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Affirming The Need For Change

Theworld we live in crestes avoidable sufferings of dl kinds. Time and again we
see the need for sodid change, asinjudtices and the mistrestment of people reved
themsdlves. There are countless agpects of our world that ought to be changed for the
better. At the same time our capacity to cause hardship for others, in the name of reform
and betterment, is demondtrated in unexpectedly perverse results. We have along history
of good intentions that are not matched by good deeds. Not dl of our ingpirations and
longingsin regards to change will actudly prove to be the right direction. Nevertheess,
the proposition that change is needed is dtill a sound one, given thet the sufferings thet
people must now endure can be rdieved through our actions and vaues.

Achieving such changes, providing they are not misguided or flawed in their own
right, is a quite different maiter than Smply recognisng the need for change. The
decision to cregte change forces to the surface the need to have a viable theory of change
that we can use. Part of this theory concerns our assumptions about people and change. In
order to ultimately make progress on our issues and concerns, we need to be quite clear
asto what we are to rely on in order to bring about change. For instance, does endless
complaining about, and mourning the Sate of our world redlly have much impact, or can
it inadvertently serve to leave people wel ensconced in their defestiam and resignetion?
Such agmple and practicd question revedsjust one agpect of the much bigger question
of the origins and dynamics of credting change.

It is certainly apparent thet our world is changeable and that many examples of
improvement exist to judtify some measure of cautious optimism that the prospect of
changeis not Smply a pipe dream. This short paper will examine change from the point
of view of the persond foundations of change. In particular, it will explore the important
roles of persond will, conviction and commitment in the process of both individua and
collective processes of change. These dements of human functioning may, on one leve
be obvious and taken for granted. Nonethdess, their importance should not be diminished
smply because they are S0 much apart of daly life. An gppreciation of their role can
illuminate many of the opportunities for negatiating change that people seek.



Concalving Of The Way Change Comes About

Welivein atimein hisory when we are asked to believe that what is materid,
externd, empirica, cognitive, rational and measurable conditutes the parameters of our
universe. Often it is science that is usad as the ultimate judtification for these portrayas of
redity, but these ideologica preferences might better be understood as* scientism” i.e.
the posturing of being “ sdentific-like’ more than a necessity of science itsdf. In this
worldview, it becomes naturd to look a socid change as a problem “out ther€’ in the
world that will ultimetely be resolved by some manner of manipulation of the naturd
world. Socid change then inevitably becomes amaiter of dtering the socid order “from
the outsdein”. The dassic paradigm of thisin the modern era has been socid
engineering and, in particular, technocratic, top down, expert driven socid change, often
but not aways under state sponsorship.

If one places one sfath in remedies of thiskind, it becomes routine to cregte
socid changes smply by looking for ways to shape the conduct of people from the
outsde. Not uncommonly, it resultsin schemes that prescribe an endless array of externd
interventions“on’ or “&” people and systems, usudly by manipulating socid
organizations and systems. In such gpproaches, the assumption is usudly thet new
behaviour will follow from new sructures, new forms of organisation, or differing
patterns of financid manipulation. In some ingtances, the people targeted are asked, or
even compelled, to accommodate the values, visons and ideologies that support these
new dructures and visons.

This sort of phenomenais most reedily seen in the now widespread practice of
organisations announcing their “new” vaues misson satements and the like, usudly
accompanied by anew organizationd sructure, dogans and officid “culture’. We are
frequently asked to believe and assent to the assartion that externd manipulaions of this
kind condtitute authentic change. Often such “changes’ are both announced to us and
packaged asif we had somehow chosen these oursalves, snce these impaogitions are often
donein our name. Not surprisingly, many people have lived through so many of thesetop
down “changes’” and restructurings, thet these exercisesin organizationd tinkering
eventudly become anumbing blur of platitudes bound up with amuch too familiar
“budnessasusud”.

What ismissng in this drategy of externdisad behaviourismisany mesningful
role for the vast mgority of people, other than to be the compliant and accommodating
player in asat of prescriptions for onesdf originating from remote srangers who act asiif
they knew best. These actions may not even be congstent with the rhetoric used to judtify
them, and they may well serve interests and agendas that not only are conceded, they
may counter legitimate and proper agendas and needs. Apart from the mordity of such an
arrangement, one has to wonder if such imposed “change from without” isredlly change
a dl. Could it bethat whet is actudly achieved is more amatter of compliancethan a
red difference in the way human beings actualy work? I's change thet is“out there’” and
which involves no change in individud people redly authentic change? Or has change



become confused with massaging the more obvious layer of bureaucrdic paiterns of our
sodid inditutions whilst leaving the people involved unengaged and uncommitted?
Anyone who haslived to see serid reform within agencies will tend to discount the
rhetoric of the next wave of “change thet is good for you”.

