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Foreword 

Charles Handy writes early on in his seminal new 
book: 

Rather like central heating, the telephone and its 
attachments make it possible today for people to 
work together without being together in one 
place. The scattered organization is now a reality. 
The implications, as we shall see, are consider
able. It is not an unmixed blessing, for being to
gether has always been part of the fun. As Pascal 
once said, "All the world's ills stem from the fact 
that a man cannot sit in a room alone." Increas
ingly, he, and she, may have to. 

That paragraph is especially poignant as I sit here 
alone at a desk in my gray, somber hotel room in 
Reykjavik, Iceland, writing a foreword to a book by 
an Irishman, educated in England and the United 
States, which I will FAX to Handy's publisher in Bos
ton only minutes before the deadline or the editor's 
patience runs out. 

vii 



VIII FOREWORD 

Charles Handy's book is about the story of our 
time: change. He writes eloquently and movingly 
about some changes that seem as minor as the little 
pulses of air caused by the quiet whirring of butterfly 
wings, but with profound effects on our weather sys
tems, to blockbusting changes that directly influence 
the ways we think and the ways we live. He writes 
about changes in technology, changes in patterns of 
work and our social institutions, changes in our social 
relations (like marriage), and changes in how we per
ceive and feel about one another. 

With characteristic British modesty and under
statement, Handy tells us that his "book is addressed 
primarily to those who work in and who manage or
ganizations or some part of them . . ." In truth, his 
book will give meaning and hope to all of us trying to 
understand and cope successfully and with good hu
mor with what can only be called the Copernican 
changes affecting all of humankind, change that al
ternately gives us the jitters and vertigo-on our 

good days. 
Handy manages to write about these cosmic 

changes in a cunningly simple way and with graphic 
examples that are drawn from his enviable wide pal
ette of experiences: as a young executive in Malaysia, 
a professor at the London Business School, the War
den of St. George's House in Windsor Castle, as a 
popular BBC commentator and world-renowned lec
turer, chairman of the Royal Society of Arts, and as a 

husband and father. 
The book is crammed with insights that get right 

into the crawl spaces of our lives where very few have 
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even endeavored to explore. In so doing he advances 
our thinking with a remarkable set of new phrases 
(not stale academic jargon that almost belies Handy's 
education in classics at Oriel College). He introduces 
us to such phrases as "portfolio marriages," "the elec
tronic shamrock," "the inverted doughnut," "horizon
tal Fast Tracking," and many others that I will leave 
to his readers to savor and enjoy-and learn from. 

Not since McLuhan's work have I been so inspired 
by a book that has treated me to so many insightful 
and useful ideas. And it's probably no accident that 
in both cases we are hearing these words from, yes, 
"foreigners." McLuhan, the Torontonian and Handy, 
the son of a Church of Ireland vicar. Thorstein Veb
len, another redoubtable foreigner whose work 
Handy's sometimes resembles, once wrote that "mar
ginality" -the quality of being neither altogether in
side or altogether outside the system-informs the 
intelligence and gives the "marginal man" the third 
eye that penetrates the culture as no insider could. 
Handy does that for us. 

Graham Greene once wrote that "there always 
comes a moment in time when a door opens and lets 
the future in." That's what Charles Handy has done 
for all of us-opened that adventurous door. 

April 1990 Warren Bennis 
University Professor and 
Distinguished Professor of Business 

Administration 
University of Southern California 
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The Argument 

THE SCENE was the General Synod of the Church 
of England in the 1980s. The topic being debated 

was the controversial proposition that women be ad
mitted to the priesthood. A speaker from the floor of 
the Chamber spoke with passion, "In this matter," he 
cried, "as in so much else in our great country, why 
cannot the status quo be the way forward?" 

It was the heartfelt plea not only of the tradition
alists in that Church but of those in power, anywhere, 
throughout the ages. If change there has to be, let it 
be gradual, continuous change. That way, the cynic 
might observe, nothing changes very much. 

Continuous change is comfortable change. The 
past is then the guide to the future. An American 
friend, visiting Britain and Europe for the first time 
wondered, "Why is it that over here whenever I ask 
the reason for anything, any institution or ceremony 
or set of rules, they always give me an historical an
swer, 'because'; whereas in my country we always 
want a functional answer, 'in order to.''' Europeans, 

3 



4 THE AGE OF UNREASON 

I suggested, look backward to the best of their history 
and change as little as they can; Americans look for
ward and want to change as much as they may. 

Circumstances do, however, combine occasionally 
to discomfort the advocates of the status quo. Wars, 
of course, are the great discomforters, but so is tech
nology, when it takes one of its leaps forward as it did 
in the Industrial Revolution; so is demography, when 
it throws up baby booms or busts; so is a changing set 
of values, like that which occurred during the student 
unrest of 1968, and so are economics. 

Circumstances are now once again, I believe, com
bining in curious ways. Change is not what it used to 
be. The status quo will no longer be the best way 
forward. The best way will be less comfortable and 
less easy but, no doubt, more interesting-a word 
we often use to signal an uncertain mix of danger and 
opportunity. If we wish to enjoy more of the oppor
tunity and less of the risk, we need to understand the 
changes better. Those who know why changes come 
waste less effort in protecting themselves or in fight
ing the inevitable. Those who realize where changes 
are heading are better able to use those changes to 
their own advantage. The society which welcomes 
change can use th\lt change instead of just reacting 
to it. 

George Bernard Shaw once observed that all pro
gress depends on the unreasonable man. His argu
ment was that the reasonable man adapts himself to 
the world, while the unreasonable persists in trying 
to adapt the world to himself; therefore for any 
change of consequence we must look to the un-
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t.,C'1)~?/ 
reasonable man, or, I mus~add, to the unreasonable 
woman. 

While in Shaw's day, perhaps, most men were rea
sonable, we are now entering an Age of Unreason, 
when the future, in so many areas, is there to be 
shaped, by us and for us-a time when the only pre
diction that will hold true is that no predictions will 
hold true; a time, therefore, for bold imaginings in 
private life as well as public, for thinking the unlikely 
and doing the unreasonable. 

The purpose of this book is to promote a better 
understanding of the changes which are already 
about us, in order that we may, as individuals and as 
a society, suffer less and profit more. Change, after 
all, is only another word for growth, another syno
nym for learning. We can all do it, and enjoy it, if we 
want to. 

The story or argument of this book rests on three 
assumptions: 

1) that the changes are different this time: they 
are discontinuous and not part of a pattern; such dis
continuity happens from time to time in history, al
though it is confusing and disturbing, particularly to 
those in power; 

2) that it is the little changes which can in fact 
make the biggest differences to our lives, even if 
these go unnoticed at the time, and that it is the 
changes in the way our work is organized which will 
make the biggest differences to the way we all will 
live; and 

3) that discontinuous change requires discontin
uous upside-down thinking to deal with it, even if 
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both thinkers and thoughts appear absurd at first 
sight. 

CHANGE IS NOT WHAT IT USED TO BE 

Thirty years ago I started work in a world-famous 
multinational company. By way of encouragement, 
my employers produced an outline of my future ca
reer. "This will be your life," they said, "with titles of 
likely jobs." The outline ended, I remember, with 
myself as chief executive of a particular company in a 
particular far-off country. I was, at the time, suitably 
flattered. I left them long before I reached the 
heights they planned for me, and by then I knew that 
not only did the job they had picked out no longer 
exist, neither did the company I would have direc
ted nor even the country in which I was to have oper
ated. 

Thirty years ago I thought that life would be one 
long continuous line, sloping upward with luck. To
day I know better. Thirty years ago that company saw 
the future as largely predictable, to be planned for 
and managed. Today we are less certain about the 
future. Thirty years ago most people thought that 
change would mean more of the same, only better. 
They expected and welcomed this incremental 
change. Today we know that in many areas oflife we 
cannot guarantee more of the same, be it work or 
money, peace or freedom, health or happiness, and 
cannot even predict with confidence what will be 
happening in our own lives. Change is now more 
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chancy, but also more exciting, if we want to see it 
that way. 

Change has, of course, always been what we 
choose to make it, good or bad, trivial or crucial. 
Take, for instance, the one word change, and con
sider how we use it. How many other words are asked 
to do so many things? 

Change is part of life (a noun universal) 
There is a change in the arrangements (a noun partic
ular) 
Please count your change (a noun metaphorical) 
Please change this wheel (a verb transitive) 
I will not change (a verb intransitive) 
Where do I change trains? (a verb metaphorical) 
She is a clever change agent (an adjective) 

Where the same word is used to describe the trivial 
(a change of clothes) and the profound (a change of 
life), how can we easily distinguish whether it is her
alding something important or not? When the same 
word can mean "progress" and "inconsistency," how 
should we know which is which? We might well ask 
whether the English language was devised to confuse 
the foreigner, or ourselves? 

For many years, we have viewed change as within 
our control-more of the same only better, and, if 
possible, for more people. It was a comfortable view 
of change, one which, in the growth-heady days of 
the sixties and seventies, allowed so many to marry 
idealism to their personal prosperity. It allowed the 
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big to grow bigger, the powerful to look forward to 
more power, and even the dispossessed to hope for 
some share of the action one day. It was a view of 
change which upset no one. The only trouble was 
that it did not work. It never has worked anywhere 
for very long, and even those societies in which it has 
seemed to be working, Japan, Germany, and, per
haps, the USA, are about to see that it does not work 
forever. In each of those societies, it is now increas
ingly relevant to ask, "What is the next trick?" be
cause the current one shows every sign of losing its 
effectiveness. 

It is not just because the pace of change has 
speeded up, which it has done, of course. We must 
all, sometime, have seen one of those graphs com
paring, say, the speed of travel in 500 Be and every 
one hundred years thereafter, with the line suddenly 
zooming upward ever steeper in the last inch or two 
of the chart as we approached modem times, when 
horses are superseded by cars, then by planes and 
then by rockets. Faster change by itself sits quite 
comfortably with the "more only better" school. It is 
only when the graph goes off the chart that we need 
to start to worry, because then things get less pre
dictable and less manageable. Incremental change 
suddenly becomes discontinuous change. In mathe
matics, they call it catastrophe theory. Interestingly 
and symbolically, it is the study of discontinuous 
curves in observed phenomena, graphs that loop 
back on themselves or go into precipitous falls or un
suspected plateaus. Trends, after all, cannot acceler-
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ate forever on a graph paper without looping the 
loop. 

I believe that discontinuity is not catastrophe, and 
that it certainly need not be catastrophe. Indeed, I 
will argue that discontinuous change is the only way 
forward for a tramlined society, one that has got used 
to its ruts and its blinkers and prefers its own ways, 
however dreary, to untrodden paths and new ways of 
looking at things. I like the story of the Peruvian In
dians who, seeing the sails of their Spanish invaders 
on the horizon, put it down to a freak of the weather 
and went on about their business, having no concept 
of sailing ships in their limited experience. Assuming 
continuity, they screened out what did not fit and let 
disaster in. I like less the story that a frog if put in 
cold water will not bestir itself if that water is heated 
up slowly and gradually and will in the end let itself 
be boiled alive, too comfortable with continuity to 
realize that continuous change at some point may be
come intolerable and demand a change in behavior. 
If we want to avoid the fate of the Peruvian Indians 
or the boiling frog we must learn to look for and em
brace discontinuous change. 

