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CREATING OUR REALITY

by Alex Bennet


We create our reality.  As a child, that means getting a stomachache when you eat too many jelly doughnuts on your Saturday morning shopping jaunt with your dad.  As a teenager, that means getting a report card that reflects the effort you’ve put into your homework.  As an expectant mother or father, that means the looming responsibility of parenthood.  But as the years pass and we experience life, reality becomes far richer and far more meaningful.

As you read these words, you will realize that the information you are receiving is not an attribute of the letters or words themselves.  The print on this page is not information, it transmits information.  The letters and words on this page are symbols, which have learned and agreed-upon meanings connected with them.  Similarly, when we speak to another person, our actual words convey information.  Though thoughts and feelings may also be communicated, they are quite different things than the words themselves.  


Feelings, thoughts and mental images serve as the medium of exchange for creating our reality.  These feelings, thoughts and mental images are derived through a sense of knowing, a deep personal, subjective sense that an idea or thought is important and when connected with others provides us with insights and understanding of both ourselves and our surrounding world.    

Knowing, or having knowledge of, has the same relationship to what is often called objective reality as that of subject and object.  Knowing is to perceive or understand as fact or truth while objective reality is composed of facts or truths, the state or quality of being real, or that which exists independently of ideas concerning it.  Of course, as we will discern shortly, that can never be entirely the case.  The frame from which we understand objective reality is limited by our personal experiences, beliefs and knowledge.  

The word “limited” has a bad rap in the American language.  We often perceive of “limits” in a negative connotation, but this is not necessarily the case.  When referring to ideas, the limits imposed by developing deeper understanding, defining our ideas within a framework, spurs on the emergence of new ideas, some even beyond that framework.  In other words, limits may offer the opportunity for new growth.  A dramatic example of the value of limits can be found in the use of information technology.  By placing limits (such as standards and protocols) on it, we are able to have broader interoperability among different information technology equipment, giving more people more data and information.  

In like manner, the symbiotic relationship between knowledge and what we perceive as objective reality can be highly productive by allowing our imaginative subjective knowledge to expand and play with ideas that may then extend our knowledge of objective reality.  For instance, Einstein imagined he was riding on a light wave as he developed the special theory of relativity – which changed the way all of science understood the universe.  A second example is an artist whose imagination creates a painting that expands hundreds of viewer’s understanding and appreciation of the world.  From this new objective reality, viewers often discern more about themselves and their own subjective reality, with the newly discovered subjective reality often being very different from the artist’s original intent or experience.

Simultaneously, what we perceive as objective knowledge can serve as a framework upon which subjective reality can play.  For example, when Darwin’s theory of evolution became widely known to the public, it caused many people to change their self-image and shook the basic foundation of their very existence.  The concept of Darwinian Evolution created such strong subjective feelings that repercussions can still be felt today, 50 years later!  The mind that can use of this interplay between the two realities has the capability of extending both their subjective knowledge and understanding of objective reality.  


Today we live in a world where thoughts and ideas are spurred onward by an almost exponentially increasing amount of data and information accessible to everyone.  In both our personal and professional lives we have become adept at responding to and anticipating change.  The very act of change creates a new reality requiring new values and perspectives of life.  While we clearly recognize the importance of the individual -- of self -- in creating and sharing feelings, thoughts and mental images to bring about and apply new knowledge, thinking about creating our reality can move us from a reactive role to a proactive role.  

An important first step in harnessing the power of self as an agent of change is to understand the different perspectives and theories about how we as humans create our reality. 

Multiple Perspectives on Creating Reality


To explore the framework of creating reality, we will briefly look at the following perspectives:  Literary, Living System, Consciousness, Scientific and Spiritual.  A word of caution as we begin this exploration.  As in all human constructs provided to facilitate understanding, the discussions are representative of these perspectives, but are not the perspectives themselves.  As ever, the map is not the territory.

From a Literary Perspective.  The relationships among thought, language and behavior have been explored throughout man’s history.  The power of knowledge in the form of writing is evident in early records describing the role of the Overseer of All the King’s Works in ancient Egypt.  This Overseer, who directed the massive labor force required to build a pyramid, was a scribe.  His palette and papyrus scroll were the symbols of his knowledge and of his authority, and bureaucratic lists and registers were the tools of political and economic power.  (Silverman, 1997, p. 90).  Literature was prized because of its influence over others, and brought fame to the scribe.  In short, knowledge, demonstrated by writing, was considered an authority, whether it took the form of literature, a medical recipe or a list.  Whatever was written was considered truth, or reality. 

