
Today, my talk is titled Language & Work and it completes Chapter 13 titled “Center and
Periphery.”  I thought I would jump right in and review previous concepts when it seems
appropriate as well as bring in important related topics from other chapters.   First, a few
disclaimers.

1. I would like to think of myself as a teacher or counselor.  Mainly of things that I know.
However, there are some concepts in this talk that I don’t grasp in my bones; still, I am
being encouraged to share them with the chance I might know them on a deeper level.
Maybe you know them on a deeper level.  Great.  If not, maybe they will help you in
some capacity.  If not, that is okay too.

2. There are many quotes from Albert Low.  As I said before, you will recognize and hear
the difference from my words.

3. I want to emphasize my appreciation in being able to give this talk and the time and
energy you are taking to do so.

4. There aren’t a lot of examples in terms of how it relates to my experience.  The biggest
one is the process of preparing for the talk.  It was very much related to today’s topics:
language, work and more.

5. Questions did come up for me which is great!  Still, I kept hoping for an idea that would
lead to a “product” and ultimately a Dharma talk, but it never came.  In the end, it is just a
talk about language and work,so to speak.

Here we go:

Now, at the end of my last talk, the process of Projection was briefly brought up.  Low writes:
“The avoidance of responsibility is what the psychologist calls Projection.”  This is what Low
says about projection: “We project because of a conflict within ourselves due to the struggle
between “being-as-center” and “being-as-periphery” known as the “basic polarity.”  This
“psychological” projection is what makes us different from animals.  We are not different from
animals in terms of having the center-periphery reality.  Animals know that there are entities “out
there” that are separate from them.  Low writes: “The animal, however, is unable to express this
duality through language.”  Animals communicate. A recent NY Times article talked about how
we mostly get it wrong about what our dogs are communicating to us.  Language apparently is
not needed to communicate.  Animals do other things like pair up, create and defend territory
and rely on hierarchy to deal with the basic polarity they surely face.  Humans superimpose
language onto communication.  Humans project.

SLIDE: Projection

 Origin of projection
First recorded in 1470–80; from Latin prōjectiōn- (stem of prōjectiō ) “a throwing forward”;
see project, -ion

https://www.dictionary.com/browse/project
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/ion


Begin Sharing

This “primary polarity” humans face has different causes and even names, depending on who
you reference.  Rather than the struggle being experienced over time as many have believed
including the references used in Freudian psychology concepts described earlier in the chapter,
Albert Low says, again, it is within us naturally.  He says the primary polarity is projected through
language as the “primary word.”  Every major language has the subject-verb-object split.  In a
minute, you will see a diagram that describes this.  It is said that a young child learning their
mother tongue achieves something special through this splitting.  However, the real
achievement is the coalescing or making sense of it all.  The struggle or tension we experience
as being human is expressed through language.  Low uses many sources here including :
Noam Chomsky, Oswald Spengler, and Arthur Koestler, etc

Talk about the image.



The Idea could be a thought not yet expressed, the intention of saying something, an image like
a geometric shape or mathematical equation, past memory or something about the future, a
sensation or feeling, etc.

Earlier in the chapter, Low writes:

“The Will, or Id, is divided against itself, and this gives rise to the basic conflict.”  “This conflict is
reconciled by the primordial idea, and out of this idea time, space and, therefore, existence
become possible.”  Later on, we will revisit the concept of Will and break down the process into
parts that may shed some light things.

How is knowing about this helpful when we can’t or don’t necessarily see this happening in real
time?  We might get some clues if we understand “The Dilemma a bit more.”

Dilemma

 Origin of dilemma
First recorded in 1515–25; from Late Latin, from Greek dílēmma, equivalent to di- “two, twice”
(see di-1) + lêmma “an assumption, premise,” derivative of lambánein “to take”

People think dilemma has “two horns” (having to choose from 2 not
very appealing premises) but Albert Low in Z&CM says the Dilemma
has 4.

