The message Frances Moore Lappé brought to the September 30th MtDPJC Forum will not soon be forgotten by those who shared this event.  Frances talked about her latest book Getting a Grip (reviewed on page 2) and described the cure for modern malaise, a disease whose symptoms include: gross materialism; physical and emotional addictions; violence in our homes, on our streets, and between countries; poverty and hunger; environmental assaults; as well as the increasing isolation and disaffection of our fellow human beings.  Please enjoy this overview of her talk, taken directly from her fine book.
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On the first page of Getting a Grip, Frances Moore Lappé ponders, “Why are we as societies creating a world that we as individuals abhor?  This is the question that’s propelled my life for decades now.”  To blame “original sin, simple selfishness, or the evil other leaves us powerless, with hearts open to fear and depression.  But what if…what if…together with our friends, family, and acquaintances, we could probe the root causes of the biggest threats to our planet? What if we were able to grasp something of the common origins of these threats and then identify powerful entry points to interrupt them?  And more than that, what if we could then feel we are shifting the destructive underlying patterns toward health?  Now that’s power. Our power.”

    In the late 1800’s, she goes on to explain, East “Indians outnumbered the British ruling them by three hundred thousand to one.  Yet Indians’ widespread belief in their powerlessness continued until Gandhi and others re-framed reality, revealing the power that was theirs all along…It’s pretty easy to see how mental concepts—ideas about reality—disempower others…It’s much harder to perceive the mental straight jackets we ourselves don every day…All human beings carry within us ‘frames of orientation’ through which we make sense of the world…just fine, if our frames are life-serving.”  If not, there is “danger within this unique aspect of our humanness, our filtering through socially-determined frames, which can lead to inflicting or ignoring the suffering and loss mounting worldwide”.

    In our culture, “the dominant conception of reality, its foundational premise, is scarcity” which leads to a “world in which only one type of person thrives-- competitive materialists.”  Democracy in such a world “boils down to just two things, elected government and a market economy:  Show up at the polls and shop.”  Lappé calls this paired-down, market-driven form of government “Thin Democracy” and contrasts it sharply with real democracy which “depends on the wide dispersion of power so that each citizen has a vote and a voice…Our particular market economy, driven by one rule—that is, highest return to shareholder and corporate chiefs—moves inexorably in the opposite direction.  By continually returning wealth to wealth, a one-rule economy leads to an ever-increasing concentration of power.”  Sound familiar?

“Thin Democracy is misaligned with basic human nature…it fails to tap the best in us and fails to protect us from the worst.  By ‘best’ I mean several innate needs to connect with others, for fairness, and for efficacy, as well as the need to feel that our lives matter...Forcing us to bury these needs, Thin Democracy fuels paralyzing despair and alienation… its materialistic premise can’t satisfy our higher selves’ yearning for transcendent meaning.”  In contrast, a healthy society practices a holistic, ecologically-sustainable form of democracy Lappé entitles Living Democracy, in which the broadest possible base of society is engaged and money and power is not concentrated but diffused.  

So how do we get from here to there?  “Throughout this book, I’ve stressed the power of ‘frame,’ the lens through which we interpret our world.  But what creates our frame?  Largely, it’s language—the words and metaphors we use every day…Over the last three decades the Far Right has spun together its own language, creating a frame that resonates across the heartland…A big piece of the challenge is disciplining ourselves to find and use words that convey a new frame, one that spreads a sense of possibility and helps people see emerging signs of Living Democracy and fuels the spiral of empowerment”.

Still, “how is it possible ever to change?”  The phrase ‘seize the moment’ typically refers to a “positive moment of opportunity, one not to be wasted…Such a moment, or entry point, can come as a disconcerting shock.”  Despite the discomfort, we must not shy from such experiences but “expose ourselves to people, ideas, and events that create internal dissonance.”   Then, “ we delve into the disconnect…and reinterpret fear not as a verdict but as a signal…not telling us that we’re off track but that we are precisely where we should be—at our growth edge.  We can see fear as an energy that comes from inside us, not outside…We can channel this energy into fear, paranoia, euphoria, or instead into the creativity to change the world…The challenge is to believe that a new, more life-serving world view is possible.  Only then will we be able to see it actually emerging around us.  

“Joyful living, I’m convinced, begins when we hit that spot where a potent entry point that touches root causes fires our own deep passions…A critical first step may be to recognize that the negative spiral can start deep inside us.  If a feeling of ‘lack’ is at the center of our pain, pain that we then project out and create in the world, we can start within ourselves to reverse it:  We can acknowledge sufficiency.  Right now, we can focus on the strengths of ourselves and our loved ones and the possibilities in front of our noses to enhance our capacities and meet our needs for fairness, cooperation, efficacy, and meaning…Awareness of these capacities can propel the upward spiral of empowerment, busting us out of any downward spiral.

“I hope these ideas and questions help you, too.  Add your own, and as you try living democracy, please visit  smallplanetinstitute.org.  My book Getting a Grip is built in part on two other’s, Hope’s Edge and Democracy’s Edge, which are full of dozens and dozens of entry points to help readers connect their passions with deep change.  Read, talk with others.  Wander a bit, too, and see what fires you up.”    Thanks, Frances, we will.