In 1784 Hugh Blair identified a clear, close alliance between thought and language, with the spoken/written word sometimes responsible for the clarification of thought, and the clarification of thought sometimes responsible for the improvement of the word.  In his words, “Thought and Language act and re-act upon each other mutually” and “By putting our sentiments into words, we always conceive them more distinctly.”  How do I know what I mean until I hear what I am going to say?  So the story goes.  While tying this close connection, it is clear that Blair believes the conception of thought remains prior in time and importance to language.

Later theorists (Brown, Black, Bloomfield, Skinner and Quine) regarded language as a major form of behavior, a significant entity in its own right.  This language as behavior is very much in contrast with language as a subordinate feature in the process of communication.  In 1982, a writing text contended that “… the freedom to act upon the world and to construct reality is both the aim and the process of education.”  (Writing, 1982)  This implies that language is a powerful, if not unique, way of constructing reality and acting on the world.

A number of well-known and well-published authors would agree.  They describe the writing process in the following words:

Francoise Sagan:  “For Bonjour Tristesse all I started with was the idea of the character, the girl, but nothing really came of it until my pen was in hand.  I have to start to write to have ideas ….”

James Thurber:  “I don’t believe the writer should know too much where he’s going.  If he does, he runs into old man blueprint – old man propaganda.”

Truman Capote:  “But in the working-out, the writing-out, infinite surprises happen.  Thank God, because the surprise, the twist, the phrase that comes at the right moment out of nowhere, is the unexpected dividend, that joyful little push that keeps a writer going.”

William Faulkner:  “Sometimes technique charges in and takes command of the dream before the writer himself can get his hands on it … It [As I Lay Dying] was simple in that all the material was already at hand.”

Gertrude Stein:  “It will come if it is there and you will let it come, and if you have anything you will get a sudden creative recognition.  You won’t know how it was, even what it is, but it will be creation if it came out of the pen and out of you and not out of an architectural drawing of the thing you are doing …”


(Excerpts from Cowley, 1958)

In more prosaic terms, every act of writing is an act of creating, a release of the unconscious reality into public view.  This relationship is affirmed by current research.  Lakoff and Nunez note in their book, Where Mathematics Comes From: 

“Perhaps the most fundamental, and initially the most startling, result in cognitive science is that most of our thought is unconscious – that is, fundamentally inaccessible to our direct, conscious introspection.  Most everyday thinking occurs too fast and at too low a level in the mind to be thus accessible. … We all speak in a language that has a grammar, but we do not consciously put sentences together word by word, checking consciously that we are following the grammatical rules of our language.  To us, it seems easy:  We just talk, and listen, and draw inferences without effort.  But what goes on in our minds behind the scenes is enormously complex and largely unavailable to us.”  (Lakoff and Nunez, 2000, p. 27)

From a Living System Perspective.  Autopoiesis is a term with Greek derivation that means self-production.  The main argument of the theory is that living systems are created and reproduced in an autonomous, simultaneously open and closed self-referential manner.  This means a porous boundary, where some things can come in and others are warded off.  An example would be the intake and processing of food versus the rejection of foreign matter.  It assumes everything the living system needs for self-production is already in the system.  


In epistemological terms, autopoietic systems are considered to contain their own knowledge since the system is the observer of external events.  These external events, such as clouds, people, buildings, etc., are all part of the individual’s experience and the interpretation and description of these events are the results of the relationships established between our previous experience and our perceptions.  From an autopoietic viewpoint, it is impossible to step out of the individual and see ourselves as a unit in an environment because what the individual sees as the external environment is still part of his experience and by no means lies outside the interface that, in theory, separates the knower from the known.  


If our reality cannot be separated between ourselves and the external world, then within our own minds what we perceive and create and believe is reality.  Therefore, when we actively create new realities within ourselves, they become “the” reality upon which we act, anticipate and analyze.  From this internal reality, and the forthcoming actions, comes behavior in the external world that then creates a perceived reality in the minds of others.  Thus, the possibility of diffusion of our own individual reality to others becomes realized and a significant external reality can be created through wide-spread commonality of interpretation.