 Origin of assumption
First recorded in 1250–1300; Middle English assumpcioun, assompcioun, assumsion, from Latin
assūmptiōn- (stem of assūmptiō ), equivalent to assūmpt(us) “taken up” (past participle of
assūmere ) + -iōn- noun suffix; see origin at assume, -ion

 Origin of premise
First recorded in 1325–75; Middle English premiss, from Medieval Latin praemissa, noun use of
feminine of Latin praemissus, past participle of praemittere “to send before,” equivalent to prae-
“before, in front, ahead,” + mittere “to send”; see pre-

I covered the Dilemma (aka the Basic Polarity) briefly in my original book review but the author
says that mental work is all about facing and resolving dilemmas and he gave some examples.

https://www.dictionary.com/browse/di
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/assume
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/ion
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/p-r-e-


But Low asked whether a general principle could be developed related to all jobs.  Here is what
he said:

“If so, one would get a paradigm that could be used as a means of identifying the particular
dilemma underlying any particular work.  This would make the dilemma conscious.  At present a
manager must deal with the dilemma at an unconscious level, and therefore inarticulate, level.
The solutions she comes to may be correct, but because they are inarticulate they cannot be
communicated, nor, often, are they as simple as they could be if they were exposed to the light
of conscious reason.“

I will talk more about the Dilemma a bit later, but this explanation helped me potentially answer
the question of whether I am getting too technical for my own good.  Maybe knowing about our
process of projection and language may help us become more conscious in our use of
language.  It seems language changes every 20 years or so, and maybe even faster now.  It
makes it tricky for people to keep up.  Feelings are hurt.  Misunderstandings abound.

Here is where the talk gets a bit technical and abstract.  As I mentioned, I get it.  Something
comes to me.  Then I lose it.  It comes back.  See if we can let it roll over us.  Just a gentle
reminder that in the beginning of the chapter, the first part of the book talked more about the
structure and process of the organization in order to produce a product.  It is more static.  The
book is now moving into a more dynamic phase.  He said it was important for managers,
although not to have to be an expert, to understand the human condition.  Also, there is a part



that is relevant to a main piece of the talk, that describes a process that is available to all of us.
I will point out this section at the end of this technical section.

{A Few Good Men Court room scene with Tom Cruise and Jack Nicholson.  Do I ask the
General or not?}

Desire or Will (I am looking at these as very similar or even the same), as the author says,
manifests as the two modes of being: center and periphery.  They can’t be experienced but it
gives rise to the conflict being reconciled and thus is the source of experience.  “Experience is
therefore polarized and has for its basic poles perception and action.

We will now look at the process as described by Low and then break it down into parts so we
can slow it down, see it visually and analyze it a bit.

{Describe next slide} Will is a Holon just like an organization is.



{Describe next slide} Will is the urge towards “self-actualization.” The Will, or Id, which is the
source of those unknown & uncomfortable forces by which we are lived.” Will is individual and
cannot be divided.  But the two modes of being are mutually exclusive, and consequently a
conflict is inherent within Will – the Basic Polarity. The Will and the two inferior principles, a
supernal triad, are not existing, but form the source of existence.”



{Describe next slide} This structure is the structure of being-the-center and being-the-periphery.
Read middle of page 114 However, in so far as the two inferior principles have a structure that
can be revealed, they can be considered to be.  This structure is the structure of
being-the-center & being-the-periphery.”

{Describe Next Slide}  There is a 3rd mode of being due to this striving to be “whole:”
Being-of-Existence.  Note the latin definition of existence.



{Describe Next Slide}  We perceive and we act. The importance of this simple observation
will be seen at the end of the talk. Structure is connected to Time.  Process is connected to
Space.  Structure and Process are self-limitations of Will.



This too heady?  Change in direction?

As I have mentioned in previous talks, perhaps the most interesting part of the book comes with
the concept of a “product.”  This product comes from an idea, put into form and where there is a
demand.  Low says when talking about language:  “The word arises through the possibility
inherent in humans to project – and therefore to hypostatize and thereby neutralize- the
primary duality.’

