The Moral Imagination - John Paul Lederach – A Review
In The Moral Imagination John Paul Lederach draws from his extensive experience as a negotiator in some of the war zones that have featured in the headlines over the past three decades. We are taken into Colombia, Bosnia, West Africa, Somalia and Takjikistan, to name but a few.
Lederach, whose vocation and worldview are informed by his Mennonite faith, is both an academic and a front-line practician. His writings, resonant with story-telling, are a vivid window into the field of peace building and conflict transformation.
At the outset, there is an emphasis on the merits of flexible practice over the confines of theory, and the subservience of techniques and skills to relational interplay and patience.  My mind harked back to Theory U and I saw parallels with Otto Scharmer’s emphasis on a future that emerges through an ever-present awareness coupled with a heightened capacity to respond in appropriate ways and at appropriate moments in the journey through the “U” curve.

In using “moral imagination” as the basis for his title, Lederach notes that a host of previous writers have invoked this term (which he traces back to Edmund Burke’s essay on the French Revolution). There are three keys, says Lederach, linking these authors and to understanding the essence of the phrase the moral imagination.

In the first place we “develop a capacity to perceive things beyond and at a deeper level than what initially meets the eye”. Secondly, the use of the word imagination implies the necessity of a creative act. In giving birth to something new we change “our world and the way we see things”. Finally, “the moral imagination has a quality of transcendence”. We move beyond the known and familiar, breaking out “into new territory” while refusing to be bound by existing views and prescriptive answers about what is and what is not possible.

In synthesising these qualities, Lederach arrives at his own definition of the moral imagination. He calls it “the capacity to imagine something rooted in the challenges of the real world yet capable of giving birth to what does not yet exist”.
In his second chapter, Lederach gives four case studies to illustrate how “touching the moral imagination” evoked moving responses from protagonists in high conflict arenas, and led to a shift away from endemic cycles of violence. In particular I liked his account of the Tajik warlord who talked philosophy with the government-appointed professor who was sent to entice him to the negotiating table. When asked whether he could guarantee the warlord’s safety, the professor replied in the negative but added “I can guarantee this. I will go with you, side by side. And if you die, I will die”. And so the warlord accompanied the professor to the capital where he told the government commission “I have not come because of your government. I have come for honour and respect of this professor.” In recounting this tale to Lederach, the professor states: “You see, this is Tajik mediation”.

As a mediator, albeit on a local rather than an international stage, I found these stories both inspiring and informative. I also liked the flow of the book. Each chapter is a mini-essay yet the book contains an easy coherence and a natural evolution of ideas.

Some chapters spoke to me more deeply than others. Chapter 4 – On Simplicity and Complexity – was one. I am presently incubating a book about how we see significant changes in particular areas of our lives. Concepts of simplicity and complexity, and of certainty and nuance, continually arise in the thoughts and ideas that cascade about my mind when thinking about this embryonic book. Similar thoughts arise frequently in my work around the mediation table. 
So I was curious to see what Lederach had to say. By way of illustration, he describes how a computer is programmed to capture (in pattern formation) the co-ordinated yet unpredictable majesty of a flock of birds. “All this complexity of movement and artful pattern boiled down to a few simple rules. At the base of complexity was simplicity.”
Re-thinking his approach to peacebuilding – which ran along the lines of “complexify before you simplify” – Lederach realises that “rather than focus directly upon the complexity, it would be useful to locate a core set of patterns and dynamics that generate the complexity”. He then begins to think of simplicity as a “source of energy”, and in a later chapter speaks of his love of the Japanese haiku, a poetry-form with simple structure but with penetrating depth and meaning.
From that point, Lederach begins to muse about core essences of peacebuilding. The first of these is the centrality of relationships. We are all interdependent and forget this to our peril. We need to be able to “imagine the canvas of mutual relationships and situate [ourselves] as part of that historic and ever-evolving web”. We need to recognise that “the well-being of our grandchildren is directly tied to the wellbeing of our enemy’s grandchildren”.
The second core essence, says Lederach, is the practice of paradoxical curiosity. We respect the complexities with which we are faced; we avoid the dualistic good guys-bad guys syndrome, and we open to possibilities that are within yet beyond common belief. Put another way, paradox “holds together seemingly contradictory truths in order to locate a greater truth”.

As a complementary layer, curiosity “builds a quality of careful enquiry that goes beyond accepted meaning”. When one is curious, things not easily understood are explored rather than avoided or ignored.

At this point I found myself “curious” about Lederach’s choice of words. There is both care and precision in his use of language. I was reminded of my good friend’s great appreciation for the late Gregory Bateson, whose writings roam the fields of anthropology, philosophy, psychology, sociology and more. Bateson was very interested in the context and content of our speech and what we mean by the words we use. Our choice of metaphor, too, can be revealing. For example, if you are at a meeting and someone says something that seems distinctly unhelpful, you might think (or blurt out) “Hey, you just threw a spanner in the works”. Such a statement could be described as mechanistic thinking. The image arises of a machine completely messed up by the arrival of the spanner. If on the other hand, you said the person was “out of tune” this sounds somewhat softer and potentially less offensive. In Batesonian terms, the latter is a relational response.
I digress a little here but only to emphasise how language can affect, in ways gross and subtle, our capacity for open and mutually satisfying dialogue. Lederach seems well aware of this, and his language throughout the book carries overtones of empathy and compassion.
The third and fourth core aspects of peacebuilding are introduced as the space for the creative act and the willingness to risk. The former involves a certain quality of living which holds the prospect of our imagination breaking new ground, even when all appears lost. We need to be creative but there can be risk involved. Our willingness to move from inner clarity to action, for Lederach, is integral to our capacity to act as a catalyst for change.
There is much, much more within the pages of The Moral Imagination. Lederach’s meanderings lead us into a consideration of the mysterious webs of spiders; the critical yeast in breadmaking; the poetry of Bashu; and to reflect upon serendipity, doodling and pied pipers.
Another good person inhabits our planet. I came away smiling and appreciative. 
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