From a Consciousness Perspective.  The permanency of form, or reality, is an illusion, since all consciousness is a process of change.  Consciousness is a process in which thoughts, images and feelings are constantly evolving.  Its major characteristics are unity, optimum complexity and selectivity.  Unity is necessary to make the time flow of thoughts, images and feelings coherent.  Optimum complexity allows the processing of divergent signals from within the individual and from the external environment.  Selectivity limits the incoming signals to those that are essential to survival or interest.  What this means is that when you get incoming information from the senses, you take that information and mix it with your memories of thoughts, feelings and images related to that incoming information.  The brain’s ability to integrate these forms is what is called the remembered present.  The process we call consciousness is a continuous sequence of these remembered presents.  

Studies from consciousness would agree with autopoiesis in that when we receive external information, since we immediately compare it with what is already in our memory, it is the combination of these two, coupled with our own value system, that yields what we perceive as reality, an integrated mental scene.  That means the individual mind does participate in the creation of its own reality.

From a Scientific Perspective.  Scientific inquiry assumes the existence of an objective, external reality that can be studied, understood and tested through empirical methods.  Although science recognizes the potential subjectivity of individual perceptions and observations, where possible, particularly in the domains of physics and chemistry, it has built into its methodology protection mechanisms that minimize or eliminate this subjectivity in areas of concern to science.  Through the process of creative construction of models and theories of objective reality, filtered by empirical testing and public dialogues and debate, the best estimate of objective reality is created.  While this objective reality is not “the” objective reality, it is self-consistent and for each area of its applicability it has been highly effective, leading to great advances in technology and a deeper understanding of our world and our universe.
Under these working assumptions, to some extent an individual’s perception of reality can influence that reality predominantly through the psychological impact that belief has on the individual’s actions.  Through these actions, then, the external reality can be influenced, and therefore a self-fulfilling prophecy may be possible.  

While science recognizes that individuals have different subjective realities as explained by autopoiesis and numerous psychological studies, those differences in reality do not preclude the advances of understanding of objective reality in the hard sciences.  Even in the hard sciences, there are significant open questions in several areas related to the observer’s impact on objective reality.  

From a Spiritual Perspective.  Recall the introduction to this article regarding the words on these pages.  Let’s think about the objects around us in the same manner.  Like the words in this article, objects are symbols that transmit a reality that has a learned and agreed-upon meaning.  The true information is not in the object any more than thought is in words and letters.  Both words and objects are methods of expression.  When you speak words, and though they may express more or less your feelings, they are not your feelings.  There is a gap between our thought and our expression of thought.  This gap is particularly visible when we consider how often each of us begins a sentence, and don’t know exactly how it’s going to end.  We create the thought and the language as we go along.  This same gap occurs between our thoughts, feelings and mental images and the creation of objects (in space) and events (in time).  


Spirituality sees the constant creation of our physical environment as a method of communication and expression.  Feelings, thoughts and mental images are translated into physical reality.  Feelings play a significant role in this process, since the intensity of a feeling, thought or mental image is an important element in determining subsequent physical materialization.  If your mind works with high intensity, and you think in vivid mental emotional images, these are swiftly formed into physical events.  We form the fabric of our experience through our beliefs and expectations, which are not about reality, but are reality itself.

Ultimately, all the answers to the nature of reality are to be found through an inner journey into ourselves, through ourselves and through the world we know.  It is Man’s creativity that is constantly creating the reality in which we live.  Each and every one of us has observed or been a part of this great creativity, which always seems greater than our physical dimension with its objective reality.  It takes the breath away. This joy of creativity flows though us as effortless as our breath!  And each and every one of us uses this flow of creativity to create a unique reality, different from any other individual.


