourishes our poetic search”.

“if one person truly listens, the other also grows. Yet to accept oneself as a guide and teacher for others brings out our childishess and rebellion”:

“Often we become suspicious and mistrustful- but even saints sometimes confess to losing their relatioship with God”.

“we tend to fall in love with a living dream, a dream that can transform us. Love is also desire for perfection- in oneslf and in one’s partner. To reach it, we need a reciprocal agreement to create...Love and creativity are synonymous”.

“Love and communion require inverse polarities. Thorough the course of history, you identify with the earth, and I with the sky: cosmologies and fertile myths are renewed in us.”  

                                