That is more revolutionary than it sounds. Discon
tinuous, after all, is hardly a word to stir the multi
tudes. Yet to embrace discontinuous change means, 
for instance, completely rethinking the way in which 
we learn things. In a world of incremental change it 
is sensible to ape your elders in order to take over 
where they leave off, in both knowledge and respon
sibility. But under conditions of discontinuity it is no 
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longer obvious that their ways should continue to be 
your ways; we may all need new rules for new ball 
games and will have to discover them for ourselves. 
Learning then becomes the voyage of exploration, of 
questing and experimenting, that scientists and tiny 
children know it to be although they are too often 
admonished-by parents, teachers, and supervi
sors-not to waste time when others already know 
what we need to learn. It is a way oflearning which 
can even be seen as disrespectful if not downright 
rebellious. Assume discontinuity in our affairs, in 
other words, and you threaten the authority of the 
holders of knowledge, of those in charge, or those in 
power. 

For those in charge, continuity is comfort, and pre
dictability ensures that they can continue in control. 
Instinctively, therefore, they prefer to believe that 
things will go on as they have before. Revolutions, as 
Mancur Olsen has argued, may be required in order 
to unblock societies and shocks, to galvanize organi
zations. Perhaps that is why Britain, untouched by 
revolution for over three hundred years, and prefer
ring that the status quo be the way forward, may 
foster organizations that too often learn too late. 

Major change in organizations seems to follow a 
predictable and sad sequence: 

FRIGHT-the possibility of bankruptcy, takeover, 
or collapse 
NEW FACES-new people are brought in at the top 
NEW QUESTIONS-questions, study groups, in
vestigations into old ways and new options 

:, I" " 
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NEW STRUCTURES-the existing pattern is bro
ken up and re-arranged to give new talent scope and 
break up old clubs 
NEW GOALS AND STANDARDS-the new organ
ization sets itself new aims and targets. 

Do we always need a painful jolt to start rethink
ing? Did we need the Titanic disaster before it be
came compulsory for ships to carry enough lifeboats 
for all the passengers? Did the Challenger shuttle 
have to explode before NASA reorganized its deci
sion-making systems and priorities? How many have 
to die before we make cars safer and less powerful? 

It is the argument of this book that discontinuous 
change is all around us. We would be foolish to block 
our eyes to its signs as those Peruvian Indians did to 
their invaders' sails. We need not leave it too late, 
like the frog in boiling water, nor wait for a revolu
tion. There are opportunities as well as problems 
in discontinuous change. If we change our atti
tudes, our habits, and the ways of some of our insti
tutions, it can be an age of new discovery, new en
lightenment, and new freedoms-an age of true 
learning. 

Ask people, as I have often done, to recall two or 
three of the most important learning experiences in 
their lives, and they will never tell you of courses 
taken or degrees obtained, but of brushes with death, 
of crises encountered, of new and unexpected chal
lenges or confrontations. They will tell you, in other 
words, of times when continuity ran out on them, 
when they had no past experience to fall back on, no 
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rules or handbook. They surVived, however, and 
came to count it as learning, as a growth expedence. 
Discontinuous change, therefore, when properly 
handled, is the way we grow up. 

THE BEGINNINGS ARE SMALL 

We live life on two levels. A teenager in the USA was 
asked to produce a list of the kinds of critical events 
which she saw looming in the future. It went like this: 

A US/USSR alliance 
A cancer cure 
Test-tube babies 
An accidental nuclear explosion 
Spread of anarchy throughout the world 
Robots holding political office in the USA 

We could each provide our own such list of ground
breaking triumphs and disasters. When the Ameri
can teenager was asked, however, to list the critical 
events looming in her personal life she wrote only 
those that her mother could have written about her
self: 

Moving into my own apartment 
Interior design school 
Driver's license 
Getting a dog 
Marriage 
Having children 
Death 

The Argument 13 

This book is about changes, but it is about the 
changes which will affect the second list more than 
the first. Not that a cancer cure or a nuclear war 
would not have an effect on the way we live our daily 
lives, but such mega changes belong to other books 
by other people. This book is written in the belief 
that it is often the little things in life which change 
things most and last the longest. 

The chimney, for instance, may have caused more 
social change than any war. Without a chimney 
everyone had to huddle together in one central place 
around a fire with a hole in the roof above. The chim
ney, with its separate flues, made it possible for one 
dwelling to heat a variety of rooms. Small units could 
huddle together independently. The cohesion of the 
tribe in winter slipped away. 

Central heating-meaning in reality decentralized 
heating-carried it even further, doing away with 
fireplaces altogether, making it possible to pile dwell
ing units on top of dwelling units into the sky and for 
so many people to live alone, often far above the 
ground, but warm. 

No one would want to dis invent the chimney or 
central heating, and their inventors (whose names 
are long lost if they were ever known) could not have 
guessed at the changes they would make in our social 
architecture. I shall argue in this book, among other 
things, that the telephone line has been and will be 
the modern day equivalent of the chimney, uninten
tionally changing the way we work and live. 

I saw a man sitting in his car in the parking place I 
coveted. "Are you about to move?" I asked. "Not for 
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a couple of hours yet," he replied. It was then I saw 
the portable computer on the seat beside him and 
the fax connected to his car telephone line. He was 
using his car as a mobile office. 

Rather like central heating, the telephone and its 
attachments make it possible today for people to work 
together without being together in one place. The 
scattered organization is now a reality. The implica
tions, as we shall see, are considerable. It is not an 
unmixed blessing, for being together has always been 
part of the fun. As Pascal once said, '1\11 the world's 
ills stem from the fact that a man cannot sit in a room 
alone." Increasingly, he, and she, may have to. 

Chimneys and telephones are technology-always 
a potential trigger of discontinuity. Economic reality 
is another. Governments can stave it off for a while 
but not forever. In the end countries live or die ac
cording to their comparative advantage. Compara
tive advantage means that there is something for 
which others will pay a price, be it oil and minerals, 
cheap labor, golden sun, or brains. For America and 
the rest of the industrialized world, it has, increas
ingly, become brains. Clever people, making clever 
things or providing clever services, add value, some
times lots of value, to minimal amounts of raw mate
rial. Their sales allow the import of all the things we 
cannot grow and cannot afford to make. That way 
prosperity advances. It sounds straightforward and 
simple enough, but its consequences ramble every
where. Many more clever people are now needed, 
for one thing, and there are fewer places for the less 
clever. Organizations making or doing clever things 
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spend much of their time handling information in all 
sorts of forms. Facts, figures, words, pictures, ideas, 
arguments, meetings, committees, papers, and con
ferences all proliferate. Information goes down tele
phone lines, so technology and economics begin to 
blend together to create a massive discontinuity in 
the shape, skills, and purposes of many of our organ
izations. Clever organizations do not, it seems, work 
the way organizations used to work. They have dif
ferent shapes, different working habits, different age 
profiles, different traditions of authority. 

Barry Jones, now an Australian cabinet minister 
has listed the typical activities of the informatio~ 
sector: 

teaching 
creative arts and architecture 
research 
design 
office work 
music 
public service 
data processing 
communications 
computer software 
the media 
selling 
films 
accountancy 
theater 
law 
photography 
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psychiatry and psychology 
mail and telecommunications 
social work 
book publishing 
management 
printing 
advertising 
banking 
church 
real estate 
science 
administration 
trade unions 
museums and television 
parliament 

One could add to this list, stockbroking, consul
tancy, journalism, conference organizing, secretarial 
work, medicine, politics, and local government. It is 
unlikely that anyone reading this book will not find 
his or her work included. 

Technology and economics are a potent blend. It 
is the premise of this book that from that blend all 
sorts of changes ensue. Social customs can be trans
formed. An information society makes it easier for 
more women to do satisfying jobs. Technology has 
turned child-bearing into an act of positive decision 
for most. Marriage then becomes, increasingly, a 
public commitment to starting a family. Relationships 
that do not involve the start of a family no longer need 
the stamp of public commitment. Women can sup
port themselves and can in theory support a family 
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on their own, and many will prefer to do just that. 
What was in former times technologically and eco
nomically impossible, and therefore socially unac
ceptable, becomes both possible and acceptable. 
Discontinuity in the economy creeps unnoticed into 
the family. 

Words are the bugles of social change. When our 
language changes, behavior will not be far behind. 
Househusbands, single-parent families, dinkies (dual 
income no kids yet) and telecommuters, are just a few 
among many words that were unknown ten years ago. 
They were not needed. Organizations used to invite 
men to bring their wives to functions, then it became 
spouses in recognition of the growing number of fe
male employees, then partners as an acceptance that 
marriage is not the only stable relationship, and now 
in California it is the significant other to take care of 
any conceivable situation. 

JUST THINK OF IT! 

It is the combination of a changing technology and 
economics, in particular of information technology 
and biotechnology and the economics associated with 
them, which causes this discontinuity. Between them 
they will make the world a different place. 

Information technology links the processing power 
of the computer with the microwaves, the satellites, 
and the fiberoptic cables of telecommunications. It is 
a technology which is leaping rather than creeping 
into the future. It is said that if the automobile in
dustry had developed as rapidly as the processing 
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capacity of the computer, we would now be able to 
buy a 400 mile-per-gallon Rolls-Royce for £1. 

Biotechnology is the completely new industry that 
has grown out of the interpretation of DNA, the ge
netic code at the heart of life. It is only one genera
tion old as a science and as an industry, and is now 
becoming evident in everyday life with new types of 
crops, genetic fingerprinting and all the possibilities, 
good and bad, of what is called bio-engineering. 

These two technologies are developing so fast that 
their outputs are unpredictable, but some of the 
more likely developments in the next ten to twenty 
years could change parts of our lives in a dramatic 
fashion. A group of young executives who were asked 
by their companies to contemplate 2000 AD came up 
with the following possibilities and probabilities. 

Cordless telephones Mark 2 
The next generation of cordless telephones may 

give everyone their own portable personal telephone 
to be used anywhere at affordable prices. Link it to a 
laptop computer and a portable fax, and a car or train 
seat becomes an office. More interestingly, a tele
phone will then belong to a person not to a place. We 
will call a person and not know where they are. 

Monoclonal antibodies 
These genetically engineered bacteria which work 

to prevent particular diseases already exist and will 
be expanded. Blood-clotting and anticlotting agents 
can now be manufactured to prevent major coronary 
diseases. Scavenger Proteins, designed to locate un-
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desirable substances such as cholesterol in the blood
stream, are under investigation. Cures for most 
cancers, and possibly AIDS, will be available by the 
end of the century. Senile dementia is now under
stood and drugs to combat it are under development. 

. When most diseases can be cured or prevented, life 
could go on, if not forever, for a lot longer than it has 
before. 

The transgenic pig 

The possibility of using animal organs in humans 
has been under investigation for some time. The pig 
is biologically similar to the human, and experiments 
are underway to engineer embryos to produce the 
transgenic pig, an animal with organs more man-like 
than pig-like. Pig farms may one day be something 
quite different from what they are today, and replace
ment organs could be available on demand. 

Water fields 

Crops can now be genetically engineered to grow 
on poor quality soil or even in water (without tasting 
like seaweed!). Under development is an idea to en
gineer crops which can take their nitrogen directly 
from the air instead of from the ground, reducing the 
need for fertilizer. Any country could one day grow 
all the food it needs. 

Enzyme catalysts 

Microbes can now be used as catalysts in many 
chemical manufacturing processes. Some microbes 
can even be used to extract minerals from low-grade 
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areas, previously thought to be nonproductive. 
There are bugs which can be trained to devour and 
break down waste materials and can even thrive on 
cyanide. Rubbish disposal is now part of the chemical 
industry. Indeed, waste can now be converted into 
methane as one contribution to the energy problem. 
We shall see, too, self-cleaning ships which will bio
logically repel barnacles from their hulls. 

Expert GPs 

Computers programmed with up-to-date medical 
knowledge will be available to all GPs. These medical 
expert systems will not replace the doctor but will 
allow every doctor to be a better doctor, to make 
fewer demands on specialists, and so to be better 
specialists. This example of expert systems to en
hance the work of professionals and technicians will 
be followed in all types of organizations, from the 
lawyer's office to the supermarket purchasing depart
ment. 

