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Abstract

D-Gang is a research team thatbegan as "Gro"P-P^'or the Design Culture grouP

in the ISI Conversation Events p'rigr to the iggor, and has evolved over the

vearry meetings through ; progrission of ever more finely tuned research foci'

i^ ,,go and ,g! we wer" ior,Ierned with defining -the 
toncept of a "design

culture,,;by 
,g2 theqrr"ri was for the principles aid steps to guide designing

communities; in ,g3 we focused on tr," .d*por,ents fbr building a design

culture (the design principles, the learning system, and the resourcei or "tools"

of design); by ,94weu'or5uf,il;; c*"'; to a Gang and focused our efforts on

the rerational dynamics umong the .o*por,ents.pftviously identified; and in

,95 we ,orrght 
-tt 

conside. whit worrra d" u design culture that would enable

transcendence, and in the process, reached an impasse in our own

transcendence as a research team *ith'*r,lty 9f purpose. [r-tis 
report will not

enter into the details of the first three or tne five days together af Asil0ma{9s

during which conversation failed to bring .o.r"r,iffi oi the Processe.s ,and

objectives of inquiry to which individual team members wished to lend their

efforts. However, some ,,lessons 1eurne#' fro* these three d'yt will be shared

in the hope that there ;;y ;. 3 ul*rit for the larger IsI community in

guarding ugainst such -dt;amics 
in future conversatioris. The main focus of

this report i;iil" o* tr,.i finar duy ""J a half during which D-Gang split into

two semi-independ"rr, ,irU-!*,rpr, Uo""a only by igt""*ent on the original

triggering queJtiol. One ,,r"Ugro,,p *ut to*p1sed of t-hose members who came

to D_Gang expecting to iop.a conversation that had an established, coherent

line of inquiry and u k ,owLdg" bas" ihat would serve as a resource to ensuing

D_Gang "or,r"rsations. 
Theie *"*u"r, had planned to bring individual

knowredg., experienc!, and information to the existing line of inquiry, using

conversation methodology to creat. ;;; knowledg., *ottilg with the existing

flow of the intact line of inquiry in.a-synergistig constructivist learning Process'

.Alexander, Kathia, sue,;d fuurier ile.ui." D-FILI subgroup (Following an

Intact Line of Inquiry). A second subgroup was comprisea oi those members

who came to D-Gang expecting i" i*pfoy. c:nveisation methodology to

consider the issue or 
-pfrrg^ trrlture'ur,d rranscendence without any

preconceived 1ine of inqu;t. # fetter the emergence of insight' These members

wished to pursue conv"rrutiol as a pro.cess, rETing the line of inquiry emerge

from .h" d?::HI.Ti'lnL conversatiin itserf. Arni, Ken, Diana, and Kathryn

became D-Tip subgroup (Trust in process). The ongoing activities of "D

fragmented G1rg,, arrii^g time since the NovembJr Conversation Event

have witnessed the strengthening or p-HU Subgroup research initiatives and

the atrophy of thos" oiplrip su6g;;p. ror thelak; of maintaining the spirit

of inquiry expressed 1. th-u oPeniig-fll^t*Fh, of the previous Annual Report

__ ,,Although the membe;;hip +r. rtiit"d Ind changed bver the years, there has

always been a direc, p*rr"g of the torch from y"""r lo lear' -- this rePort will

conclude with a fresh set ac-tior,-r"r""*t obfectives for iuture D-Gang inquiry'

These are to build ,rr,d"rrtandinf-oi g".ilutionary Learning Communities

(ELCs) as ideal learning-;fi;s tha't foment the emeig"ttt" of a Design Culture'
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The first three days of Asilomar'95 were tortuous for D-Gang. The following

account i, u ,y^iriesis of what happened with a focus on "lessons learned" that

may contribuie to future lleanizing ani planning^fot the Asilomar

Conversation Event as welI"as infolm the larger ISI community in general'

A review of some of the essential elements for effective grouP work reveals at

least three ,,o*-productive "tension sources" that arose during these three days'

The first D-Gang tension source was individual expectations of the

conversation exierience, or common goals, as described in the Abstract above'

This difference in e*pectutioo, o, goir was unresolvable, given the limited

(four duy) time framl, and perhapi the remaining identified tension sources

emanated from this one.