In summary, the literary perspective is that language is a powerful way of constructing reality and acting on the world.  The living system and consciousness perspectives agree that the individual mind does participate in the creation of reality, and in autopoiesis a diffusion of individual reality to others can be realized.  The science perspective is that parts of external reality can be understood and influenced, and therefore a self-fulfilling prophecy may be possible.  The spiritual perspective is that all reality is a result of feelings, thoughts and mental images, and reality emerges dependent on the intensity of those feelings, thoughts and mental images.  Most people have a comfort level with several of these perspectives.  No matter which perspective you subscribe to, there is a belief that humans can at some level create the reality in which they live. 
Other Aspects of Creating Reality

Each of us participates daily in this process of creation as we share our thoughts and feelings with others and, in turn, stay open to the thoughts and feelings of others.   There are many aspects to this process of creation.  These aspects help determine the richness of the reality we are creating, and our ability to effectively promote this reality.  Some key aspects that come to mind are:  discernment and discretion, balance, trust, sharing, context and flow.  


Discernment and discretion.  Taken together, these terms address the concepts of selection, valuing and laying aside, i.e., the ability to identify and choose what is of value, and the equally difficult ability to toss aside that which is not of value.  What is important to focus on now?  What can I come back to later?  What can I toss aside and forget?


Balance.  As complex human systems, we continuously have priorities that compete for attention.  How much attention and energy is needed to create this reality?  Do I have enough personal resources available to develop and promote it?  How do I feel about this idea?  How strong is my commitment to this?   And, very important, how much passion do I have for this idea?  How we balance our life’s work significantly determines what and how much we achieve.


Trust.  Trust concerns not only the trust other’s have in you and your idea, but the amount of trust you have in yourself and in others.  Do I believe in what I am doing?  Does it align with my value set?  Do I feel it is the right thing to do?


Sharing.  Spreading is affirmation of the value of our ideas.  Control is a sure way to limit them and the reality they have the potential to create.  In today’s rapid and complex world, the patterns that generate new ideas are often discerned and acted upon in the same time frame by more than one individual.  In other words, the same new ideas are emerging in multiple places around the world.  With that realization, the continuous flow of new ideas becomes an imperative for organizations that seek competitive advantage.  Am I willing to share this with others?  Am I willing to let it go?

Context.  Context is unique at any given point in time and to any given situation.  It is based on environmental factors, human interactions and recent events.  It is also based on our knowledge of potential future possible actions.  We cannot decide on future actions that we do not know about.  Information communicating ideas and concepts needs to be embedded in context in order for others to make the same or similar sense out of them as the creator’s intent.  How will I ensure others understand my intent?

A science of memetics is emerging that deals with how ideas are widely spread.  Ideas (or behaviors) that are replicated by others are called memes.  While memes themselves have no innate value attached to them, the receptivity of others to particular memes may be based on their personal or collective value systems.  Take for example, the Army’s famous slogan for 20 years: “Be all you can be.”  For those who joined, it meant the adventure and opportunity offered by the Army.  To the millions who have picked up and used this expression, it has many different individual meanings, yet the expression is the same.  

Flow.  Flow deals with the availability, access and movement of ideas and thoughts, both within individuals and to others.  How will I facilitate my creative juices?  How does this new concept and thought intertwine with what I perceive as my reality?   How will I ensure the free flow of my ideas to others?   


Even if we are comfortable with the answers to these questions, and we have a personal passion and commitment (absolutely essential to the role of self as change agent), the overall effectiveness of the new reality we are creating is very much affected by environmental factors.  A primary environmental factor is the alignment or fit of this new reality within the space and time we are situated.  A certain reasonableness is necessary in terms of readiness and receptivity to an idea or concept.  For instance, ten years ago Knowledge Management was an idea whose time had not yet come.  The Internet itself was then still an unborn idea, and few people could conceive of the incredible opportunities it would bring with its almost exponential increase in the amount of data and information available to the world.  Today, good Knowledge Management, whether it is called by those words or not, is essential to the survival of organizations, whether commercial, government or non-profit.  This readiness and receptivity was captured in the old proverb:  For everything there is a time and place.  


A second environmental factor is the network of relationships that is available to spread this idea or concept.  Whether we know it or not, every one of us spends part of each day building relationships, some positive and some negative.  Over a period of time, these relationships become part of the connective tissue of large networks of people who are receptive to our ideas and thoughts because they are our ideas and thoughts.  How good a job we have done in the past of developing these networks will directly affect both current and future interactions, and our ability to effectively create a broader reality.  