The hearing computer 

Voice-sensitive computers which can translate the 
spoken word into written words on a screen will be 
on every executive's desk one day, turning everyone 
into their own typist whether they can use a keyboard 
or not. 

I rradiated food 

Irradiation, once we are convinced that it is safe, 
will make it possible to buy "fresh" food from around 
the world at any time of the year. There will also be 
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appetite-reducing drugs for those who find the new 
foods too tempting, and even health-increasing foods 

, for those who want it both ways. 

Telecatalogues 

Teleshopping, already in existence in experimen
tal situations, will one day be commonplace. Every 
store will display its wares and prices on your home 
television teletext, with local pick-up centers avail
able for those unWilling to pay the extra delivery 
charge. Personal shopping on Main Street will be
come a leisure activity rather than a necessity, with 
all the frills and fancies that go with something done 
for pleasure rather than for duty. 

Smart cards 

These cards, already in use in France, replace 
cash, keys, credit, debit, and cash cards. They will 
not only let you into your home or your car but will 
automatically update all your bank account balances 
for you. 

Genetic fingerprints 

Instead of Personal Identification Numbers 
(PINs), which are easy to discover and replicate, we 
shall each have a fingerprint on our personal cards 
which cannot be reproduced by others. 

Genetic fingerprinting can be used to detect crim
inals from tissue left behind at the scene of a crime, 
and also to diagnose hereditary and latent diseases. 
A national data bank of genetic fingerprints seems 
possible as well. 
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Soon, everything we know about ourselves, and 
some things we do not know, will be available to any
one with the right number or fingerprint. What price 
privacy then, many will ask. 

Windshield maps 

Computerized auto gUidance screens will become 
commonplace, telling you the best way to get to 
where you want to go and projected onto the wind
shield, as in fighter aircraft, so that you need not take 
your eyes off the road. These systems can take 
weather, traffic density, and road work into account 
and give you the best available route, turning the 
whole country, one suspects, into a constant traffic 
jam. 

Mileage bills 

Cables laid under the roads of our cities can trigger 
a meter inside a car programmed to charge different 
parts of the city at different rates, presenting you 
with the equivalent of a telephone bill at the end of 
the month for the use of your car on the city roads. 
Already designed for Hong Kong this system is po
tentially available now, although special licenses for 
inner-city use are a more likely first step. 

We shall undoubtedly take these technologies in 
our stride. Hole-in-the-wall banking caused hardly a 
flutter of an eyelid when it appeared, and video re
corders are now part of the furniture in many homes. 
It is not the technology itself that is important but 
the impact that it has on our lives. Microwave ovens 
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were a clever idea, but their inventor could hardly 
have realized that their effect would ultimately be to 
take the preparation of food out of the home and into 
the, increasingly automated, factory; to make cook
ing as it used to be into an activity of choice, not of 
necessity; to alter the habits of our homes, making 
the dining table outmoded for many, as each member 
of the family indiVidually heats up his or her own 
meal as and when they require it. 

Whether these developments are for good or for 
ill must be our choice. Technology in itself is neutral. 
We can use it to enrich our lives or to let them lose 
all meaning. What we cannot do is to pretend that 
nothing has changed and live in a garden of remem
brance as if time had stood still. It doesn't and we 
can't. 

THINKING UPSIDE-DOWN 

Discontinuous change requires discontinuous think
ing. If the new way of doing things is going to be 
different from the old, not just an improvement on 
it, then we shall need to look at everything in a new 
way. The new words really will signal new ideas. Not 
unnaturally, discontinuous upside-down thinking has 
never been popular with the upholders of continuity 
and of the status quo. Copernicus and Galileo, 
archexponents of upside-down thinking, were not 
thanked for their pains. Jesus Christ, with his teach
ing that the meek should inherit the earth, that the 
poor were blessed, and that the first should be last in 
the ultimate scheme of things, died an untimely and 



THE AGE OF UNREASON 

unpleasant death. Nonetheless, their ideas live on, 
as good ideas do, to release new energies and new 
possibilities. In the long perspective of history it may 
seem that the really influential people in the last one 
hundred years were not Hitler or Churchill, Stalin or 
Gorbachev, but Freud, Marx, and Einstein, men 
who changed nothing except the way we think, but 
that changed everything. Francis Crick is not today a 
household name; yet he, with James Watson and 
Maurice Wilkins, discovered the genetic code, DNA, 
and so created the science of microbiology and the 
industry of biotechnology on which much of oui' eco
nomic future may depend. 

The creative upside-down thinking of such people 
is the premise on which this book is built. New ways 
of thinking about familiar things can release new 
energies and make all manner of things possible. 
Upside-down thinking does not have to aspire to the 
greatness of Einstein or to the all-embracing doc
trines of Marx. It has its more familiar variants. The 
person who decides to treat every chore as an oppor
tunity for learning discovers that cooking can be a 
creative art, chopping wood a craft, childcare an edu
cational experience, and shopping a sociological ex
pedition. The organization which treats people as 
assets, requiring maintenance, love, and investment, 
can behave quite differently from the organization 
which looks upon them as costs, to be reduced wher
ever and whenever possible. Upside-down thinking 
changes nothing save the way we think, but that can 
make all the difference. 

This book advocates shamrocks, doughnuts, and 
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portfoliOS. These new words are not intended to be 
humorous devices but to evoke new images of famil
iar things. Thirty years ago Donald Schon, an Amer
ican writer on organizations and now on learning, was 
arguing that creativity, particularly scientific creativ
ity, comes from the "displacement of concepts"
from taking concepts from one field of life and apply
ing them to another in order to bring fresh insights. 
Einstein's theory of relativity is the great example. It 
applies equally well to science and to the field ofhu
man activities, perhaps even more to the latter. New 
imagery, signaled by new words, is as important as 
new theory; indeed new theory without new imagery 
can go unnoticed. Most of what is in this book is not 
new; nor is it being said for the first time, but much 
of it has gone unnoticed. 

-Upside-down thinking invites one to consider the 
unlikely if not the absurd. If Copernicus could 
stand the solar system on its head and still be right, 
nothing should be dismissed out of hand in a time 
of discontinuity. 

-Upside-down thinking suggests that we should 
stop talking and thinking of employees and em
ployment. They are words, after all, which only 
entered the English language some one hundred 
years ago. If work were defined as activity, some 
of which is paid for, then everyone is a worker, for 
nearly all their natural life. If everyone were 
treated as self-employed during their active years, 
then by law and logic they could not be unem
ployed. They might be poor but that can be put 
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right. The words retirement and unemployment 
used only as a contrast to employment would cease 
to be useful. 

- Upside-down thinking suggests that if we put 
everyone on welfare, it would no longer be invid
ious to receive it. This would not mean that no one 
was expected to work, only that everyone got, as a 
right, an initial "social dividend," to be decreased 
progressively as one earns. 

-Upside-down thinking wonders what magic it is 
that determines that forty hours spread over five 
days should be the working week for most people. 
Why cannot one choose to distribute the 2,000 
hours per year of normal work in a wide variety of 
chunks? 

- Upside-down thinking notices that marriages in 
Victorian times lasted fifteen years and that mar
riages today also last for fifteen years. In Victorian 
times it was the death of a partner which ended 
the marriage, now it is divorce. Should all relation
ships, as well as employment contracts, have a 
fixed term? 

-Upside-down thinking suggests that it might be 
desirable to reward some experts for not using 
their skills. At present dentists are paid per treat
ment. There is an inevitable temptation to diag
nose the need for treatment. If rewards were 
related to the number of healthy mouths in the 
practice rather than the bad ones, we might need 
fewer dentists and have better teeth. Similarly, 
upside-down thinking observes that Britain's na
tional health service is run and rewarded as a na-
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tional sickness service and wonders why it cannot 
be reversed. 

- Upside-down thinking suggests that instead of a 
national curriculum for education, what is really 
needed is an individual curriculum for every child, 
within common guidelines maybe, but given 
expression in a formal contract between the home 
and the school. 

-Upside-down thinking questions whether more 
money for more effort is always the right way to 
reward all the people all the time, or whether at 
certain stages in life more time might be as wel
come as more money. 

-Upside-down thinking wonders why one career or 
one type of job should be the norm. Why not three 
careers, SWitching progressively from energy to 
wisdom as the years roll on? 

-Upside-down thinking wonders why assistants are 
always younger than their principals or superiors. 
Why could not people retrain in mid-life to be 
part-time assistants to doctors, teachers, social 
workers, and lawyers, becoming para-professionals 
leaving the full professionals to do the more spe
cialized work. 

- Upside-down thinking wonders why roads are free 
and railways expensive in most countries, and sus
pects that it ought to be the other way around, as 
it almost is in Italy. 

And so it can go on. At first sight impossible, or 
ludicrous, many of these ideas have already been 
canvased as practical possibilities in some quarters. 
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This book will consider some of them in the wake of 
the changes thrown up by the new discontinuities in 
work. 

It is a time for new imaginings, of windows open-
ing even if some doors close. We need not stumble I' 

backward into the future, casting longing glances at , . 
what used to be; we can tum around and face a 
changed reality. It is, after all, a safer posture if you 
want to keep moving. 

Some people, however, do not want to keep mov
ing. Change for them means sacrificing the familiar, 
even if it is unpleasant, for the unknown, even when 
it might be better. Better the hole they know rather 
than the one not yet dug. Sadly for them a time of 
discontinuous change means that standing still is not 
an option, for the ground is shifting underneath 
them. For them, more than for the movers and the 
shakers, it is essential that they understand what is 
happening, that they begin to appreciate that to 
move and to change is essential, and that through 
change we learn and grow, although not always with
out pain. 

This book is written particularly for those who live 
in the midst of change and do not notice it or want it. 
It is not a textbook for would-be leaders, nor a polit
ical tract; it is more a guidebook to a new country, 
ending with some tips for the traveler. 

It is, however, only one man's view. In an Age of 
Unreason there can be no certainty. The guidebook 
is a guide to a country in which few have yet traveled, 
a country still to be explored. It is not my purpose to 
convince anyone that all forecasts are inevitable or 
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that all my prescriptions are right. Rather I am con
cerned to persuade people that the world around 
them is indeed changing, with consequences yet to 
be understood. An Age of Unreason is an age of op
portunity even if it looks at first sight more like the 
end of all ages. 

If this book helps people at all to look at things in 
a different way; if it sometimes creates an ''Aha'' ef
fect, as when people say, ''Aha, of course, that is the 
way it is"; if people start to think unreasonably and 
try to shape their world the way they think it ought 
to be, then I shall be content. 



2 
7heNumbers 

T HE NUMBERS are the numbers of people, the 
numbers working, numbers dying, and numbers 

growing up. Demography is a boring word for a mes
merizing subject. 

THE NEW MINORITY 

Less than half of the work force in the industrial 
world will be in "proper" full-time jobs in organiza
tions by the beginning of the twenty-first century. 
Those full timers or insiders will be the new minority, 
just when we had begun to think that proper jobs 
were the norm for everyone. The others will not all 
be unemployed, although in every country there will 
be some people who belong to this "reserve army" as 
Marx called it. More will be self-employed, more and 
more every year; many will be part timers or tem
porary workers, sometimes because that is the way 
they want it, sometimes because that is all that is 
available. And then there is, everywhere, another 
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reserve army of women in waiting, those whom the 
OECD so accurately calls, "unpaid domestic work
ers," mothers whose talents and energies are not to
tally absorbed by their families. Add these disparate 
groups together and already they just about equal 
the numbers of those with the full-time proper jobs. 

When less than half the available work force is in 
full-time employment, it will no longer make sense 
to think of a full-time job as the norm. Continuous 
change will have flipped into discontinuous change, 
and we shall begin to change our views of "work," of 
"the job," and of "a career." 

