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Authentic learning 

 

I am still learning. 

Michelangelo 

 

What does it mean to learn, we may ask? There are many definitions, kinds, methods, opportunities. We 

are trained from an early age to collect information, analyse it, make our own associations and arrive at 

our own conclusions, in short to think linearly or laterally if we are lucky in our teachers. Taking some of 

the more popular adult learning activities today - action-based projects, continued professional 

development, creative thinking, team building, organisational development, triple-loop reflection and 

online learning – they are all very worthwhile in increasing our knowledge in specific areas. They also 

have, perhaps, one fundamental characteristic in common. They all fragment our experience of life. To 

quote David Bohm, considered to be one of the most significant humanist scientists of the 20th century: 

“Wholeness is an attitude or approach to the whole of life…if we can have a coherent approach to reality, 

then reality will respond coherently to us…but nature has been tremendously affected by our way of 

thinking…we are producing results we don’t really want, and then in trying to overcome them, we keep 

on producing them.” In other words, our tendency, despite what may be very good intentions, to think 

only around one or few aspects of a topic, subject, system, leads us to take a mechanistic view, even 

when we try to apply a systemic one, as we do not know “how to describe a world where we can never 

follow all the correlations.” (Ilya Prigogine, winner of the 1977 Nobel Prize for Chemistry for his work in 

irreversible thermodynamics). By only applying scientific understanding, the best we can ever hope to 

achieve is to investigate systems and their surroundings. Artists, mystics and children have a very 

different experience of reality; however rationally-minded, business folk might well think “We’re not kids! 

Or creative or religious! What does that have to do with us? That’s completely irrelevant to what we have 

to do!”  
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As the world becomes more and more interconnected, we have all experienced rising complexity at the 

meso-level in our communications, transactions and relationships in a desperate bid to maintain our 

standard of living and economic growth. “All social behaviour is non-linear…all non-linearities lead to 

instabilities…therefore this global dimension is also one of greater uncertainty.” (Prigogine). We have all 

seen how fear and speculation in one particular market ripples out across the international stage. We 

have observed greater fluctuations in weather patterns and seemingly random natural (and man-made) 

catastrophes. And the recent midterm results in the US are a good indication of how frustrated people 

are with those who try (or not) to make changes in our accepted ways of being and doing.  

 

 

 

 

In my work as a coach and facilitator, I often hear similar voices across organisations, sectors, countries, 

communities: “No-one has a clue what they’re doing!”, “I never have any time to do anything!” and 

“What happened to the quality of life?” We seem to be caught as a species in a vicious circle of looking 

for ways to understand the interconnectedness, and find easy, quick-fit solutions from those regarded as 

in the know, without seeing that it is our collective approach to thinking and doing that created those 

“realities” in the first place. We love to blame politicians, economists, bankers, big business…in other 

words, fragmentation is in action in many parts of life. The causes for all society’s ills are always “out 

there”, it is always for someone else to think for us and act in our best interests because that is what we 

vote and pay for, so that is what we expect them to do. Life has become highly transactional. 

 

 

 

Jackson Pollock, Number 1, 1950 (Lavender Mist),1950, National Gallery of Art, Ailsa Mellon Bruce Fund, 1976.37.1 
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There is increasing interest in the existence of “feral futures” – those which were considered to be 

predictable but demonstrate deep and dangerous consequences as they unfold. Just as feral species 

reintroduced to the wild may be accepted by that non-native ecosystem or severely disrupt it, human 

interventions based on previous experience weaken, damage or even destroy the environment of this 

kind of future. The 2008 financial crisis and the 2010 oil blowout in the Gulf of Mexico spring 

immediately to mind. Engaging and addressing a feral future requires first unlearning – the 

uncomfortable knowledge of the principles and theories making up the current status quo that led to the 

feral situation – and then rapid learning of what to do differently, as quickly and cheaply as possible.    

 

 

 

 

 

What would it mean, then, to “unlearn” what we know and begin to think in a far more holistic way, so 

that we might address our daily issues as quickly and cheaply as possible? 

 

Personally I have found much inspiration from thinkers in various scientific fields, deeply creative artists 

and those involved in art education, anthropologists, psychologists, philosophers, mystics, practitioners 

of complementary medicine, writers, poets…all of whom were able to look and learn also outside their 

own disciplines and sensed, in one way or another, a “shared field” connecting all, often referred to as 

“Source”. Let’s try then to take a transdisciplinary view on a topic which has been studied, interpreted 

and therefore fragmented for centuries in an attempt to understand what it truly is – light. 

 

 

For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by doing them. 