A third environmental factor is the point of influence at which the idea or concept is launched.  This concerns both positional and personal power issues.  For example, in a hierarchical organizational structure, where we sit in terms of that hierarchy often reflects the value that will be given to our thoughts and ideas.  In contrast, a second determinate of value will be the respect we have built through our past actions and behaviors.  Other determinates of personal power include charisma, trust, honesty, and integrity.  In short, those same characteristics that create an individual’s value to others, create the value to others of the individual’s thoughts and ideas. 

Words and Actions that Create Reality


Though we often do not stand back and take a systems snapshot of our actions, there are many ways on a day-by-day basis that we go about creating our reality.  We are not recording machines, and few of us have perfect recall.  But just imagine what we would discover if we could carry a recording machine around with us that would capture not only the words we say, but the tonality with which they are said, the physical actions that accompany the words, and the feelings that urge them onward.  Most of us would be surprised at the reality we are actively participating in creating.  Then, if we could go a step further and embed our special recording machine into those with whom we interact, we would discover the flavor of our creation being passed from our interactions to the interactions of others.  


In organizations, there are a myriad of ways we use our self to influence and create change.  These include giving speeches and presentations; attending conferences, meetings, and symposia; and sending emails, just to name a few.  Whatever products we are creating and sharing in our workplace are affecting the internal collective reality of the organization, and often the external environment as well.     


Creating our reality through language builds on the literary perspective discussed earlier.  Concepts and words lead to actions, and actions acquire new words to communicate themselves, even as words create new understandings and meanings, which affect both actions and the development of new concepts.  What does all that gobbledygook mean?  Let’s look at two examples from the Department of the Navy.

The first example is the use of clumping and clustering to describe different ways or organizing data and information.  Clustering is an old concept and word used in a new way.  You cluster when you bring data and information together that is similar or related.  This process of categorization by similarities is a popular approach to the organization of data and information.  It supports ease of locating specific data, and can lead to innovation and insights.  Clumping, an old word addressing a new concept and behavior, is driven by decision-making.  You figure out the decisions you need to make at the top levels and dig out, down and around to find the authoritative data sources needed to supply the information needed for these decisions.  Then, via Internet or Intranet, you link directly to those sources for continuous real-time information to support your emerging decision-making requirements.  This organization of information and knowledge around key concepts and decisions that need to be made, closer to the way the human brain stores and links information, can increase the efficiency and effectiveness of decision making.  

A second example is a new way to describe decision grounding.  Historically, the Department of the Navy has placed significant emphasis on grounding decisions with explicit data, i.e., verifying that decision through explicit evidence, documents and references to prove truth and accuracy of the decision.  Yet, in the complex world of today, Captains of ships and managers of support organizations are often called upon to rely on their “gut” feelings to make immediate and crucial decisions.  For this reason, recognition of the validity of grounding decisions on the implicit has become important.  Implicit grounding is achieved through verication, the process of consulting a trusted ally to ensure the reasonableness or soundness of a decision.  In short, this means connecting with an expert for an opinion, and valuing that opinion equally (or more) than the opinion expressed in a written document.  


The authoritative posture of writing in early Egypt is still present in the strategic plans of our current organizations.  A well-thought-out strategic plan that has demonstrated commitment from leadership is critical to creating the reality of a workplace.  For example, in the Department of the Navy, the Information Management/Information Technology (IM/IT) Strategic Plan for the Department has called for the implementation of strategies that facilitate the creation and sharing of knowledge.  Their vision of the future acknowledges that the importance of information technology and information management is to enable people to make better decisions.  This vision has led to treating information technology as a support service, very much like the telephone, where neither the wires, nor the computers, nor the standard software are owned by the Department.  With connectivity in place in terms of wires, the focus on the creation and sharing of knowledge moves the Department through the creation of information repositories, to ensuring the flow of data and information across the Enterprise.  This flow is facilitated through the use of teams and communities, and intermediation.   

Intermediation is the use of self as a connector to facilitate the flow of ideas from those that have them to those that need them.  While all of us who interact with others automatically serve as intermediators at some level on a daily basis – through our dialogues and other verbal and written exchanges -- intermediation events can also be planned and executed to facilitate this exchange.  In our personal lives, this might take the form of a cook-out for friends and neighbors, or a family gathering.  In organizations, processes are put into place to connect people.  An example is event intermediation, a structured, planned event to promote the exchange of focused information that goes fare beyond the event itself.  As Peter Senge states in The Fifth Discipline, “Visions spread because of a reinforcing process of increased clarity, enthusiasm, communication and commitment.”  In event intermediation, preparations for the event provide clarity and understanding of both the area of focus and the intent of the exchange.  The event itself promotes enthusiasm and communication, and the participants – coming from the highest levels of the organization – demonstrate commitment.  A large event with participation from every level of the organization offers the further potential of spreading that commitment throughout the organization.  