The reason for the shift is the emergence of the 
shamrock organization. The shamrock organization is 
explained in Chapter 3. Essentially, it is a form of 
organization based around a core of essential execu
tives and workers supported by outside contractors 
and part-time help. This is not a new way of organiz
ing things-builders large and small have operated 
this way for generations, as have newspapers with 
their printers and their stringers, or farmers with 
contract harvesting and holiday labor. What is new is 
the growth of this way of organizing in big businesses 
and in the institutions of the public sector. All organ
izations will soon be shamrock organizations. 

They have proliferated because their way is 
cheaper. Organizations have realized that, while it 
may be convenient to have everyone around all the 
time, having all of your work force's time at your com
mand is an extravagant way of marshalling the nec
essary human resources. It is cheaper to keep them 
outside the organization, employed by themselves or 
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by specialist contractors, and to buy their services 
when you need them. 

When labor is plentiful, when you can pick and 
choose between suppliers, the shamrock organiza
tion provides a sensible strategy. It is a sensible strat
egy when your work ebbs and flows as it tends to 
do in service industries. Unlike in manufacturing, 
where any surplus resources of people or equipment 
can always be turned to good advantage by producing 
things for stock for the weeks of peak demand, the 
service industries cannot, or at least should not, 
stockpile their customers. They must therefore flex 
their work force. 

Both these factors currently exist. The labor sup
ply, the potential work force, is growing in all the 
industrialized countries as the baby boomers of the 
1960s, and their wives, join the work force during 
the 1990s-an extra million or so in Britain, for in
stance. At the same time the shift to the service sec
tor continues inexorably everywhere. Between 1960 
and 1985 the share of employees in the service sector 
in the USA rose from 56 to 69 percent and in Italy 
from 33 to 55 percent. It is unlikely to change back. 
The two factors work on each other; a growing service 
sector offers greater opportunities to women, which 
increases the potential work force, which in turn in
creases the potential for more flexible ways of organ
izing. 

It has been happening slowly, so slowly that most 
people have not noticed the new dimensions. Like 
the frog in Chapter 1, the temperature changes so 
gradually that no reaction is called for-until it is, 
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perhaps, too late. Before very long the full-time 
worker will be a minority of the working population. 
Our assumptions about how the world works, how 
taxes are collected, families supported, lives 
planned, and corporations organized will have to 
change radically. The Universal Declaration of Hu
man Rights, which in 1947 guaranteed a choice of job 
to everyone, will be a clear anachronism. 

THE NEW INTELLIGENTSIA 

The second statistic is alarming in a different way. A 
study by McKinsey's Amsterdam office in 1986 esti
mated that 70 percent of all jobs in Europe in the 
year 2000 would require cerebral skills rather than 
manual skills. In the USA, the figure is expected to 
be 80 percent. That would be a complete reversal of 
the world of work some fifty years earlier. Disconti
nuity indeed! 

It is impossible to be precise about such things. 
There is, to start with, no clearcut distinction be
tween a cerebral job, requiring brain skills, and a 
manual job, needing muscles. Even simple manual 
jobs, like gardening, now require a degree of brains 
to understand the proper use of fertilizers and her
bicides, to distinguish plant varieties, and to main
tain machinery. Nonetheless, looking back at the list 
of occupations in the information sector in Chapter 
1, a sector where brain skills of some degree are es
sential, it is hard not to think that 70 percent is, if 
anything, an underestimate. 

What is more controversial and even more alarm- I 
I' 
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I 
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ing is ~cKinsey's estimate that one-half of these 
brain-skill jobs will require the equivalent of a higher 
education, or a professional qualification, to be done 
adequately. If that is even approximately true, it 
means that some 35 percent of an age group should 
today be entering higher education or its equivalent 
if the labor force is going to be adequately skilled by 
the year 2000. McKinsey's estimate may even be on 
the conservative side. If we look at the new jobs 
alone, the current expectation is that 60 percent of 
them will be managerial or professional of some sort. 

In spite of these trends the percentage of young 
people in Britain going on to higher education is cur
rently 14 percent, rising to 18 percent by 1992, but 
only because there will be fewer teenagers in total. 
In the rest of Europe the overall figure is around 20 
percent, with small national differences. In France, 
for instance, 36 percent pass their baccalaureate and 
are therefore entitled to enter university, but nearly 
halfleave, or are asked to leave, at the end of the first 
year. Only Japan, the USA, Taiwan, and South Korea 
seem to have university populations of the right sort 
of size for the future, and in those countries there are 
concerns about the quantity if not the quality of some 
of what is called "higher education." 

If these estimates of the required levels of educa
tion are even partly true, it means that not only will 
we see alarming numbers of skill shortages but that, 
more seriously still, we may lack the skills and the 
wits even to create the businesses and the opportu
nities which will then encounter skill shortages! It 
will, of course, be an invisible discontinuity. We will 
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not miss the organizations we have not had, and 
never thought to have. Like the frog in Chapter 1, 
ideas for such organizations will just die a slow un
noticed death. 

THE VANISHING GENERATION 

In the nineties, there will be almost 25 percent fewer 
young people leaving school. At first glance this 
seems like a timely end to the problem of youth un
employment. A second glance changes the picture 
because it points to even more pressure on the rela
tively small percentage who have the brain skills 
needed by today's work force. The bulk of the newly 
reduced cohort of young people will still be like those 
who leave British schools without a proper certificate 
in even one subject, 43 percent of them in 1986. 

A 1988 British report by the National Economic 
Development Office and the Training Commission, 
"Young People and the Labour Market, A Challenge 
for the 1990s," pointed out that in 1987, less than 
twenty large employers took on half of all the 27,000 
school leavers with two or more A-levels who were 
looking for work. The drop in youth population, 
therefore, is a problem because, if nothing is done, 
it means that the supply of brain skills, already inad
equate, will be even more inadequate, and that the 
skills shortages referred to above will become even 
more severe. The competition for the more educated 
will intensify, and the rejection of the less educated 
will be felt even more cruelly. Youth unemployment 
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will not be solved, indeed it will be raised a notch 
or two. 

The statistic, 25 percent fewer, is an opportunity, 
however, if it makes it easier to tackle the task of 
educating more of our young men and women for life 
and work in the world of brain skills. Without anyone 
doing anything, as every government has discovered, 
the percentages of those going on to higher and fur
ther education are bound to improve as the base 
number falls. Doing rather more will, in percentage 
terms, make a great deal of difference and will set 
markers for the future. 

Those markers are important because they must 
change a culture. There is no innate reason why Brit
ain should be sixteenth in the OECD league table of 
young people in education after 16 years of age
above only Portugal and Spain. British teenagers are 
not innately more stupid or less educable; they are 
simply the inheritors of a tradition which held that 
book learning was for the few; that real life, and real 
money, should begin as soon as possible, and that 
manual and pragmatic skills were best learnt on the 
job. The past, as so often in Europe, determines the 
future, even though the degree to which these beliefs 
might have been true in the world of work as it used 
to be is the degree to which they must be less true 
today. 

In Japan, top of the OECD table, 98 percent of 
young people stay on in formal education until 18 
years of age, even though that education is far from 
stimulating and far from being pragmatic. They are 
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the inheritors of a different cultural tradition, one 
that just happens to be more attuned to the needs of 
the future than that of Britain and most of the rest of 
Europe. In America, too, the young stay on in school, 
but whether they learn anything thelf) is a question 
of growing concern. . 

The information society, after all, uses informa
tion, in the form of numbers, words, pictures, or 
voices-on screens, in books, or in printouts and re
ports-as its currency. The essential requirement, 
therefore, of all its workers is that they are able to 
read, interpret, and fit together the elements of this 
currency, irrespective, almost, of what the data ac
tually relates to. That is a skill of the brain. It can be 
taught or at least developed in classrooms. It does 
not, for most people, happen quickly, easily, or early 
but requires years of practice, years which are most 
conveniently and usefully spent at the beginning of 
adult life rather than inconveniently in the middle. 
This general skill is akin to riding a bicycle, once 
learnt it is never unlearnt, and having learnt it, one 
can then go on to learn its use in particular applica
tions. 

It is this conviction that brain skills are of general 
use and can be developed in youth that has led places 
like Taiwan and South Korea, following Japan, to put 
such an emphasis on the formal, even scholastic, edu
cation of their youth. It has been said that every sec
?nd person in Seoul has either been at university or 
IS currently studying or teaching there, while in the 
1970s Mr. Goh Thok Tong, then minister for trade 
and industry in Singapore, was arguing that Singa-

:, 
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pore needed "to step into the shoes left behind by 
countries like Germany and Japan as they restruc
ture, they from skill-intensive to knowledge-intensive 
and we from labor-intensive to skill-intensive." In 
pursuit of these objectives Singapore proceeded to 
increase greatly the number of university places and 
to lower the entry requirements. Britain, who needs 
to be one step ahead of Singapore, has until recently 
been doing the reverse. 

The opportunity, however, remains and is made 
more accessible because of the vanishing generation. 
The smaller population within an age bracket is also 
good news for those who want to re-enter or enter 
late the work of the information society. The squeeze 
on qualified youth will encourage employers to tum 
to other sources of skill, particularly to women, many 
of whom have the necessary early education but have 
been busy working to raise their families and manage 
their homes. Less convenient as employees because 
they want and need more flexibility, they have not 
been wooed too assiduously in the past. In the 1990s 
they will be. They do, after all, represent nearly half 
of all university entrants (over half in 1987 in the USA 
for the first time). They are a neglected resource 
which few will be able to neglect once the -25 per
cent factor begins to bite. The NEDO Report cited 
estimates that four out of five of the 900,000 new 
workers it foresees in Britain's work force over the 
next eight years will be women returning to work. 

Women have re-entered the work force before, 
but the numbers and the conditions under which 
they will return in the 1990s tum this into a signifi-
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cant discontinuity, which will change the way organ
izations are run, will affect family structures and 
living patterns quite significantly-all issues to be 
explored in subsequent chapters. 

THE THIRD AGE 

In 1988 the social affairs ministers of the OEeD met 
to contemplate the time when one person in five will 
be a pensioner and one in ten aged over 75, when 
there will be only three people of working age to 
support each pensioner, and when old-age pensions 
may account for one-fifth of national income. It will 
be even worse for Switzerland and West Germany 
where there will be only two people of working age 
for each pensioner. 

It will be 2040 before this scenario fully becomes 
a reality, but the people who will be old then are alive 
now, and unless they quickly change their breeding 
habits, the numbers of their children are quite pre
dictable. This world will happen and it will start to 
happen before the end of this century. 

Once again, there have been old people before, 
but never before so many of them. I knew only one 
grandparent-the others had died before I was born. 
My children knew all four. Their children will almost 
certainly know a great-grandparent or two. People in 
their sixties and retired will still be someone's chil
dren. The infrequent has become the commonplace, 
and the world as we know it will inevitably change in 
some way. 

It is happening because, in the richer countries, it 
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is becoming harder to die. Each major cause of death 
is either diminished, like smallpox or polio and, one 
day, cancer, or postponed for a few more years or 
decades, like heart disease. Of course, nature, or 
man's tampering with nature, may trigger another 
plague, and some wonder whether AIDS may not be 
just that plague, but such disasters excepted, there 
seems little reason why many of today's teenagers 
cannot expect to live to 100, provided they do not 
drink, smoke, or drive themselves to death. 

The question is, will they want to live that long? 
When death as an act of God seems to be indefinitely 
postponed, will we want to make it increasingly an 
act of mankind? Euthanasia, already quasi-legal in 
the Netherlands, may become more acceptable to 
more societies. 

More urgent are the questions, "What will they 
live on?" "What will they do?" "Who will care for 
them?" By the y~ar 2020, if nothing changes, Italy 
will be spending over a quarter of its national income 
on pensions, while Britain's health service will spend 
ten times as much on a patient over 75 as on one of 
working age. 