Inward And Outward Change

Cetainly, if wetaketoo literaly the premise that human beings have actudly
changed when their more outward conduct conforms to expected behaviour, we are
cetanly a risk of confusng the actud character of people with the face they present to
theworld. Inasmilar way, we decelve oursdlves if we think thet the particular
organisation or system has actudly changed when its dogans shift to capture what is
current and fashionable, or when it embraces ostensbly “new” vaues by the putting in
place of “new” faces, “new” processes and “new” gructures. Indeed, the outward form
has hed avisble metamorphos's, but how desp doesit redlly go, and how genuineisit?

Such questions as these push usto go further, by expanding the range of what is
discussable from amply the visble, materid and externd, to the character of what is
hidden from view, but nonethdess degply operaive in human beings and their socid
inditutions. Often this essence israther poeticaly cdled the “soul” of people and
organisations. These questions of the authenticity of change are aso scientific questions,
but they may need to be taken up outsde of the ideologicd preferences of much of the
materidig, technocratic, soda enginearing assumptive modd. To answer the question of
the authenticity of change, it is necessary to examine human beings in ther fullness, not
just inteems of their indrumenta roles and outward conduct. In this sense, what really
makes people tick isthe actud scientific question, and this cannot be answered soldy
“from without”. This recognition forces usto also seethe world and socid change from
the“indde out”.

When people have authenticaly changed inwardly, it is striking thet the
genuineness of this change gradualy suffuses and pervades their conduct in away that
smply wouldn't “ring true’ if they were acting. A genuine “change of heart” could
eventudly beteased out from mere pretence, or the instance of tentative experimentation
with new views with little commitment to them as yet. In asmilar way, we could (and
do) evauate our sodid inditutions aong some continuum of authenticity, however vegue
and inarticulate we may be about the basis for such judgements. Some people are quite
discerning in being able to seeto the “soul” of what lies benesth the surface layers, and
often can become our truth tellers and prophets. In other words, authenticity of changeis
ared quegtion and sorting out its vdidity is often possible

The Vaue Of Recognisng Thet It Is People Who Are The Irreducible Cregtors Of
Change

It may be comforting to some to imagine that it is some abdract and impersond

system or authority that ismost semind in creating change. In fact, many people operate
asif this premise were entirdy the case. This view would place change as being



something crested “out there” and by others. However, when we look a change alittle
more dosay we can see that the commitments and handiwork of individuas precedes the
eventud ability of sodid inditutionsto change. The resultant inditutional change thet
comes about is not due principaly to the actions of the organization or system, but rather
it arises from the character of the people involved and their sense of the directionsthe
inditution should evolve towards. These people act as catdysts within these
organizations and systems, and thus are the core agent of change, irrespective of the ebb
and flow of environmentd influences.

The view that change happens “in her€’, does not nearly give a person quite the
same“wiggleroom” as doesthe “outsdein” scenario. When individuals metter to the
formation of human higory, asthey dearly do, then no lifeislived without some
consequence for others. Change dways occur within the context of a specific culture or
history for sure, but it is still dependent on who is present and whét they believe, think
and place vaue on. In other words, whet they are like as people. People shape their
environments even as they are shaped by them. Thus, aforceis present thet emits from
within people outward and, when properly channdled, can become aforce for change.

It isinteresting to congder what this prospect of “persond agency” might mean.
Certainly, it suggests that people are not smply the product of their environment, or
mindiess mirrors of the order of the economic, palitical and sociad world. They bring to
therr livesthe capacity to act and be something other than what surrounds them.
Undoubtedly, most people will make an accommodetion to the world they find
themsalvesin, but there dill remains that potentid, often repressed, to be their own
person no matter what the worldly wisdom dictates. From such impulses arise the
tentative images of a different world, first dreamed about in the reveries of people whose
imaginaions, vaues and priorities answer to thelr own directions. Human beings can
change their world because they have within them the will and potentid to be free. Were
it not so, we would dl smply do what we see others do.