“But the word, the fact, only becomes such when it is received.  To me, received is like demand.

So Low posits that the product that organizations make, that we humans make, is done in the
basic formation of language, even in basic sentences.

Compare this to a product that we make i.e. a meal, taking a loved one to an appointment,
walking the dog, navigating traffic, saying our first words and sentences etc.  In the next slide,
we will see the image of a product which includes ideas put into form with a demand.  But you
will also see where the author, I believe, uses Zen to bring his point across.  You will see arrows
pointing in and out at the edges of the triangle.  This references not only the outer edges but



also towards the center.  These arrows represent tension and they give the center and periphery
its strength.

So we are “creating” products as we learn our mother tongue.  Think about how natural it
becomes to us and how conditioned we are.  Language appears to be the launching point of this
product creating that we humans do.  People say they are humbled, sometimes when they are
admitted to a respected club.  Well, this seems humbling.  We don’t have to think about making
“products.”  More and more, it reminds me to be more compassionate to myself and others.

Stop sharing.

Several articles in the NY Times, recently, have talked about language and artificial intelligence.
One was about geometric shapes and how it may make humans different from animals and in
particular to this study how baboons couldn’t identify geometric shapes, although they could
identify an image of apple slices on the kiosk computer screen since they receive apple slices
as a reward for things, perhaps for things like picking out an apple slice image on a computer
screen.  In the last line of the article one of the researchers was positing that language may
have originally started out as a representation device, to represent facts, rather than a
communication device.

Another article was about mathematics, a language in itself.  One was about animals, one about
how “every creature on earth exists in its own unique perceptual world.”  The writer references



philosopher Thomas Nagel’s 1974 classic essay “What is it like to be a Bat?”  I personally think
it is hard enough to describe what it is like to be human!

However, this use of language only goes so far.  We hear it in Zen.  Krishnamurti said the “Word
is not the Thing.”  “Thought is alway delayed,” he would say. Words can only point to what
reality is like.  Last week, I watched all 4 episodes of Michael Polland’s Mind on Plants on
Netflix: LSD, Psychopsylium, MDMA (Ecstasy) and Peyote. In one of the episodes, an older
woman with cancer and a Roman Catholic was facing existential fears about death and guilt.
During her trip, she remembered a mis-carriage in her early 20’s and felt responsible.  The
Virgin Mary came to her during her trip and told her “I will take care of your baby.”  When asked
later about this, she said: ``There are no words.” Another woman in the LSD episode was
asked to describe her experience and said: “Well, I couldn’t possibly describe it … Don’t you see
it?”  Now, I am not for or against using psychedelic drugs, but it appears these experiences help
people see that words and language are limited in describing the human experience.

The reconciliation (of the Basic Polarity) only goes so far, as the author writes. Bottom of page
120 and top of page 121. “Underlying the deliverance, therefore, is the threat, and the threat
can only be overcome by labor.  Man was innocent in the Garden of Eden until eating the fruit of
the tree that was “to be desired to make one wise.” (Genesis 3:6.)   Since he first created
language, man has struggled to overcome the tyranny of his own creation.”

I wanted to mention a few things about projection and dilemma before we wrap up.

The word “project” comes from Latin; the word “problem” from Greek: the Latin and Greek
meanings for both project and problem are: to throw forward or something thrown (at you).  I first
heard this from Krishnamurti who differentiated problems from facts.  He said the brain is
trained in problems.  To always be looking for problems.

Has it always been this way?   That our own creation is a problem?  That our ability to project–to
throw out or away helps us look at things as problems.  Sometimes, this is helpful i.e. to learn
languages, drive a car, space exploration; but when it moves into the psychological realm, it is
not.  But conditioning all the while.  So then we look at fact or form – the two were
interchangeable with Low.  Krishnamurti encouraged us to look at things as facts, not problems.
Facts wither away, if we let them.  Rarely or if at all are we faced with something thrown at us.
We think it is, though.