Like all discontinuities, however, this one contains 
opportunities as well as problems if the changes are 
seen coming and if everyone concerned can indulge 
in a little upside-down thinking. 

The aged will not all be poor, for instance. An in
creasing number of them will own their own homes, 
an asset which can be turned into an annual income 
provided that they do not intend to bequeath it to 
the next generation (who will by then be in mid- or 
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late career with their own homes bought and paid 
for). Most of them will be healthy and active. That is, 
of course, why they are still alive. They are capable 
of working. One British study found that 43 percent 
of over-65s regularly helped other elderly people, 25 
percent helped the disabled, 11 percent helped 
neighbors. If we change our view of work to include 
such unpaid activity, then these people are only re
tired in a legal or technical sense. After all, in the last 
century no one had heard of retirement-they 
worked till they dropped, or, as a farmer said once 
when I asked him what was the difference between 
farming at 75 and farming at 50, "The same only 
slower!" Experience and wisdom can often compen
sate for energy. 

So, many older people will not go unnoticed, par
ticularly when many more of them will have experi
enced responsibility earlier in life and will not be 
used to keeping quiet. If we are sensible we will want 
to use their talents in our organizations, but not full 
time or on full pay. We shall need, then, to rethink 
what jobs call for part-time wisdom and experience, 
and what work can be done at a distance by respon
sible people. We shall need to revise the tax rules for 
pensions to make it economic for such work to be 
done. Many people, active and healthy, will devise 
their own activities, organizing around their enthu
siasms; we must not let too many rules from the past 
stand in their way. We will need to change the way 
we talk about them, words like "retirement" will be
come as antiquated as "servant" today. Words are so 
often the bridges of social change, the outward signs 
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of a discontinuity at work triggering some upside
down thinking. 

Already the linguistic signposts are going up. The 
Third Age, the age of living, as the French would 
have it, which follows the first age oflearning and the 
second of working, is already becoming a common 
term. There is a University of the Third Age, a net
work of people exchanging their skills and their 
knowledge. There will soon be more talk of Third Age 
careers. Soon, no doubt, there will be Third Age so
cieties and, ultimately, ministers for the Third Age in 
all OECD countries! The "wrinklies," as my children 
fondly term us, can be assets as well as liabilities, if 
we want them to be. 

If words are indeed the heralds of change, then 
the Third Age language suggests that before too long 
we shall be referring to people's job-careers as we 
now do to their educations. "Where did you work?" 
to a 65-year-old with fifteen years, at least, of life 
ahead will sound much like "Where did you go to 
school?" It would all sound strange indeed to my fa
ther who died two years after retiring, at the age of 
74. For him there was no Third Age worth living, and 
the second age, of job and career, had long been a 
burden before he could afford to leave it. 

It will be different for us, his children, and for our 
children. It is change of a discontinuous sort, but it 
need not be change for the worse if we can see it 
coming and can prepare for it. 

100,000(4) 

2 = J 
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The changes coming to our ways of work and living, 
indeed the changes already here, are conveniently 
summed up by this strange equation. When it is un
ravelled, it suggests that we have, for some time now, 
been engaged in a massive job-splitting exercise in 
our society and have not even noticed it. 

It will work like this. Thirty years ago when I 
joined an international company and started my job, 
I signed on, although I never realized it, for 100,000 
hours of work during my lifetime, because I should, 
if I was anything like everyone else in the developed 
world at that time, be expected to work for 47 hours 
a week, including overtime paid or unpaid, for 47 
weeks a year for 47 years of my life (from, on average, 
18 to 65).47 x 47 x 47 = 103,823 or 100,000 hours, 
give or take a few. 

My teenage son and daughter, a generation later, 
can expect their jobs to add up, on average, to 50,000 
hours. The lifetime job will have been halved in one 
generation. At first sight this would imply that they 
would be working half as many hours per week, for 
half as many weeks and half as many years. But math
ematics does not work like that. Just as half of 43 (64) 
is not 23 (8), so half of 473 is not 23.53

• In fact, rather 
bizarrely, half of the three 47s is three 37s, for 37 x 
37 x 37 = 50,653. 

It is because of this statistical sleight-of-hand that 
we have not noticed this rather dramatic piece of dis
continuous change. It is also, in part, because it is 
only now beginning to bite as the next generation 
begin their second age of jobs and careers. 

The world is not so neat, however, as to switch 

I 
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uniformly from the three 47s to the three 37s. That 
is where the (4) comes in. My daughter and my son 
have four principal options to choose from. 

In the first option they will follow in their father's 
footsteps and look for a full-time job, or at least a 
sequence of full-time jobs, in the core of an organi
zation or perhaps as a professional of some sort. In 
this case their working week will not be that different 
from the one I knew. Statistically, it will average 45 
hours per week, with rather less overtime for the 
hourly paid and fewer Saturday mornings for office 
workers. Nor will their working year be much re
duced; longer annual holidays bring it down to 45 
weeks rather than 47. 

What will change, however, is the length of their 
job life. To get one of those increasingly rare jobs in 
the core or the professions (less than half of all jobs 
by 2000), they will need to be both well qualified and 
experienced. In Germany today, a six- or seven-year 
university course is piled on top of eighteen months 
of military or community service so that the average 
entrant into the job market is 27 years of age. In the 
USA, a postgraduate qualification of some sort, after 
a four-year degree, is increasingly becoming a pre
requisite for a good job, making 24 the normal age at 
which adults begin full-time jobs. Britain still has 
three-year degree courses (except in Scotland) and 
no military service, but employers increasingly look 
for further qualifications of a more vocational or pro
fessional nature and for relevant experience in vaca
tions or in "gap" years. It has, after all, been the 
established practice in the older professions of med-
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icine, architecture, and the law for centuries-a long 
(seven-year) mix of education, experience, and voca
tional training. We can expect to see it extend to 
many other occupations, with the result that British 
parents must increasingly expect to wait until the off
spring are 24 or 25 before they are established in a 
full-time job, if that is what they want. 

It is possible that the fall in the numbers of quali
fied young people in all industrialized countries will 
tempt organizations and professions to shorten their 
training requirements in order to get the best of a 
shrinking supply. The form this will probably take, 
however, will be to finance them, perhaps under the 
guise of employment, during their studies. It will be 
education more generously funded, not a job. 

The next generation of full-time core workers, 
therefore, be they professionals, managers, techni
cians, or skilled workers, can expect to start their full
time careers later-and to leave them earlier. This is 
the crucial point. The core worker will have a harder 
but shorter job, with more people leaving full-time 
employment in their late forties or early fifties, partly 
because they no longer want the pressure that such 
jobs will increasingly entail, but mainly because 
there will be younger, more qualified, and more en
ergetic people available for these core jobs. 

It is true that early in the next century the total 
number of people in the work force in every country 
will start to decline and the average age to rise, as 
the dip in the birthrate of the 1970s works its way 
through life. However, with the reduced numbers of I· 
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full timers, employers will continue to place a pre
mium on youth, energy, and qualifications whenever 
they can get them in combination. It will be a shorter 
life but a more furious one for the full timers, as the 
new professionals in business are already discov
ering. 

The net result of these changes will be a full-time 
job which, on average, will result in 45 hours for 45 
weeks for 25 years, totalling 50,000 hours. Work 
won't stop for such people after 50 but it will not be 
the same sort of work; it will not be ajob as they have 
known it. They will enter their Third Age sooner than 
others, affiuent, no doubt, but still with a good third 
of their lives to live. 

It is happening already. One personnel manager 
was surprised to discover that only 2 percent of his 
work force were, as he put it, still there at the official 
retirement age of.62. What he had done was to look 
back fifteen years to those who were then 47 and had 
found that only a few had stayed on with the organi
zation for the remaining fifteen years. Some had 
moved to new jobs and one or two had died, but the 
great majority had opted for, or been persuaded into, 
early retirement in their fifties. "We knew that 
people were leaving us early," he said, "but we had 
no idea of the scale of it all until we started counting." 
An advertising agency, aware that creativity and 
mental energy tend to decline with the years, would 
like to see everyone under the age of 50. They have 
not, so far, been allowed by the tax authorities to 
make their full pension scheme applicable under the 
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age of 55 but they are confident that it will come 
down to 50 within the next ten years-well in time 
for the generation now starting their careers. 

There will always be the glorious exceptions of 
course. Moreover, those who control their own ca
reers-the self-employed, the professionals, and, ap
parently heads of state-will buck the trend as long 
as the clients and their supporters will permit it. It is 
the bigger organizations, in which most full timers 
still work, who will be most choosy about whom they 
keep on their full-time books, and they will want the 
energetic, the up-to-date, the committed, and the 
flexible. Most of those will be in their thirties and 
forties, putting in their 50,000 hours in big annual 
chunks. Full-time work in organizations will, how
ever, be only one of the options and, if the numbers 
are anything like right, it will be a minority option, 
perhaps an elite one. Most people will find their 
place outside the organization, selling their time or 
their services into it, as self-employed, part-time, or 
temporary workers. 

For them the pattern of hours will be different. 
They may find themselves working 25 hours a week 
for 45 weeks of the year (part time) or 45 hours a week 
for 25 weeks a year (temporary). In either case they 
will need to keep on working as long as they can, for 
45 years if possible, because they will not be able to 
accumulate the savings through pension schemes or 
other mechanisms to live on. This will suit the organ
izations who will look for experience and reliability 
in their temporary staff, rather than for the energy 
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and certainty of youth. In both temporary work and 
part-timework, the sum is still 25 x 45 x 45 = 50,000. 

We may, therefore, see the national retirement age 
going in two very different ways at the same time. 
While for the core workers it will gradually come 
down toward 50 over the next twenty years, for most 
of the work force it will go up. For them the ques
tions, "What shall I do in the missing 50,000 hours, 
and what shall I live on?" cannot be postponed until 
the Third Age; they need to be answered now. For 
these people the future is not a generation away-it 
started yesterday. 

My children have a fourth option. They may be 
able to work full time for ten years, take ten years out 
to raise a family, then return to the work force at, say, 
45 for a further ten or even fifteen years. (45 x 45 x 
25 hours of paid work = 50,000.) It is an option that 
has traditionally been taken up by women, who have 
varied the pattern by going part time for some of the 
intervening years, but it may increasingly be seen as 
an opportunity by men to vary their lifestyle and to 
playa bigger role in home and family life. 

Re-entry into the full-time work force has always 
been difficult. It will get easier as the shortage of 
qualified young people begins to bite organizations 
in the 1990s. The organization will then tum to that 
reservoir of talent, the qualified women at home. In 
order to tempt them back, however, organizations 
may have to learn to be more flexible, more willing 
to recognize that they are buying someone's talents, 
but not necessarily all their time. 
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THE PRESSURES BEHIND THE NUMBERS 

The 100,000(4) = J equation is, of course, spuriously 
2 

precise. The numbers will not work out precisely like 
that. The equation is there to make a point. The 
world of jobs is changing. It is changing more dra
matically than we realize because numbers like this 
creep up on one unexpectedly when multiplied out 
over a lifetime. 

No one particularly wants those numbers to hap
pen. They are not the result of any policy decisions 
by government or boards of directors. They are the 
cumulative result of many instinctive responses to a 
changing environment. There is now some general 
agreement about the nature of this changing environ
ment and an acceptance that it is not going to change 
back again. Some of the main features are these: 

A move away from labor-intensive manufacturing 

Thirty years ago nearly half of all workers in the 
industrialized countries were making or helping to 
make things. In another thirty years' time it may be 
down to 10 percent (in the USA it is already down to 
18 percent). 