An example of event intermediation in the Department of the Navy was Knowledge Fair 2000, the first Enterprise-wide event focused on knowledge sharing.  This event was both a player in the creation of, and a demonstration of the reality of, Knowledge Management in the Department.  Thousands of people poured through the doors to explore the ideas of others and contribute their own thoughts.  Senior leadership affirmed through presence and language the importance of Knowledge Management.  The first knowledge sharing awards were presented to individuals and teams by the Under Secretary of the Navy, sending a strong message that continues today.  The rapidly increasing number of projects and programs recommended for these awards is indicative of the massive cultural change engendered by knowledge sharing.  


Although storytelling has been embedded in our culture -- and other cultures -- from time immemorial, the importance of storytelling in changing our reality has only recently been broadly recognized in the organizational setting.  Each of us is a storyteller, and our memories are themselves story based.  Take a few minutes to remember your relatives sharing the story of your birth, the story of your childhood, the first indicators that provided you a context for situating yourself in the world.  Then recall your interactions with others over the past few days.  As you recall these interactions, and communicate them to others, you create a story, a story based on both your memories of an event or conversation and the framework of self that you are using to interpret the event or conversation.  Because we are all continually growing and changing, these stories change as well in both the remembering and the telling and retelling.  


The way experiences are stored is through what are called indices, or memory traces, which are multiple ways of connecting to memory.  The more indices, the greater the number of ways the experience can be recalled and integrated with new experiences, and the greater the learning.  Conveying information in a story provides a rich context, remaining in the conscious memory longer and creating more indices than information not in context.  Therefore, a story is more likely to be understood, remembered and acted upon than almost all other means of communications.  Storytelling, whether in a personal or organizational setting, connects people, encourages creativity, reinforces values, and sets change in motion.


An example of the use of storytelling is development of the Springboard Story used at The World Bank.  The Springboard Story, a powerful method of communicating knowledge about norms and values, is a transformational story that enables the listener to take a personal leap in understanding how an organization or community or complex system may change.  The intent of this type of story is not to transfer information, but to serve as a catalyst for creating understanding – and change -- within the listener.  Steve Denning, a senior leader for World Bank, states that these stories enable listeners to easily and quickly grasp the ideas as a whole, to see analogies from their own histories, their own contexts, and their own fields of expertise.  


These Springboard Stories were told from the perspective of a single protagonist who was known to the audience and actually in the predicament being told in the story; there was an element of strangeness or incongruity to the listeners which could capture their attention and imagination; the story had a degree of plausibility and a premonition of what the future might be like; and there was a happy ending.  Denning says happy endings make it easier for listeners to take the imaginative leap from the explicit story to the implicit meaning.  (Denning, 2001).  


An example of the use of story to create reality in the Department of the Navy is the use of anecdote by the Undersecretary of the Navy to help Congress visualize the value of creating a Navy Marine Corps Intranet to improve the Department’s ability to meet its mission.  One story conveyed how a Petty Officer deployed aboard a ship in the Indian Ocean was able to reach back to a telemaintenance expert located in Crane, Indiana, to quickly resolve an equipment failure.  Another story tells about the possible presence of a biological agent detected by a forward-deployed Marine.  The Marine uses the Intranet to contact the experts in Atlanta, Georgia, and Ft. Dietrick, Maryland, who analyze the threat and download appropriate, potentially life-saving, procedures.  Stories are also an integral part of the Department of Navy Knowledge Centric Organization Toolkit, an implementation resource for Knowledge Management, which has been distributed world-wide across government.


We have addressed only a few examples of how the concept of self as an agent of change can be used by people and organizations to create new realities and, through that creation, achieve their visions of the future.  In parting, since you’ve stayed the course if you’re reading these words, I wish I could give you a simple answer for just how to create your reality.  If I could, it would sound something like this:  Vision your reality, then act accordingly, as if that reality existed today.  Alas, but life is not so simple.  Or is it?
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