It isnot true, however, that people dways use this freedom, or exploit its
posshilities fully. To be one s own autonomous agent, means bang willing to dlow
oné€ sdirection and purposes to be authored from within, and to possibly resst the
unceasing pressures and interests from without. Even this free agency is sdective and
rare, as most people do not quarrd with most of what is normative in communities and
societies Mog yidd to convention unrelentingly, except perhagpsin afew specid
ingtances where they choose to be at odds with the ways of people around them. It is
these moments that make a lie of the determinism of environment, asthey reved that
people can be more than programmeable robats, invariably compliant in the hands of those
who would seek to mold them.

People Can Decide To Pursue That Which Is Good Or Better
It isunlikely that change would ever come about, wereit not for the fact that

people congtantly look past the world of today and seek to make it conform to a different
idedl. Often these ideds are awakened by the sense thet there is something fundamentally



wrong in the way of the world. By the same measure, this may lead people to wonder
whether there is a better way that some day could replace the evils of today. This sense of
unrest and hunger for alarger truth and direction, often turns such people into pilgrims,
haunted by a sensethat at least some of life doesn't have to betheway it is. From such a
longing has arisen the simulus for persond and soaietd transformations both for good
and ill. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that change has occurred because of what has
shifted in the inner life of peope.

Socid change often occurs Smply because people yidd to the movements that are
happening around them. Often as nat, thisis done without dl that much natice of the
import of such yidding, asthe sgnificance of amdl events or moments does not away's
show itsdlf asthey are occurring. So it iswith the dirrings towards change. They may
arise amongs people, and propd them aong, with only the dimmest sense of where
things are heading. Such unconsciousnessisdl too common, yet it bringswith it the
danger that people do not choose their geps with the kind of mindfulnessthet is
associated with wisdom, prudence and judiciousness.

Even despite thistendency, it is dso goparent that many people go much further,
and gradudlly evolve and st before themsdlves, a st of idedls to guide them. When these
idedls become interndised into the very fabric of the character of individuas, they often
become an inner compass that congtantly urges the person aong to probe deegper levels of
the truth about what is right and good. If these ethics and idedls are authentic, and held to
with fiddity and integrity, it may well cometo be that akind of goodness can teke hold
in aperson and grow gronger. If the ided isaworthy one, then adevotion to its
cultivetion within their “being” can yidd many virtuesin the way the person “is’.

The same can be sad about collectivities of sncere people who mutudly embrace
and grive for aworthy god. They too can collectively help entrench a shared “manner of
being” or ethos that shifts the culture of their times. Mot of our beneficid socid
movements have tapped into the same inner resarvoir of emergent ideglism, and nurtured
its expresson into often radicaly different directions than were common a the time.
Theseinitiatives of socid change may have their more visble roots in various prominent
persons, but it would be incorrect to fail to notice the shared nature of a seerch for the
right and good, as thistoo may be a potentid thet isfirst gragped only dimly and
digantly. In contrast for a least some people, the luxury of agradud building towards a
degrable future may Smply be overrun with what can often be a somewhat myserious
onsat of powerfully transforming inspirations that arrive unbidden and unexpected, but
are welcomed nonetheless.

The Rale Of Persond Will And Commitment In Socid Change

The pursuit of socid changesis not just amétter of being drawn to adirection not
shared by oneé s community. It dso involves the taking of life defining decisionsto
contest the patterns of life around you through the way one will live or not live. Decisons

of thiskind can be momentous, asthey personalise a matter that was formerly “out there’
and unconnected to onesdf, into how one*“is” and will “be’. Ideals cease a that point to



be interesting abstractions and gradualy take on the nature of exigtentid commitments. A
“commitment” in thisregard is not an accident at dl, but rather the ultimeate use of one's
freedom in defining what - one will corform to, and that which one will ress.

A persond commitment is unavoidableif oneisto pursue change, as the process
of changeisrardly credibleif the exponent refuses to embody that which he or she
exhorts others to embrace. Human freedom is awondrous faculty, asit permitsto each
person the cgpacity to sdect a unique peth for themsdves amongst the many thet are
possible. It dlowsthe person to say “yes’ to one cdl and “no” to another and, in the
process, dter ther livesin possibly profound ways. However, it needs to be noticed that
there is no movement passible within the person without the taking of decison.
Obvioudy one can stand pardysed with anxiety at a crossroads or Smply avoid the
crossoads dtogether. There will be no pursuing of anovd path unless one can make the
decison that takes onesdf dong anew path.