To some extent this is because we have all had to 
export our factories, instead of our goods, to coun
tries where labor is cheaper and more amenable to 
working in factories. Even Japan has now been forced 
by the high price of the yen to follow suit. When 
Britain did not export her factories soon enough, they 
were replicated in the newly industrialized coun
tries, and the UK lost out. Situations such as the 
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rapid rise of the pound sterling in the early years of 
Margaret Thatcher's government in Britain only ac
celerated this process, leaving swathes of abandoned 
factories throughout Britain. It would have happened 
anyway. The clever thing would have been to join the 
unbeatable (rather than competing with them) by ex
porting the factories not the goods. Discontinuous 
change can always be turned to advantage with a bit 
of forethought. 

The result is not just fewer jobs, but different or
ganizations. Labor-intensive manufacturing was tra
ditionally managed with a large pool of relatively 
cheap labor, a lot of supervision, and a hierarchical 
management structure. There were a lot of people 
around, most of them full-time employees whose 
time was bought to be used at the discretion of the . 
organization, subject increasingly to the agreement 
of the union. 

It was a convenient way to run things; everything 
and everyone you needed was yours. If you want to 
control it, own it, was the message. It proved, in the 
end, to be a very expensive message. The Japanese 
always did it differently, with a small core staff, a raft 
of subcontractors, heavy investment in clever ma
chines, and enough clever people to instruct them 
and work with them. The demise of mass manufac
turing has led to the end of the mass employment 
organizations and a redefinition of the job. 

A move toward knowledge-based organizations 

The end of labor-intensive manufacturing leaves 
us with organizations which receive their added 
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value from the knowledge and the creativity they put 
in rather than the muscle power. Fewer people, 
thinking better, helped by clever machines and com
puters, add more value than gangs or lines of un
thinking "human resources." Manufacturing has gone 
this way. The more obviously knowledge-based busi
nesses of consultancy, finance and insurance, adver
tising, journalism and publishing, television, health 
care, education, and entertainment, have all flour
ished. Even agriculture and construction, the oldest 
of industries, have invested in knowledge and clever 
machines in place of muscles. 

The result is not only a requirement for different 
people, but different organizations, organizations 
that recognize that they cannot do everything them
selves, that they need a central group of talented and 
energetic people, a lot of specialist help and ancillary 
agencies. They are smaller, younger organizations 
than their predecessors, flatter and less hierarchical. 
We shall examine them in more detail in the follow
ing chapters, but their most immediate effect is on 
the numbers-fewer people inside who are better 
qualified, more people outside who are contmcted, 
not employed. 

A move toward service 

Paradoxically, rich societies seem to breed depen
dency. If you are poor you are forced into self
sufficiency. As you get rich, it is easier and more sen
sible to get other people to do what you do not want 
to do or cannot do, be it fixing the roof or digging the 
garden. It makes economic sense to let others make 
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your clothes and to buy them in the store, that way 
you get better clothes and more time to do what you 
are good at. It goes on and on. Convenience foods 
take the chore out of cooking, and package holidays, 
the work out of leisure. All of us become more spe
cialized, better at one thing and worse at others. Like 

'\ knowledge-based organizations we contract out 
everything we are not good at and so breed a raft of 
services on which we now depend. 

AfRuence breeds service industries, and they in 
tum create afRuence. Sometimes it seems as if every
one is taking in everyone else's metaphorical washing 
and making money out of it, or as in my particular 
case, that everyone is going to everyone else's con
ference and being paid for it or paying for it. AfRu
ence is a matter of mood and self-confidence as much 
as of economics, for dependency has its own imper
atives. If you need to buy all these services, you have 
to find something to do to pay for them, hence some 
competitive striving. It is a self-fulfilling prophecy 
which works as long as everyone believes the proph
ecy of continued afRuence. 

The service industries of afRuence are therefore 
ephemeral creations, which could always disappear 
overnight. The point, however, once again, is that 

" the organizations they spawn are of a different kind. 
Because they are essentially ephemeral, they have to 
flex with every shift in demand. Small core staff and 
lots of part-time and temporary help has to be the 
rule. Many of them are not knowledge-intensive 
businesses, although some are, of course. Retailing, 
transport, cleaning, catering, leisure, are all indus-
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tries with large requirements for the competent but 
semi-skilled. It is here that you will find most of the 
30 percent who do not have the brain skills for the 
knowledge-based organizations. It is here that you 
will find the bulk of the part timers and the tempo
rary workers. 

It is the growth of the service sector which has 
transformed the working lives of so many people in 
Europe and the USA because of the kind of organi
zation which it needs and breeds. 

These shifts are irreversible. The degree of affiu
ence may increase or wane in each country but labor
intensive manufacturing will not return to Europe, 
or to the USA, or to Japan. Knowledge-based enter
prises have to be the way forward for all our coun
tries, the more and the better the richer, whether 
they are manufacturing goods or providing services. 
The service sector will ebb and flow with local pros
perity but will never fade away. 

If the shifts are irreversible, so are the changes in 
the patterns of work which they induce, and there
fore the numbers with which this chapter began. A 
dramatic change in the economic climate may slow 
things down, but it will not stop them. The world of 
work has changed already. We need to take notice. 

3 

T HE MESSAGE, I hope, is clear: the times are 
changing and we must change with them. Yes, 

but how? In Chapter 1 I argued that because most 
people do not like change, change is forced upon 
them by crisis and discontinuity. Thrown up against 
things, or into new arenas, we confront new possibil
ities and discover bits of ourselves we never knew 
were there. Discontinuity is a great learning experi
ence, but only if we survive it. 

My daughter was smitten by an unexplained viral 
illness when she was 22. These illnesses knock the 
stuffing out of the sufferer, and she had to drop every
thing for a year-work, friends, study, even the tele
vision. It was, for her, a massive discontinuity and 
profoundly depressing. Getting better slowly, she 
went to a meeting one evening on the subject of grat
itude. "If they had asked me to speak," she told me, 
"I would have said that I was grateful for my illness. 
I have learnt so much." And changed so much, I 
wanted to add. 

55 
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Change, however, does not have to be forced on 
us by crisis and calamity. We can do it for ourselves. 
If changing is, as I have argued, only another word 
for learning, then the theories oflearning will also be 
theories of changing. Those who are always learning 
are those who can ride the waves of change and who 
see a changing world as full of opportunities rather 
than of damages. They are the ones most likely to be 
the survivors in a time of discontinuity. They are also 
the enthusiasts and the architects of new ways and 
forms and ideas. If you want to change, try learning 
one might say, or more precisely, if you want to be in 
control of your change, take learning more seriously. 
This chapter, therefore, is an introduction to the 
theory of learning, which is the theory at the heart of 
changing. 

"A theory of learning?" the professor of medicine 
said to me when he heard what I was writing. "I 
never knew there was such a thing." It is indeed 
ironic that those who teach us, particularly in our 
universities, are so often ignorant of the basic prin
ciples of learning. The professor had never heard of 
Kolb, who first convinced me that learning is a cycle 
of different activities, (although I have used different 
words from Kolb's in this chapter.) Nor had he heard 
of Bateson or of Argyris and Schon who persuaded 
me that learning is a double loop, that there is learn
ing to solve a particular problem and then, more im
portant, there is the habit oflearning, the learning to 
learn to do such things, that second loop which can 
change the way you live. He knew not of Revans, the 
unsung hero of Action Learning, who showed me 
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that the best learning happens in real life with real 
problems and real people and not in classrooms with 
know-all teachers. There were others, too, he knew 
not, Dewey who said, many years ago, that learning 
was a process of discovery and that we must each be 
our own discoverer, others could not do it for you; or 
Illich who thought that we would be better off with
out schools, which were concerned with indoctrina
tion not teaching. He had, sadly, heard a bit about 
Skinner who believes that learning is training, that 
teaching is producing a conditioned response as 
when your dog responds to your whistle. 

There are many others, for learning has intrigued 
mankind for centuries. This chapter is my personal 
anthology, turned into my own images and meta
phors, for reasons which will, I hope, become clear. 

A THEORY OF LEARNING 

The man stood in front of the class. "Now learn this," 
he said, writing an equation on the board. We wrote 
it in our books. Three months later we wrote it out 
again in an examination paper. If the second writing 
was the same as the first, we had learnt it. I exagger
ate, but only a little. That was my early concept of 
learning. Later on, I came to realize that I had 
learned nothing at school which I now remember ex
cept this-that all problems had already been solved, 
by someone, and that the answer was around, in the 
back of the book or the teacher's head. Learning 
seemed to mean transferring answers from them 
tome. 
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There was nothing about change in all of that. Nor, 
in fact, was there much about learning as it really is. 
Real learning, I came to understand, is always about 
answering a question or solving a problem. "Who am 
I?" "How do I do this?" "What is the reason for ... ?" 
"How does this work?" "How do I achieve this am
bition?" The questions range from the immense to 
the trivial, but when we have no questions we need 
no answers, while other people's questions are soon 
forgotten. 

It is best, I realized, to think oflearning as a wheel 
divided into four parts: questions, theories, testing, 
and reflections. 

QUESTION 

REFLECTION THEORY 

TEST 

I describe it as a wheel to emphasize that it is 
meant to go round and round. One set of questions, 
duly answered and tested and reflected upon, leads 
on to another. It is life's special treadmill. Step off it 
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and you ossify, becoming a bore to others. The 
trouble is that for most of us for much of the time the 
wheel does not go round. It gets stuck or blocked. 

Mankind, I am sure, is born to learn. One has only 
to look at little children to see that wheel turning 
furiously. Why, we must wonder, does it slow down 
for most of us as we grow older? If we knew more 
about that, we would know more about our reluc
tance to change and the consequent need for crisis 
and calamity to budge us into action. This chapter, 
therefore, is really about the things in us and in our 
surroundings which stop or block the wheel. First, 
however, we need a brief introduction to the wheel 
itself. 

The wheel of learning 

Logically, the wheel starts with a question, a prob
lem to be solved, a dilemma to be resolved, a chal
lenge to meet. If it doesn't start there, and if it is not 
our question, we shall not push the wheel around to 
the final stage of reflection. It won't become part of 
us. I could learn a poem by heart at school to recite 
the next morning, but to forget by lunchtime. This 
was learning to answer other people's questions. Just 
occasionally the poem would touch some chord in 
me, some unspoken question; it would provide some 
clue to the emerging mystery of life-those poems I 
remember still. The question, in other words, does 
not have to be some kind of examination question, 
more often it is a sort of reaching for, a need to ex
plore. Learning is discovery, Dewey said, but discov
ery doesn't happen unless you are looking. Necessity 
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may be the mother of invention, but curiosity is the 
mother of discovery. 

Questions need possible answers. The next stage 
provides them. Theories is too grand a term. I use it 
only to emphasize that this stage is investigating pos
sible ideas. It is a stage of speculation, of free
thinking, of reframing, of looking for clues. One way 
is to open the equivalent of a cookbook or, in my case, 
a series of cookbooks in search of that elusive for
mula, which will produce a culinary miracle in half 
an hour from my random collection of leftovers. 
There are other ways to find possible answers; good 
friends, hired coaches, or even one's own imagina
tion. 

Ideas and theories can never be enough. At this 
stage of the wheel, all is still fancy. "Dreams," as my 
children used to remind me, "give wings to fools." 
The theories have to be tested in reality, the next 
stage of the wheel. Some will work; some won't. My 
sauce is always lumpy-why? Until I consider why, 
which will be at the stage of reflection, the final stage, 
I will not have learned. Change only sticks when we 
understand why it happened. Too often have I in
vited chief executives to explain their philosophy 
only to listen to a bare record of their achievements, 
with no interpretation, no theory to explain them, no 
philosophy expounded. Such men have not changed 
and will not change. They have learned nothing from 
their success, which makes it seem unlikely that they 
will be able to repeat it. 