The second tension source for D-Gang was communication. we did establish

some communication ground rures orithe first day:but we also ignored *?*y
of these u, *" engagei ir, conversation. For example, one of our ground rules

addressed active, respectful listenin 8, Yet many times we interrupted- 9*u
another, overtry with interjected staiements, and more subtly with side

conversations. 
'rt i, violation of our ground rules (and healthy group

dynamics) probably contributed to some members feeling reluctance and

uncertainty about openly expressing their thoughts and feehngs, or even about

expressing themselves at all'

A third significant source of tension was a lack of well-defined decision making

procedu*;. &;i", we had addressed the importance of consensus in our

ground rules, yet as we attempted corrversati^on and dialogue, we struggled

with .or,r"r,rrul processes. wL could not reach agreement on whether or not

designated roles and ground rules were important to group dynamics. Finding

common ground seeried an erusive, if not impossible task for us.

A.silomar'95, GrouP D RePort '- 3

On the afternoon of the third day, D-Gang divided TI9 -t*.t :T"I:: gt?'q::--:i""
would engage in conversation ur,a "trust.Yr, process" (labeled D-TiP Subgroup)

1^^- -^r^rrllYVvurlr f,rt6s6

letting the line of inqurry 
"*.rg.e 

frol the ionversation 
^*:,?*::;1,:**fiiilil; ffiJ^rilJi?i"q"iry7 based onthe trajectory of inluiq,o:":l:(*

through previous years or p-cang research (earning it lhe designation of D-FILI
..'^-oa*int- nf

il#,P;ii:rhi"'J;9r,1"st"q'upo'i*i11,1i:":'9:-P:b:I:1?":'::":,1urUl.r6r\ruy t. )

each subgroup *r,i.r, took piu.{ a,rrit g th":"Tu*iTg^d,1I 1i1 "}:P.t^o-::t"glvslla sBvo-vE

first that or p'-rip subgrorrp and subse{uently D-FILI subgroup.. Both teams
-^t- --.1t..

agreed to consider the-following triggering q-uestion: what is a design culture

tliat would enable transcendence?
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D-TiP Subgroup report (submitted by Ken, Atne, Diana, and Kathryn)

Because both Kathryn and Diana had separate commitments on Wednesday
afternoon, the first formulation was composed by Ken and Arne. First, Ken
recapitulated his "biological" model of an evolutionary learning organization
(Pari I, below). then Arne and Ken abstracted the characteristics of a "culture
that would enable transcendence" (Part II, below). Later, Diane added two
characteristics that expressed the contributions of herself and Kathryn (Part III,
below)..

After our joint meeting on Thursday afternoon, Diana Td Ken prepared a

revised version of ouriharacteristics of a design group that would enable

transcendence (Part IV, below). At the Friday general meeting, Ken presented
an explanation of that revised version of characteristics (Part V, below).
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Part I

Posed Ouestion: What is a design culture that would enable transcendence?

What processes, characteristics, and/or
organilation would a design culture need if it
were to enable transcendence?

T

Abstract: Such a culture would embody Processes that are arguably the
universal principles of transcendence in the universe. These

universal iules are most easily identified in the process of physical
and biological evolution. These rules/processes/stages can be

abstracted from the work of Prigogine, Eigen, and Maturana and
Varela.

Prigogine
Matter is Process; (it is autocatalytic).
Open syslems can be pushed far-from-equilibrium; (they

experience turbulence).
At far-from-equilibrium, Processes bifurcate; (they create

dissipative structuies; they create a metabolism with their
environment).