In making a decision, the person not only moves from one exigentid redlity to
another, they dso relinquish or abandon their former path. They gofrom aformer ident ity
in the process of going to anew one, and thereby yidd something of themsdves and thair
location in the universe S0 thet this can occur. This remaking or reinvention process
cannot fully occur without such a person making and staying with the new direction and
identity. By perggting with the direction they have chosen, they more deeply trandform
themsdves asthey gradudly surrender their former sense of themselves. For this reason,
change can be evauated quite reedily from the vantage point of persond commitment.
The journey down anew path will not go far if the pilgrim keeps returning to the
crossroads to wonder if they have made the right choice.

Nonethdess, it is human nature to vadillate, doubt and agonize, and it istherare
person who has not experienced such moments. Often, such periods of uncertainty and
indecison can play ahighly useful role in darifying the rationdes for choosing one peth
over another, and thus leed to amindfulness that would have been dusive if the decison
had been taken without much thought. In thisway, decison and commitment may not
quite be captured smply by the act of decison or commitment, as thiswould not give
proper weight to the much more encompassng process of decison and commitment thet
precedes and succeeds an actua decision. Truly, many people don't just promptly make
decisons, as much asthey struggle to and with them. The ultimate decison may be easy
to summarize, but it is rare that the process of making it is quite as cut and dried.

So it iswith collections or communities of people who may be involved in
miaking decisons about their shared lives. They too may need to come to decison, and
resolve the matter of the degree of commitment thet they hold to the paths they have
taken. Sometimes the presentation of a crossroads may actudly serve to entrench people
even deegper into a decison of the pad,, asthey srengthen their resolve to resst the
enticements of anew direction. Not uncommonly, people are greetly influenced by the
choices of their neighbours and peers, and may find that imitating them servesto make
their decisons of direction Smply ametter of agreegbly following aong. For some
people, more oriented to an inner guide, the behaviour of others may be irrdevant and



unimportant, asthey take their measure from a different source than what the mgority
currently prefers.

In the end, however, decison and commitment do reved their presence, as people
ettle within themsdves the question of what ssems right to them. While persond change
may begin a process of more collective shared socid change, it does not assureit inthe
aggregate, astheinterplay of human freedom can result in communities being divided
dong many lines originating from the inner lives of very diverse people. Often this
humean variability meansit is difficult to reconcle the competing senses they have of
what isimportant. Commitment is certainly needed for change and transformation to
occur, yet it can aso serve to set people againg each other and to fracture the polity of
their common lives

The Need to Address Conviction

The making of changeis dearly possble, as people are capable of decision and
commitment, and can transform much of thar livesif thereisa sufficent willingnessto
do so present in them. However, the making of changeis not just about theintringc
cgpacity to transform, it aso involves a process in people of becoming convinced that
such atransformation is warranted and wise. It is often frustrating when others do not see
thingsin the same way aswewould likethemto. Y &, if onelooks more closdy a such
encounters, it is often possible to pass beyond such moments of impasse and resstance, if
away can be found to convince the person or group that one's path could ussfully be
thers. If the argument or goped falls, it can often be due to the fact that the case made
was Ssmply not persuasive enough. As such, people remain unconvinced and
uncommitted.

So, while persond change may possibly be something that can be undertaken
even when oneis entirdy opposed by the mgority, socid change may not so reedily
occur. Thisis because most people use ther freedom to ing s upon the dignity of making
their own decisons. To have decisons afecting them be teken by othersisto be
dominated by others. On the other hand, to freely agree with the persuasions of others
because they may make compelling sense, isan act of human cooperation. It does,
however, require that the person involved become convinced. Their gpprova of a
proposd for change is contingent on a case being made for a propogtion that meets their
gandard or threshold of persuasveness. It isfor this reason thet the term “negotiating”
change may be useful for capturing the character of the interactions we cal persuasion.

I

The act of becoming convinced happens each and every day, such that we may
scarcdy give atention to it. Yet it isahuman process of greet Sgnificance. Inthe act of
being persuaded we find that we can move from being uncertain and irresolute to clearer
and decided. In coming to condusions, we find that we must be convinced thet one
argument is better than another. These convictions, once embraced, often day in place for
long periods of time, and become the defining anchors of much of our sense of what is
best and good. It is difficult to imagine change occurring or being initiated by people who



hold no convictions, given the many sruggles thet may be involved in gaining the
change. Conviction sets the stage for enduring personal commitments by meking it
possible for these to be held with resolve in the face of much testing.