The wheel is difficult to turn. For some it never 
gets started. They have no questions and seek no 
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answers. Content or dull, depending on your view
point, they will not voluntarily learn or change. 

There are those, too, who stick at the question 
stage. Like small children, they delight in asking 
why, or how, or when, or where, and as long as they 
get an answer, any answer, they are satisfied, for it is 
the questions which fascinate them, not the answers. 
They don't learn, and others don't learn much from 
their questions. They are life's inspectors or auditors; 
useful, no doubt, but irritating. 

The next stage, theory, has its own specialists. 
They are the bad academics, full of answers to other 
people's questions. They teach the answer first and 
assume the question. Knowledge for its own sake is 
what motivates these people, they are fact collectors 
who know a lot but have, in a fuller sense, learned 
little. I have a friend who turns every conversation 
into a lecture, on anything. He has read a lot and 
forgotten nothing and is eager to share it with anyone 
who will listen. At last I have learned how to enjoy 
his company, to come with a question which I want 
an answer to and which he can always provide. 

The testing stage has its own enthusiasts, the ac
tion men or pragmatists. No time for theory or for 
thinking, their immediate reaction to a problem is to 
attack it with the tools nearest to hand. Energy con
quers all, they believe, and if at first it doesn't work, 
try and try again. Often it does work. The trouble is 
they don't know why. "I kick it, that usually does the 
trick," is their formula. Success without prior thought 
or subsequent reflection does not help you to repeat 
the process or to improve on it, although it does get 



62 THE AGE OF UNREASON 

the problem moving. They can be effective, these 
pragmatists, but find it hard to communicate their 
secret to other people because they have not gone 
through the other segments of the wheel. 

Lastly there are those who get stuck at the reflec
tion stage. Endlessly they rehearse the past, seeking 
better explanations of what went wrong or what went 
right. They are the pundits among us. They have 
learned because they have been around the wheel, 
but there they have stopped. One lesson is enough; 
they have made up their minds and feel no need for 
further explanation. Busy people often have no time 
for more curiosity. They formed their opinions long 
ago and see no cause to change them. "Consistent" 
we call them if we agree with them; "bigots," if we 
don't. 

Most of the time, most of us do not go through all 
the four segments of the wheel. I describe it here to 
emphasize how difficult true learning is and why the 
sort of deliberate change that goes with learning is so 
rare. This sort of learning, the one from experience 
and life, is the one that matters if we are to change. 
It is not to be confused with more trivial definitions 
of learning: 

- Learning is not just knowing the answers. That is 
mastermind learning at its best, rote learning at its 
most boring, and conditioned response at its most 
basic. It does not help you to change or to grow, it 
does not move the wheel. 

-Learning is not the same as study, nor the same as 
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training. It is bigger than both. It is a cast of mind, 
a habit oflife, a way of thinking about things, a way 
of growing. Learning is not measured by exami
nations, which usually only test the theory stage, 
but only by a growth experience, an experience 
understood and tested. 

-Learning is not automatic, it requires energy, 
thought, courage, and support. It is easy to give 
up on it, to relax, and to rest on one's experience, 
but that is to cease to grow. 

-Learning is not only for the intellectuals, who 
often shine at the theorizing stage, but are incu
rious and unadventurous and therefore add little 
to their experience as they go through life. 

-Learning is not finding out what other people al
ready know, but is solving our own problems for 
our own purposes, by questioning, thinking and 
testing until the solution is a new part of our lives. 

THE LUBRICANTS OF CHANGE 

The wheel oflearning, I have emphasized, is difficult 
to start and hard to keep moving. Most of us don't 
succeed most of the time. We get stuck at one or 
another segment, and only a crisis or calamity can 
then move us on. Luckily there are some lubricants 
which make it easier-"the necessary conditions of 
comfortable change." There are three of these lubri
cants each of which needs some interpretation. 
Leav~ them out or screen them out, and change or 
learning is effectively blocked. 
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1. A proper selfishness 

This is a responsible selfishness. I am often 
tempted to observe that the Christian injunction to 
love one's neighbor as oneself gives the neighbor a 
rather poor deal since few people seem to love or 
even like themselves that much. 

Unfortunately, however, self-hate or just a lack of 
some positive self-regard is no way to start learning. 
I am not advocating a narcissistic self-indulgence. I 
am suggesting, on the basis of good evidence, that 
those who learn best and most, and change most 
comfortably, are those who 

(a) take responsibility for themselves and for their 
future; 

(b) have a clear view of what they want that future to 
be; 

(c) want to make sure that they get it; and 
(d) believe that they can. 

It looks easy. It seldom is. Taking a view of one's 
future requires, first of all, that you believe that there 
will be a future. There are times, for all of us, when 
that seems doubtful. In those moods there is no 
learning, no changing. Then there is the question of 
what sort of future would we like it to be, for us. 
Sensibly, selfishly, it should fit our talents and our 
abilities, but we are sometimes the last people 
to know what those are. It should not be a fantasy fu
ture that is escapism, but What is reality? we may 
well ask. 

The exercises at the end of this chapter are in-
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tended as one way to focus attention on these intrac
table questions. We may never get the answers right, 
but unless we take a view we shall be mere flotsam 
on the waves of life. Fred Hirsch, an economist and 
philosopher, described what happens to many people 
under a pervasive materialism. We end up, he sug
gested, not by working for what we need but for what 
we want, for the "positional goods" that keep us 
abreast or ahead of the Joneses. It's a no-win situation 
for there will always be more Joneses to keep up with. 
It is unthinking, follow-my-neighbor selfishness, not 
proper self-responsibility. 

2. A way of reframing 

The second of the lubricants or necessary condi
tions is particularly useful in the second stage of the 
wheel of learning. Reframing is the ability to see 
things, problems, situations, or people in other ways, 
to look at them sideways, or upside-down; to put 
them in another perspective or another context; to 
think of them as opportunities not problems, as hic
cups rather than disasters. 

Reframing is important because it unlocks prob
lems. Like an unexpected move on a chessboard, it 
can give the whole situation a new look. It is akin to 
lateral thinking at times, to using the right side of the 
brain (the creative pattern-forming side) to comple
ment the more logical left side. 

To conceive of one's life without the word retire
ment being relevant is to reframe it. To think of a job 
as 2,000 hours in a year instead of 45 weeks of510ng 
days is to reframe it, and by so doing to open up new 
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possibilities. A federal organization is a reframing of 
a decentralized organization, with important conse
quences. 

In business it has long been fashionable to ask, 
"What business are you in?" Is it cigarettes you are 
selling, or stress reducers, or social ease, or just a 
drug? The reframing will have important conse
quences for the way the product is projected, distrib
uted, and priced. 

Entrepreneurs, when they are successful, often 
achieve their success through intuitive reframing, 
connecting what was before unconnected, putting to
gether an opportunity and a need. 

I remember the year when Britain was short of 
potatoes-the last year there was a drought. A friend 
and I went shopping for potatoes only to find there 
were none. Weeks later he asked me what I had done 
as a result. 

"Bought rice instead," I said. "Why?" 
"I rang a contact in India," he replied, "bought one 

thousand tons of potatoes to be shipped to the UK at 
a landed cost of £130 a ton and sold them in advance 
for £250 a ton." 

"But, Percy," I said, calculating quickly, 
"that's ... " 

"Yes," he interrupted, "but don't worry, it didn't 
happen, the Indians refused an export permit." 

Still, his reframing nearly made him £120,000, 
while I bought rice. 

Businesses, at their best, reframe all the time, re
thinking what they now call their portfolios of mini
businesses, redefining those businesses, and their 
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markets, checking to make sure that there are as 
many growing businesses as declining ones. Individ
uals need to do the same, looking at their portfolios 
of talents, recognizing that what might be a disadvan
tage in one situation could be an asset in another, 
as when Mary realized that her problem-she 
could only talk calmly to people when she didn't have 
to look at them-made her a natural for telephone 
selling. 

Some people are born reframers. Most of us can
not do it alone. Other people always help. Friendly 
groups help one to rethink the problem or the situa
tion. It helps if they are people outside the problem 
because they will bring different ideas to bear. 
Group-think is dangerous because like-minded 
groups have like-minded ideas and find it hard 
among themselves to reframe any situation. 

I am a great believer in so-called Irish Education, 
named after the Irishman who reputedly said, "How 
do I know what I think until I hear what I say?" 
"Truth," said David Hume, the Scottish philosopher, 
"springs from argument amongst friends." Even if we 
don't convince the friends, we often help ourselves 
to see things in a new way as we look for new angles 
in the argument. 

Metaphors and analogies help. Schon's idea of the 
"displacement of concepts" (mentioned in Chapter 1) 
as an aid to creativity is a useful discipline-to try to 
find other metaphors, or words from other fields, to 
describe the problem or the dilemma. There are 
other drills and disciplines to stretch the mind, most 
usefully in some of Edward de Bono's books. 



68 THE AGE OF UNREASON 

We are all the prisoners of our past. It is hard to 
think of things except in the way we have always 
thought of them. But that way solves no problems 
and seldom changes anything. It is certainly no way 
to deal with discontinuity. We must accustom our
selves to asking, "Why?" of what already is and, "Why 
not?" to any possible reframing. It can become a use
ful game. 

For instance, why do women take their husband's 
names when they marry? Why not keep their own, 
or both choose a new common name? Why do we 
make marriage vows forever, and then break them? 
Why not make them for shorter terms, and then re
new them? Why do so many houses have their best 
rooms in the front, looking over the parking space? 
Why not put all entrances at the side? And so on ... 

Upside-down thinking, reframing, is largely a 
habit of mind. Those who want to learn in life, and to 
change comfortably, need to practice it. 

3. A negative capability 

Keats defined negative capability in his letters in 
1817, as "when a man is capable of being in uncer
tainties, mysteries, and doubts." I would extend the 
meaning to include the capacity to live with mistakes 
and failures without being downhearted or dis
mayed. 

Learning and changing are never clear and never 
sure. Whenever we change, we step out a little into 
the unknown. We will never know enough about that 
unknown to be certain of the result. We will get it 
wrong some of the time. Doubt and mistakes must 
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not be allowed to disturb us because it is from them 
that we learn. Theories are no good, Karl Popper 
argued, unless it is possible to prove them wrong. If 
they are bound to be right, they are either tautolo
gies, saying nothing useful, or trivial, saying nothing 
important. 

Entrepreneurs, the successful ones, have on av
erage nine failures for every success. It is only the 
successes that you will hear about; the failures they 
credit to experience. Oil companies expect to drill 
nine empty wells for every one that flows. Getting it 
wrong is part of getting it right. As with my friend 
and the potatoes, if you do not try you will not suc
ceed, and if it fails, there is always another day, an
other opportunity. Negative capability is an attitude 
of mind which learners need to cultivate, to help 
them to write off their mistakes as experience. It 
helps to get your first failures early on; the later ones 
are then less painful. Those who have a gilded youth, 
in which success leads on to success, are sometimes 
the least experimental and the most conservative as 
they grow older because the fear of failure looms 
larger. 

We were about to appoint a new professor. The 
person in question was well known to us, a brilliant 
lecturer, an authority in his field, a sought-after con
sultant. Why then were there so many unspoken res
ervations in the faces around the table? Someone 
then captured it for us: "The trouble is," he said, 
"Richard has no decent doubt." Without that decent 
doubt, there was no questioning, no learning, no de
liberate change. To Richard, certainty was precious, 
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and negative capability something he would not 
understand. 

We learn by our mistakes, as we always tell our
selves, not from our successes; but perhaps we do 
not really believe it. We should, for we change by 
exploration not by retracing well-known paths. We 
start our learning with uncertainties and doubts, with 
questions to be resolved. We grow older wondering" 
who we will be and what we will do. For organiza
tions as for individuals, life is a book still to be writ
ten. If we cannot live with these uncertainties we will 
not learn, and change will always be an unpleasant 
surprise. 