Another mention about projection and dilemma.  As I mentioned earlier about what Low said:
“The creation of language was the original sin; its promise was paradise, the price, eternal
labor.“   Here is what Low wrote in the chapter “The Dilemma”: “The work situation has great
psychological value. Through work man is able to escape the effects of the dilemma by
projecting it into the work situation.  In a well-organized situation, the dilemma is, as it were,
caged, and the man is able to enjoy its power without seemingly paying its price.  Work is not
the invention of Western man; our contribution has been to deify work. Industrial work is



modern man’s answer to a religionless society.  In past societies, religion provided the source of
man’s work, and through spiritual work religion showed man how to go beyond the dilemma.
The Mandala of the Buddhists and the Cross of the Christians can be seen to be the symbol of
the conflicting forces to which man is subject and the degree of suffering that these forces can
create. Zen, more than any other spiritual discipline, invites man to seek the heart of the
primordial dilemma in a way that does not destroy its potential.”

Possibly related to this is something I found interesting was the follow up to Zen & Creative
Management : “Conflict and Creativity at Work,” which came out in 2008, didn’t include any
chapters on Zen other than references.

Maybe this is one of the reasons why he removed the Zen chapters for the follow up book.  We
deify work in a way that doesn’t leave room for religions as we did in the past.  A recent book
titled Work, Pray, Code: When Work becomes Religion by Caroline Chen, a sociologist and
associative professor at UC Berkeley, points to this.

P. 15 In the first chapter of the book, Low writes: “the role of a manager is not simply to solve
problems but also to resolve dilemmas.”

Perhaps my favorite quote this time around, maybe the whole book.  He says:  “To do mental
work it is necessary to face and resolve a dilemma, and it is because of this that work is hard.  If
there were no dilemma, there would be no mental work, but because there is a dilemma, work is
necessary.”

So I will end with a final note about language and how it relates to work.  Plus a possible
solution in Meditation  It might give us something to think about and even work on, but not in the
traditional Silicon Valley way.

Perception:

Low writes: P. 181 “Perception ends in an idea; intellect in a logical formulation. Perception
therefore concerns itself with a totality, with a whole, while the intellect concerns itself with parts.
Perception concerns itself with the idea, the intellect with the fact that expresses that idea.
Perception is immediate, timeless; intellect is in time, it passes through stages.”

We can’t really take claim of our ideas.  That is true for someone like Einstein, Steve Jobs,
Mother Theresa, Oprah Winfrey.  Even the Buddha?

P. 179 “The perception of ideas is best termed a “cosmic-organic” process.”  And that “ideas
are conceived in the cosmos but perceived in the organism.”



When we make products, ideas come to us.  They don’t come logically or thinking them through.
That is for later down the line, when we put words to our actions.

Start Sharing Again?

Perception —---->>>> Action

Idea —------->>>> Fact

Structure —----->>>>Process

Capacity —--->>>>>>Ability  (a future topic)

P. 200 -201 from the chapter Zen : Creativity Through The Dilemma

Finally, I will end with what else another Albert Low quote from the chapter Zen: Creativity
Through The Dilemma:

“But when the practitioner becomes adept, the stress and effort is transformed into tautness and
the mind becomes “like a drawn bow.”  As long as there is no reconciling idea, the mind is in a
state of alert readiness. Drowsiness does occur, but this is a condition that comes from falling
away from the tautness.  The “mind” is perceiving–in other words, it is fully active– but there is
no content to the perceiving other than the act of perception itself.  This act of perception is not
a separate discrete act; it is the condition of wholeness and completeness that is the birthright of
each of us.”

{  Question:

Is the knowledge and understanding (desire to make one wise) …?

What is so appealing?  I find it feels rewarding when I get what the author is trying to say

Or does this help us understand ourselves more, on a deeper level?

There are a-ha moments that come after studying and thinking about the material.  Robert
Pirsig’s Zen & the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance wrote that one of the things that happens
when we get unstuck is that it won’t happen logically.  It will come to us when we aren’t thinking



about it.  He also said we have to have a feel for the material.  I know personally I have to stay
on top of this; otherwise, I lose it!  }