* Unfortunately, Kathryn was unable to conclude the Conversation Event with us due to a
tradgedy in heriamily. As representatives of the entire ISI Community, we wish to express our

unity of spirit with her, then as now.
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Eigen
Processes trans catalyze each other
When a protein cycle produces a nucleic acid 

-cyc1e !|ut, in turn,
caialyzes the prot"in to self-reproduce, than a _lhyyercycle"
1a cytte within a cycle: a form of a positive feedback loop) is
formed

When cyclic processes compartmentalize, the increase the fidelity
of their replication.

When compartmentalization and \IP"t.ycles are joined, then a

livin[ cefl (a "compartmented liypercycle") is formed.

Maturana and Varela
Living things are autopoietic, they generate.their own Processes of

'g"rr"Ltion. (Th-"y generate theproteins, etc., that generate

ih.ir \ife and the'oiganization that is their life.)

Living things are a closed 
-(autopoietic) organization and an oPen

metabolic structure.
Living things evolve as they vary F.iI structures to meet the

'chan[ing metabolic iemands of their environments while
mainfairiing the integrity of their organization.

Part II: Characteristics of a design group that enables transcendence.

flexibility and variety of response.

a culture that can lower its boundaries to (or constantly be open to) seek,

accept, and use the tools, services, and products oj other cultures'

maiitain intelrity and reorganize struit rres; maintain sense of affiliation'

a culture that is conscious oipro.ess and is able to consciously reframe itself;

e.8., a living language.
a Iultur" tf,-ut prirrr6, attractors. An attractor is potentiality that is invisible;

you do not ,u" it until the process is well underwiy' E'g:', a gut feeling that'

or,"" acted uPon, creates u'.l"utur focus; or a grouP -of 
colleagues who are

dra*n together at a dinner during an internitional conference, and generate

the excitement that creates a r,ewlook, movement, etc. Enerry, excitement,

then focus.
6) a conscious design.
7) Synergy: a goin[ together, a mutual movement of thinki^g.

Part III:

8) nurturing.
9) a movement forward. on all fronts: body, mind, spirit, time (rhythm), and

group dynamics...
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Part IV:

* flexible* open* nurturing
't maintaining integrity* having attractors* synergizing* having reflexivity* engaging all levels of development.

Part V:

These characteristics do not consider an evolutionary learning organization in
the context of systems within systems. They consider a learning organization
as it enacts its tasks in the present.

The first three characteristics consider the present in the present. The fourth
considers the continuing presence of the past. The fifth considers the felt
presence of the future. The sixth, seventh, and eighth consider effects on
energy, process, and human development that are generated in the present.

D-FILI Subgroup report (submitted by Sue, Alexander, Kathia, and Muriel)

On the afternoon of the thir d, d,ay, D-FILI Subgroup immediately determined
that there were two important tasks facing us, thus our conversation became
focused on accomplishing two objectives: 1) to debrief and Process what had
occurred during the first two and half days with the larger conversation grouP;
and 2) to identify and frame (clarify) the research question(s) that would guide
and inform our inquiry for the coming year. We knew it was too late in the
week to accomplish more than this.

Debriefins and Processing'

The debriefing and processing session became an exploration of the following
question: What lessons have we learned from this experience? Our intent was
twofold. First, some of us needed to work through the feelings we exPerienced
as a result of the unresolved dissonance in the dynamics of the larger
conversation group. Second, w€ wanted to determine whether this aspect of D-
Gang experience could contribute information to the larger ISI community in
general, and to future organizing and planning for the Asilomar Conversation
event in particular.
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As a Subgroup of D-Gang, artalryzing the three tension sources, w€ determined
that the lack of agreement on common goals (related to different expectations
for the conversation dynamic) was probably the largest obstacle for D-G an1g, and
one that may be avoidable through some basic organizational procedures. We
thought the Asilomar'9l D-Gang experience in this area might hold some
important lessons for the larger ISI community and the planning of future
Asilomar events. It was proposed that making explicit the nature and intent of
various conversation groups might reduce the likelihood that people would
joir a group expecting one type of inquiry only to discover that they would
iitety expeiienie something fundamentally different. The ProPosal to describe
the natuie (identity) and intent (purpose/goals) of each conversation grouP and
to then communicate these in advance to prospective Asilomar participants
was discussed in the afternoon meeting held on our last day. It is our sincere
hope that clarity of identity and purpose will not only help,reduce uncertainty
and confusion about expectations, but that it may in fact help us develop a
diversity of topic and process options that wilt contribute significantly to the
strength and integrity of the ISI community as a whole.