Negative capability, that capacity to live with un
certainty and mistake, is not given to everyone. Keats 
complained that Coleridge did not have it and missed 
a trick or two thereby. It helps, clearly, to have a 
belief that overrides the uncertainty. For some it is a 
feeling that their book of life is already written, that 
they are merely turning the pages. For others it is a 
belief in a superior being, a God. For myself, I have 
become convinced of the truth behind the Coda of 
Julian of Norwich, a holy lady in fourteenth-century 
Britain: ''All will be well, and all manner of thing will 
be well," she said, again and again. Believe that, al
though one cannot know in what way all will be well, 
and a negative capability is easy. 

THE BLOCKS TO CHANGE 

It is, unfortunately, all too easy to stop the lubricants 
reaching the wheel. A proper selfishness, reframing, 
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and a negative capability are fragile. It is easier to 
stop them than to encourage them, often uninten
tionally. The principal blocks are listed here. 

The "they" syndrome 

Mary was divorcing her army husband. Where 
would she live, I asked, when she had to leave her 
army apartment. "They haven't told me yet," she 
said. 

"Who are they?" I asked. 
"They haven't told me who they are yet, have 

they?" she replied, irritated at my seeming stupidity. 
It is easy to laugh, but once I waited outside the 

door of the personnel manager of the multinational 
company of my youth. A wily old Scot passed by, a 
veteran of that place and a wise counsellor. 

"What are you waiting for, laddie?" he asked. 
"I am waiting to see what they are planning for 

" me. 
"Och, invest in yourself, my boy, don't wait for 

them. Invest in yourself; if you don't, why should 
they?" 

It was one of those timely triggers. Until that mo
ment I was leaving it all to them, I had no sense of 
personal responsibility for my own future. That had 
been delegated to the personnel department. They 
would tell me. Unfortunately, they wondered why I 
had been so lackadaisical about my own development 
and did not, as Jock forecast, see any great reason to 
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continue their investment in my future unless I also 
invested in it. 

Too many delegate their futures and their ques
tions to some mysterious they. They will set the syl
labus for life just as they set the syllabus for our 
courses at school. They know what is best; they must 
know what they are doing. They are in charge; leave 
it to them. The phrases and excuses are endless. One 
of the strange things about growing older is the grad
ual realization that they don't know, that the Treasury 
is not all-wise, that they are on the whole just like 
you, muddling through, and not very interested in 
you anyway. 

-

Futility/humility 

Learning starts with a belief in oneself. It is for all 
of us a fragile belief, easily shattered. In my early 
days in that big company, I found myself in Malaysia 
with, effectively, a license to wander through the de
partments. I came across what seemed to me to be 
some gross inefficiencies. I worked out some better 
options, sent them to the operations manager, and 
waited-for his thanks. He sent for me. 

"How long have you been out here?" he asked. 
"Six months," I replied. 
'And how long has this company been successfully 

doing business here?" 
'About fifty years, I suppose." 
"Quite so, fifty-four in fact; and do you suppose 

that in six months you know better than the rest of 
us and our predecessors in fifty-four years?" 

I asked no more questions for the next three years, 

'I: 
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had no more ideas, made no more proposals. My so
cial life prospered, I recall, but I stopped learning, 
and growing, and changing. 

If one remark killed my belief in myself in that 
place, one can easily work out why it is that the un
employed or the newly redundant have little urge or 
energy to turn that wheel of learning. All they want 
is to turn the clock back and to have the same job 
again. We have made the "job" so essential to a man's 
concept of himself, and now to many a woman's, that 
the loss of it, often through no fault of their own, can 
shatter a sense of identity, of personal worth, of self
esteem, for a while at least. 

Self-doubt is pernicious. Humble, self-doubting 
people may ask the questions, but they do not press 
for answers or for action. "Others need or deserve it 
more than I," they say, seeking always the back of the 
line even if the line is really only a huddle. "John 
needs my help," "the firm cannot spare me," "my 
needs can wait." The unselfishness is laudable, often, 
but the learning gets postponed. Other people be
come a prop for or an excuse for our lack of self
responsibility. 

Self-doubters often fear success. Success puts 
more pressure on them to take more responsibility 
for even more action. Failure for some is easier to 
handle, particularly if you plan for it. David, his 
teachers noted, although a clever boy, had stopped 
working some months before his big exams. They 
tried to coax him back to work with forecasts of what 
he might achieve. They tried to frighten him with 
forecasts of what he might not achieve. Nothing 
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worked. He did as badly as they feared, but he had 
his excuse, he had done no work. His failure was not 
an indictment of his ability but only of his attitude. 
His own conception of himself as a clever lad, was 
untouched. They call it a form of "attribution theory"; 
it is a way of dodging failure, of not learning in order 
to protect a fragile sense of self. He won't start to 
learn again until he is strong enough in his self
confidence to take success or failure in his stride. 

The theft of purposes 

Proper, responsible selfishness involves a purpose 
and a goal. It is that goal which pulls out the energy 
to move the wheel. Diminish that goal, displace it or, 
worst of all, disallow it, and we remove all incentive 
to learn or to change. Proper selfishness, however, 
recognizes that the goal needs to be tuned to the 
goals of the group, or the organization, or society, as 
well as to be in line with our own needs and our own 
talents. Only improper selfishness sets goals at odds 
with the bits of humanity that matter to oneself. 

It is tempting to impose our goals on other people, 
particularly on children or our subordinates. It is 
tempting for society to try to impose its priorities on 
everybody. The strategy will, however, be self
defeating if our goals, or society's goals, do not fit the 
goals of the others. We may get our way, but we don't 
get their learning. They may have to comply, but 
they will not change. We have pushed out their goals 
with ours and stolen their purposes. It is a pernicious 
form of theft which kills the will to learn. The apathy 
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and disillusion of many people in organizations, the 
indifference and apparent indolence of the unem
ployed is often due to the fact that there is no room 
for their purposes or goals in our scheme of things. 
Left goalless, they comply, drift, or rebel. 

In a sensible world, the goals are negotiated. The 
concept of the doughnut in Chapter 5 allows the or
ganization to dictate the core and the perimeter of 
one's role, but allows discretion in the middle with 
the purposes of that discretion to be agreed. It is so, 
or could be so, with much oflife. Responsible selfish
ness knows that there are core duties and necessary 
boundaries but also that there must be room for 
self-expression. Squeeze it out, as tidy-minded bu
reaucrats so often do, and we kill any motivation to 
learn. 

The missing forgiveness 

I asked an American the secret of his firm's ob
viously successful development policy. He looked me 
straight in the eye. "Forgiveness," he said. "We give 
them big jobs and big responsibilities. Inevitably 
they make mistakes, we can't check them all the time 
and don't want to. They learn, we forgive, they don't 
make the mistake again." 

He was unusual. Too many organizations use their 
appraisal schemes and their confidential files to re
cord our errors and our small disasters. They use 
them to chastise us with, hoping to inspire us, or to 
frighten us to do better. It might work once, but in 
future we will make sure that we do not venture far 
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enough from the beaten track to make any mistake. 
Yet no experiment, no test of new ideas, means no 
learning and no change. As in organizations, so it can 
be in families. 

The evidence is quite consistent. If you reward the 
good and ignore or forgive the bad, the good will 
occur more frequently, and the bad will gradually dis
appear. A concern over trouble in the classroom led 
to research into the way teachers allocated praise and 
blame. About equally, it seemed, except that all 
praise was for academic work and all blame was for 
behavior. The teachers were coached to only give 
praise, for both academic work and good behavior 
and to ignore the bad. It worked. Within a few weeks 
unruly behavior had almost disappeared. 

More difficult than forgiving others is to forgive 
oneself. That turns out to be one of the real blocks to 
change. We as individuals need to accept our past 
but then to turn our backs on it. Organizations often 
do it by changing their names, individuals by moving 
house, or changing spouses. It does not have to be 
so dramatic. Scrapbooks, I believe, are useful ther
apy-they are a way of putting the past to bed, dec
orously. Then we can move forward. 

PUTTING THE THEORY TO WORK 

If we want to change comfortably and deliberately, 
we each have to start turning our own personal wheel 
oflearning. The lubricants will make it easier-some 
proper selfishness, a constant effort to reframe our 
bit of the world, and a readiness to forgive ourselves. 
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Give yourself space, a purpose, and goals to reach, 
questions to answer. Find some friends to be your 
mentors, walk in other worlds; don't be afraid to be 
wrong. 

It is, of course, easier to write or say than to do. 
Some exercises help, if you can organize yourself to 
do them and to use a partner or a friend to help you 
reflect upon them. 

EXERCISE 1 

Draw a line on a piece of paper to represent your life, 
from birth to death, and mark with a cross where you 
are now on that line. Think about it a bit, but not for 
too long; this is an impressionistic exercise not a pre
cise one. Most people will draw a line something like 
a line on a graph. Do yours before you read on. 

In effect it is a line over time going up and down. 
What, however, do the ups and downs represent? 
The answer will tell you something about your real 
priorities in life. Where did you put the cross? The 
position will tell you something about the proportion 
of your life which you still feel is ahead of you, with 
time, probably, for a good Third Age. Does the line 
go upward at the end or downward? The answer will 
tell you something about your secret thoughts about 
the future. Most people feel good about it, in some 
modified way, and point their lines upward. 
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EXERCISE 2 

Write your own obituary to appear in your favorite 
paper or journal. Assume that it is written by a good 
friend who knows you well and understands the 
"you" behind the facts. Don't write more than 200 
words. 

People find this difficult to do, but useful if they 
do it and then show it to a good friend. It is difficult 
because it requires you to envisage your own death 
as a real event. However, doing this can be a big 
release because it allows you to think in more con
crete terms about the long period between now and 
your death. 

The exercise forces you to stand at the end of your 
life and to look backward. It puts what you are doing 
now into a new perspective and forces you to work 
out what you would like to be remembered for. It is 
an exercise in very personal reframing. 

EXERCISE 3 

Imagine yourself asking ten friends to list one quality 
each that they liked or admired in you. List those 
qualities, then against each, list two activities in 
which those qualities have been useful in the past and 
one type of different activity in which they could con
ceivably be useful. Better still, ask ten friends to do 
it for you. 

It is difficult to do this objectively by yourself, but 
worth trying. The point is to accentuate the positive 
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in you and to conceive of other areas where your tal
ents might be useful. It is, in a small way, a practice 
in liking yourself. 

EXERCISE 4 

Now, and only now, having done the other three ex
ercises, list five things you would like to have 
achieved in three years' time. Describe in a little de
tail how the achievements will be measured or ob
servable, and set down what practical things need to 
be done to start work on them. 

This, of course, is putting the wheel of learning 
and of deliberate change into motion. It is surprising 
how easy it can be to do what we want to do when we 
know what it is that we want. Changing is exciting, 
fun, and not too difficult if we see it as learning, learn
ing in my sense, learning that we control and that we 
want. 

I am more and more sure that those who are in 
love with learning are in love with life. For them 
change is never a problem, never a threat, just an
other exciting opportunity. It does, however, require 
what you might call a positive mental attitude. 

Last year we had to move out of our home for nine 
months while urgent repairs were made to the foun
dations. It was going to be a great nuisance and in
convenience. At first we thought we would minimize 
the inconvenience and camp out in makeshift accom
modation next door. Then we decided to turn it into 
an opportunity, an opportunity to live in another part 
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of town in a very different sort of home and commu
nity, to treat it like a foreign posting. It was more 
inconvenient, but now we remember it as exciting 
fun, adventure, and a bit of positive learning. Bad 
news became good news; change was learning. 

PART TWO 

Working 