In many ways the nature of the negotiations concerning change revolves around
the process of getting agreement on what might be points of practica convergence
between individuas and groups arigng from their convictions, interests and necessities a
agiven point. Conviction Stsin theinnermost realm of the person as an expression of
how they have resolved the key questions of life. It is more fundamentd than even
reasoning, Snce convictions provide the starting point or premises for much of our
reasoning, and generate the core assumptions from which we view the world.

At the sametime, it isimportant to recognise that depite thelr fundamentdity
convictions are not immutable, and are dways subject to revison if the personiis
persuaded otherwise. It isthis capacity to revise one s opinions and convictions, and to
have these shifted through the entrestments of others, thet Sts at the heart of the socid
change process. People are not “fixed” in their outlooks for dl time, and can become
convinced to dter thar pergpectives and conclusons about life. It istheir convictions that
arein play in the negotiating of socid change, even when these are influenced
unconscioudy. Their pliability or immovability proceeds from the indde out depending
upon what can or cannot be didodged in the inner architecture of their minds, hearts and
ouls

Itisfor this reason thet the language of changeis partidly the language of the
mind and reasoning, but it is aso that of the heart and soul. It is no accident thet we have
phrases such as“achange of heart”, “anew spirit” or a“fresh outlook” . The perspectives
we use to Sare out a the world may have a great Sability, but they are far from baing
impervious to influence from the world. It is not our purpose here to explore the specific
means of influence, but rather to understand more dearly the importance of influencein
shifting perspective and conviction. People may not aways appear that they can be
“reached’, and admittedly many are remarkably sdwart in the obstinacy of ther
positions. Nonetheless, people are not stones, and can be moved if something wereto
arise that caused them to wonder whether the world might be different from the way they
had cometo imagineit to be,

The Prospects For Change

This exploration was begun with the observation that change may be anecessity if
the sufferings and injustices of our world are to be faced and resolved. Many who
languish in the brokenness of our world may often despair that such hedling changeis
remote or unlikely. In thisthey are often tragicdly dl too correct. Even where there are
atempts a change, induding well developed socid movements, the Sructurd and
persond interests arrayed againgt change may repeatedly overturn dl atemptsto set
things right. Change is not assured even when “right” ison the Sde of the ectividts, as
“might” may well repe “right”. Perhaps sadder, what isright may not be of particular
interest to many people.



Even with such redisations thet the world may be irredeemable and incorrigible,
it ismuch too radica aconduson to suggest thet it is entirdy so. We can know this
because, even with one person, in the amdl orbitsthat are our obscure lives, we can
witness with great regularity the many times thet people have disentangled and pulled
themselves back from the abyssin terms of doing wrong, and instead have undertaken
their own pilgrimage to the “ better”. Though the “ better” they may seek and think they
have found, may not be that of anather, it isimportant to gppreciate that they have indeed
changed. Asit iswith one, s0 it might well be with another. Once there are even afew,
there could one day be many. The change remainsred, a leest for these people, even if
the ultimate victory they seek remains eusive.

It istherefore important to not give up on change in the face of continuing
opposition basad on the belief that it ishopeess. It may well be that there is no reason for
the kind of optimism assured by favourable probabilities, but this does not mean thet one
is having no effect. Often, we do shift the world one person a atime, and none of this
will occur if we gart with the premise that these smdl shifts are pointless because they do
nat quickly or inexorably lead to triumph. Perhgps if we saw our god more as changing
the world by degree and increments, rather than as winning, we could take more solace in
the fruitfulness of what we do achieve, rather than lament the changes that have yet to
succumb to our efforts. One never redly knows when the tides will changein the hearts
and minds of people, and it may well that a.crucid corner may be turned even when we
least expect it. It may aso be true that the personad commitments, of even one person,
may be just enough to make the difference.

It isdso the case thet the bettle is lost when we let oursalves become convinced
that our efforts and vison matter not. Movements for socid change are easily defeated
when they lack the resolve that lets them be tough minded in the face of adversty and
falure. It ismogt cartainly true that one can never gain the conviction and commitment of
othersif one has dready given in to a sense of depression and defeat. If the convictions of
the degply unconvinced areto yidd, it will necessarily be to those people whose faith and
confidence remains more certain. In thiswe struggle not only with the convictions of
others, but perhaps more with our own. If we crumble under the pressure of adversity,
perhaps others will follow our example. Even in the smdl ways of our smdl livesit ill
matters what and whom we decide that we and the world are and can someday become.