Next we turned our focus to identifying and framing the questions that would
guide our inquiry for the coming year. We agreed to carry on with the work
that some members of D-FILI Subgroup had done in previous years of D-Gang
activity to explore the following questions:

1. What is a design culture?
2. What are the tools, strategies, and methods used within a design

culture?
3. What are the relational dynamics between/among design tools and

processes that would be appropriate for a design community?

It was decided that this year's work would continue to use these questions as

core elements in the research design, working toward a clearer understanding
of an evolutionary learning community as ideal learning systems that
proactively co-evolves with its envirorunent toward the creation of a D9s1Sn

Culture. In this pursuit, w€ would gather data and information around the
following interpenetrating strands of inquiry, which function as our learning
objectives:

1. Research and identify knowledg" sources relevant to Evolutionary
Learning Communities (ELCs), including relevant work in the fields of
systems theory, systems desigR, organizational and managemgnt
science, as well as current learning theory from the neuro and
cognitive sciences, and other branches of psycholory.
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research hypotheses that follow:

ELCs are those human activity systems that pursue sustainable pathways
for co-evolutionary development in synergistic interaction with their
milieu. Thuy do so by means of individual, grouP, and oyganizational

processes of 
"*powerment 

and learning h9ry-t9 learn' We postulate
inut one of the ei.ergent effects of operatibnal ELCs could be the creation

of ideal-nurturing le"arning ecologies. These ecologies are designel_olt
of the mater / eiergy u.J inforiration environments in which ELCs

operate. An active leirning ecology for one or more ELCs would serve as

their Design Culture. ThJspreud-of Design Culture(s) could propitiate
the emanutior, of other ELCs through purpbseful positive feedback cycles

of sustainable evolutionary systems design.

Asilomar'9S, Group D RePort " 9

agreed to also contact the Institute for Collaborative Community Studies (ICCS)

iri tttor,terey, California, which one of our members considered another

example of'a nascent Evolutionary Learning Community. C911act with the

ICCS has now been made independently (and in person) by all four members of
our Subgroup, and we will be engaged in a collaborative inquiry with staff and

members of this community as well. '

Other examples of ELCs continue to come to our attention. One is
"Coevolutioh Southern Idaho," which is a "process of community-level
participation in the evolution of culture toward forms which are more

i.rppoitive of the process of human fulfillment and a sustainable relationship

*itt the environrient" (Shapiro, 1995, from an unpublished manu_script

describing the process). A member of our subgrolp has contacted the

coordinutor of ihis evolutionary process, and a collaborative learning 
-

parrnership between CSI and tSt is in the offing. As of the mid AP_Iil 19?6, three
^rrror" ELC; have been identified and contacted: one is within the Illinois state

school system; another is DynExcel, an organization located in Monterrey/

Mexico; and the third is the-Club of Budapest with it's world-wide system

Regional Centers of Planetary Collciousness (RCPCs) - one_ T -Mot 
terrey/

U&ico, and another recently established in San Francisco, California. We are

confident that as this netwoik of ELCs and the process of collaborative inquiry
develop, more examples and field sites will come to our attention, bringing
more gtCs into the learning network.