Hannah Arendt 
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From theories of light being “fire” which travelled in straight lines, to atomic entities, to the first studies 

of particle and wave theory, to electromagnetic disturbances and quantum theory, modern physics now 

describes it with one kind of metaphor (particles) or another (waves) or sometimes neither.  That 

particular science concedes it is also something that cannot be fully imagined. From the biological point 

of view, “light is a vehicle for free energy and communication”, while for the humanistic sciences, “it often 

serves as metaphor” (At de Lange, chemical physicist and physical-sciences thinker).  Wikipedia defines 

light as “radiant energy, usually referring to electromagnetic radiation that is visible to the human eye, 

and is responsible for the sense of sight”.  The human eye sees white light – composed of the 7 colours 

of the rainbow. At de Lange again: “Think of a colourful picture in the darkness. Shine red light on it. The 

red parts become visible while the rest stays in darkness. Change the red light to a yellow light. The red 

parts disappear into darkness, the yellow parts become visible while the rest still remains in darkness. 

Only when all seven colours shine to produce white light, the picture with all its colours can be seen.” So 

we might describe white light as more than the sum of its parts. We only see its constituent parts when 

they are reflected and refracted.  

 

Artists have naturally always explored light’s qualities and used them to convey a very different meaning.   

 

    

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Visual_perception
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William Blake famously wrote: 

 

“This life’s dim windows of the soul 

Distorts the heavens from pole to pole 

And leads you to believe a lie 

When you see with, not through the eye.” 

 

These words echo those of Francisco Varela, neurologist, biologist and philosopher who carried out 

extensive exploration into perception, saying that “Vision is the greatest obstacle to knowing, because it 

tells that everything is ‘out there’”. Or those of David Bohm, coming back to his research, experience and 

understanding of wholeness: “We say that inseparable quantum interconnectedness of the whole 

universe is the fundamental reality, and that relatively independent behaving parts are merely particular 

and contingent forms within this whole”; and “the nature of reality…is never static or complete but is an 

unending process of movement and unfoldment.” Michael Polanyi, polymath and contributor of 

important theories in physical chemistry, economics and philosophy: “We know far more than we can 

tell.” 

 

experience => tacit knowledge => articulated knowledge => wisdom 

 

So just by considering light through a few different “lenses” we already have a much richer picture of its 

nature, its intrinsic qualities, how it acts as a vehicle for communication and how we interpret the 

meaning of that communication. We could study in depth any of those perspectives and become 

“experts” but that knowledge (= information) will not necessarily improve our knowing (=experience) of 

light. A little more Varela: “Experience and scientific understanding are like two legs without which we 

cannot walk.” If we were to spend time in nature where light can become a much more direct experience 

than in our busy, largely urban lives – maybe springtime in a wood, a late afternoon in a Mediterranean 

landscape, a clear day in the mountains or a desert – we might really feel the warmth (or lack) of the sun 

on our skin, feel inspired to take photos of dappled shade, paint a watercolour, build a fire, walk hand in 

hand with a loved one…more akin to what Vincent Van Gogh speaks of above, than to understanding 

quantum physics! Just imagine what could take root in our minds if we chose to explore things from 

different points of view AND experience them, consciously… 

    

We might start to see that learning of this kind takes place quite differently to what we are used to. Rote 

learning, or mental behaviour, seeks knowledge, the “right” way to do something at the expense of any 

other approaches, leads to a “bottom line” evaluation where the ends may be used to justify the means 

and which is most unlikely to address the rising complexity of an ever more interconnected situation. 

Authentic learning, however, allows for us to put many different ideas side by side and look for 

associations or patterns, so that new concepts arise within our minds and we expand our thinking – the 

emergent phase. Edward de Bono called this “lateral thinking”. In this way we can be much more open to 

difference and diversity, and our new transdisciplinary thinking might make a significant step change in 

quality and complexity - the digestive phase (At de Lange). Most of the change we have all been 

experiencing in recent years has been and will increasingly be emergent, giving us the sense of being 

beyond our control, unstable and chaotic. Instead perhaps what is really happening is that our existing 
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paradigms no longer serve us, the patterns on which they have been constructed are no longer 

prevalent. We need to develop new skills so that we can see deeper, systemic patterns at work and do 

something about them. The “unlearning” I spoke of above, and a method for learning what might be 

more effective as quickly and cheaply as possible.  

 

“…the imaginative arts may be universal…they arise from and point back to…a deeper, more panoramic 

way of knowing, feeling and being. Einstein said that problems can never be solved with the same mind 

that created them. Maybe our cognitive sciences need the arts.” 

Eleanor Rosch 

 

A method can be found then in creative process, since by learning to become more creative we can see 

many possible outcomes, not just the limited ones offered by traditional analytical thinking. A process 

which enables us to dance with the background “reality” of rising uncertainty and instability so that we 

can see a different kind of order in the chaos, which can offer us the chance to transform our perception 

and understanding (Prigogine). When we can find the music – meaning and purpose – in the noise – 

pointless disorder without purpose – we might (re)discover what is good, true and beautiful in the world, 

as our great artists have always done. Perhaps society considered them mad, like Van Gogh and 

Beethoven, yet they continue to touch our depths irrevocably and for ever. Perhaps what they really 

knew and did was what I cited from David Bohm at the start of this article, an authentic, spontaneous, 

deeply creative and whole way to live in the world. The natural way. 

 


