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The Warmth of Circle

We don’t know exactly when our early hominid ancestors began using fire for cooking, toolmaking, and warming. But it 

was at least one million years ago. A few archaeologists expect to discover evidence dating the first use of fire back to 2 

million years. Whenever hominids began using fire intentionally, we know they sat in Circle. There was no other way for 

everyone to be warm.  

And so it is today. If we want people to feel warmly welcomed, let us return to Circle. Let us rely on Circle as the form 

that invites contribution from everyone, that evokes individual and collective wisdom, that creates the conditions for us to 

resolve our afflictions and create new possibilities. Let us rely on Circle to awaken our innate human qualities of 

generosity, creativity, and kindness.  

Perhaps it’s two million years of knowing that humans can get through anything as long as we’re together. Perhaps it’s 

two million years of knowing that whatever the problem, community is the answer. Perhaps it’s two million years of 

knowing that Circle is the most potent form for human meeting. Circle is still alive today in Indigenous communities 

everywhere.  

Circle is the geometry of human beings being fully human. 

We have this knowing in our DNA but still, in these times, we need ancient memories to be evoked, inspiring us to bring 

this primal form to life now. We have sat in too many meetings at large rectangular tables, or in audiences where 

frustrated and angry people yell to get the attention of leaders.  

All these decades, we’ve been using the wrong forms, forms that promote individual expression, not community and 

collective thinking. We have a cultural norm that everyone is welcome to their own individual opinion and it is this 

primacy on individual experience that’s created this culture: everyone shouting to be heard, trying to make their lives 

visible to the rest of us.    

We live in a fantasy world of individualism when, in truth, our great need is to be together. We’ve created loneliness and 

frustration and rage by our fantastical ideas that every individual voice counts independent of who’s with us or why we 

are together. The only context is our personal experience within a hostile collective. We can’t help but see others as 

adversaries rather than companions. 

Circle is the form that both calms people down and makes us visible to one another. In Circle, there is no center stage, no 

podium, no way to maintain a platform of certainty. People try, but it doesn’t last long, and those who try to draw all the 

attention to themselves in a Circle end up feeling foolish, silenced, (or angry that they have to treat other people with 

equity). 



What is the magic of Circle? It’s reconnecting with our primal knowing of how to be together, ancient caring that we all 

keep warm around the fire. One to two million years of feeling safe, welcome, and curious together about what matters.  

In this terrifying era of disconnection and isolation, the only remedy is connection. We need to belong, we need to feel 

welcome for participating, and we need to feel equal. Circle is the easiest way to fulfill these needs. Yet calling the Circle 

is too often a revolutionary act, an uphill battle. Peter Block has commented that no matter how you set the room up 

beforehand, the tables come back by morning. Yes they do.  

Creating Circles, clearing the room of tables, getting people out from behind desks, turning screens into spaces of 

connection—this takes our absolute conviction that we must do this. And once people experience it, as Tenneson 

beautifully describes throughout, Circle sells itself. Circle welcomes us back to the deep enduring memory of what it feels 

like to be in community--caring, curious and making sure that all of us share the warmth.  

Circle is the essential form to use when we need to bring people together and form relationships. It is the first form. 

Starting with Circle, we gather, connect, see one another. We rest in the grace of this primal form and are warmed by 

one another’s presence. We are companions, not adversaries. We come to know that humans can get through anything 

as long as we’re together. 

Dwell With This Book

This book is an evocation to remember who we can be together. It is an invitation to play, to experiment, to be led by 

curiosity and compassion. It is an offering from a trustworthy guide who gently yet insistently shares his stories, 

experiences, practices, wisdom. 

I want to suggest how to most benefit from this book. Read Section One with “dwelling mind.” (The German 

philosopher Heidegger created this distinction between dwelling and analytic minds.)  Dwelling mind frees us from 

needing to make sense or to immediately grasp for understanding our experience. Free of analysis, our mind opens to 

sensations, insights, intuition, memories—these develop in the spaciousness of a mind that is genuinely disinterested in 

immediate conclusions, a mind trusted to weave it all together if given space.   

Dwell with Section One, let it evoke your primal memories, a deep knowing that can then be trusted to guide you to your 

own experiments and discoveries. With these awakened memories, now go into the techniques and practices, the 

essences and applications, that make for good Circles. 

And enjoy this generous, intriguing and compelling journey. 

Margaret Wheatley is author of twelve books, from Leadership and the New Science (1992) to Restoring Sanity: Practices 

to Awaken Generosity, Creativity, and Kindness in Ourselves and Our Organizations (2024). Explore 

www.margaretwheatley.com. 

“This book is an evocation to remember who we can be together. It is an invitation to play, to experiment, to be let by 

curiosity and compassion. It is an offering from a trustworthy guide who gently yet insistently shares his stories, 

experiences, practices, wisdom.” 
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