Conclusions

We expect ongoing D-Gang inquiry to lead us to a better understanding of
ELCs, ho* th[y w"ork, and-how give rise to a Design Culture, as well as how

design culturei, ir, turn, foster eiolutionary_ learning. In additiot , Y" hope to

gaifa better understanding of the nature of leurning itself.- Our action research

ideal is to seek out, identif!, and nurture emerging Evolutionary Learning

Communities (ELCs). These we define beloyr, with the concordant set of
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For those of you who are interested in pursuing the line of inquiry outlined in
the previous section, here are some things you may wish to do:

1. Perhaps the most important thing is to be interested in learning about
building a design culture on the understanding that we are following an
intact line of inquiry and therefore will build on the knowledgu base
developed in previous years of research. Each D-Gang member seeks to be
open to all contributions that help evolve the line of inquiry with which we
are engaged (including, taking it in new'and unforeseen directions).
Therefore, each of us integrates our contributions as part of an on-going
research process. With such a disposition, D-Gang is open to whomever
wishes to join the inquiry.

2. Familiarize yourself with the research trajectory of D-Gang:

"Design Tools: Toward the concrete and conceptual heuristics of a design
culture." Proceedings of the Sixth Annual International Conference of ISI.
Asilomar Conference Center, Pacific Grove, CA: 13-18 Novemb er L994. Pp.
55-77.

"Invitation to Collaborate in D-Gang's Following an Intact Line of lnquiry
Subgrolrp." The lSl Conaersatio,ns Newsletter, Vol. I, No. 3, December L995.

Pp.5-5.

"Building a Design Culture through Evolutionary Learning Communities."
The ISI Conversatio,ns Newsletter, Vol. I, No. 4, March L996. P. 5.

3. Choose some area of systems design, organizational leaming, evolutionary
dynamics, systems inquiry, trends in education, learning and human
development, world trends and social evolution, or organizational change,
and beCome familiar with the concepts and their implications for D-Gang's
line of inquiry. For example, at least two of our current members plan to
ground pirt of their inquiry in current brain research, drawing from theory
ind knowledg" sources in the neuro and cognitive sciences. To aid you in
this preparation, we have compiled a resource list for designing a DeqigR
Culture through Evolutionary Learning Communities and attached it
below. This represents D-Gang Knowledg" base, and may also be found on-
line thanks to the efforts of Mark Ottenberg and his ISI Access Center. The
Access Center is located on the World Wide Web at the following site:
http:/ / www.clark.net / pub /nhp/isi/homepage.html. It appears under the
heading of D-Gang Knowledge Base: DCs and ELC.s (referring to the Design
Cultures and Evolutionary Learning Communities which form the subject
of our inquiry).

I
T
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D-Gang Knowledge Base
A resource list for designing a Design Culture through

Evolutionary Learning Communities

Systems Inquiry

Ackoff, R.L. "The Systems Revolution" in Long Range Plann-ingrLg!6, PP.!-2A.
Banathy, Bela H. Designing Social Systems in a Changing World. New York:

Plenum Press, L996.

von Bertalanffy, L. General System Theory: Essays on its Foundation and

Deaelopment, rev. ed. New York: George Brazillet, L968.

Boulding, K.E. "General Systems Theory -- $e skeleton of science" in
Ivlanagement Science, VoI 2, No.3,. 1956, pp' 197-208'

BuIIock, AIin and Oliver Stallybrass, eds. The Fontana Dictionary of Modern

Thoughf. London: Fontana/ Collins, L977'

Checkland,?. Systems Thinking, Systems Practice. New York: Wiley, 1981.

"The Shape of the Systems Movement" in lournal of Applied Systems

Analysis. Vol. 6, L979, PP. 129-135.

and J. Scnot es. Soft Sys{ems Methodology in Action. New York: Wiley &
Sons, 1990.

Churchman, C. West and Russell L. Ackoff. Methods of lnquiry: An

lntroduction to Philosophy and Scientific Method. Saint Louis:
Educational Publishers, 1950.

Flood, R.L. "An Improved Version of the Process of Total Systems

Intervention 1fS9" in Systems Practice, Vol. 8, L995, p. 3.

"Liberating Systems Theory: Toward critical systems theory." Human

Relations, Vol. 43, No. 1', \990, pp, 49-75.
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