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Ron Ricci at Cisco Systems claims there are two types of communicators in life: the up-front, bottom-line crew, and the people who like to tell a good story and provide you with the evidence before arriving at their thesis. Ron refers to the two groups as “deductive communicators” and “inductive communicators,” respectively. I am an inductive communicator, I’ve come to realize. I typically hate jumping straight to the bottom line. Especially in a book about chaos, of all things. I much prefer making my case with a good story.

But for all you deductive communicators out there, here is the bottom line, up front: we all need what I call contained chaos in our lives and careers. We can gain immeasurably from conducting a meeting with absolutely no agenda or from bringing unusual suspects into the fold. My research has shown that a certain amount of chaos supports what I call “organized serendipity”—where new and creative ideas seem to emerge out of nowhere.

Surprisingly, chaos makes us more effective in our careers. It makes for better school systems, more innovative businesses, and, as my work with the U.S. Army has shown, even a more resilient military.

So that’s the bottom line. Now let me tell you a story.
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Make It Matter

I was sitting in an office with General Martin Dempsey months before he became the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He wanted to know if I could help him.

In his late fifties, with close-cropped white hair and wearing his combat uniform, Dempsey certainly looked the part of a top military officer. But as I began talking to him, he didn’t exactly fit the stereotype I had in my mind. He’s affable, well versed in literature and the classics, soft-spoken, down-to-earth, and quick to smile.

I met General Dempsey in his office at Fort Monroe, Virginia. It was a long, rectangular room in which every wall was decorated with plaques, ceremonial swords, and photos taken on the battlefield.

Three days earlier, I had been sitting on a Northern California lawn overlooking an organic garden, wearing shorts and flip-flops, and talking to my San Francisco friends about the importance of “setting a vibe” at a music camp-out (where several hundred people take to the woods, hauling a bunch of speakers and power sources with them, and DJs spin in the forest).

Now here I was, still a little sunburned, on a military base on the East Coast. There was nothing touchy-feely about the swords hanging on the wall. The steel was sharp, spotless, and very real. I felt more than a little out of place. My only prior exposure to the military had come from watching Hollywood’s war movies and from seeing soldiers carrying Uzis when I was a young kid in Israel, before my family moved to the United States. (My father was such a poor fit for the Israeli military that he was assigned to a kibbutz for his compulsory service and spent his time harvesting bananas.) I majored in peace and conflict studies at the University of California at Berkeley. I live in San Francisco and I’m a vegan.

Walking to General Dempsey’s office that morning, I’d realized that I didn’t know any of the proper etiquette. Do you salute a general? (You don’t if you’re a civilian.) Do you call him “sir”? (I called him Marty.) Do you monitor your language? (I didn’t, and neither did he.) I hadn’t even known what the four stars on a general’s uniform meant—I’d had to look it up on Wikipedia.

We sat across from each other on comfortable brown leather couches. It was an informal meeting, but just a few feet away, seven members of his uniformed staff were taking copious notes. It was as if a team of highly trained soldiers—ready to respond to any situation or surprise attack—were documenting your visit to your uncle’s house.

“I was on a trip,” he told me, “reading your first book, The Starfish and the Spider, and I immediately turned to one of my officers and said that I really wanted to meet you, because I think you can help me with something very important.” I’d later learn that as I was living my life in San Francisco, people in the highest echelons of the Pentagon were using my theories to try to understand how to counter terrorism and how to dramatically change the nature of the military. But more on that in a bit.

As Dempsey and I talked about his time as one of the top commanders in charge of the Iraq war, I noticed a rectangular wooden box about the size of a shoebox on the coffee table between us. There was something about it that captured my attention: it was simple but carefully constructed, and it was one of the only objects in the room that was closed. I asked him what was inside. It turned out that the box’s contents represented the reason he was asking for my help.

He opened the box and pulled out what looked like baseball cards. But instead of a picture of an athlete, each card bore a photo of a soldier in uniform. “These are all the soldiers,” Dempsey told me, “who died in action under my command.” The inscription on the box stated simply, Make It Matter. Dempsey still keeps in touch with the soldiers’ families. As he handed me card after card, it seemed as if they collectively represented the weight of his responsibilities.

Dempsey was rather beloved by the troops. He wasn’t your usual hard-nosed, the-world-is-the-way-that-I-see-it autocrat. Earlier in his career he’d been an English professor at West Point, and his students remember his special fondness for Shakespeare. When he served in Iraq, his division was ready to go home after a long tour of duty and was literally at the Kuwaiti border when, at the last minute, it was ordered to stay another few months to take part in the attack on Fallujah, which would turn out to be one of the most difficult and bloodiest battles of the Iraq war. Dempsey is famous for the speech he gave to inform his troops that although they had done their duty, they were not going home yet: instead of sugar-coating the news, he was honest in acknowledging just how difficult the war had been.

Like many of us, I’d always assumed military leaders were unfailingly supportive of our nation’s foreign engagements and conflicts. But Dempsey’s tone, like that of many top military leaders I’ve since encountered, was much more nuanced and reflective. As he handed me one card after another, each with a young face on it, he talked about how he did not want to add more cards to that box.

He told me he recognized that the army was too rigid in its ways, too concerned with bureaucracy as opposed to effectiveness. It was so mired in paperwork that new ideas and innovation had no chance to take root. The institutional army was known on the inside as a place where good ideas went to die.

“Ori,” he said, “how do I change the army?”

The military, like most of our other major institutions, has waged a century-long campaign to become more efficient. It has created more sophisticated weapons, lowered casualty rates, and built supply lines from California to Afghanistan. A variation on this same quest for efficiency and productivity has seeped into our companies and our personal lives as well. We eliminate waste and cut production cycle times. We rely on the instant gratification of emails and texts to communicate with our colleagues and friends. We mail a package and expect it to be on the other side of the world the next day. We fly thousands of miles in a few hours, yet complain when a plane is delayed by thirty minutes. We’ve maximized efficiency, but at what cost?

Dempsey was in an especially challenging situation. When I first met him, he was in charge of leadership training in the army, and he soon took the reins of arguably the most powerful organization that’s ever existed on earth. But his challenge wasn’t whether the military should change; it was how.

General Dempsey had hundreds of thousands of soldiers under his command. You might think that he could just give an order and his subordinates would jump to execute it. That might be true. But their willingness to execute his orders didn’t address Dempsey’s real concern—that the army suffered from a lack of imagination, from a lack of innovation. Before 9/11, the army, and for that matter the entire U.S. government and its law enforcement agencies, couldn’t imagine the potential scale of destruction from terrorists hijacking airplanes and crashing them into our buildings. Similarly, in preparing for future conflicts, our military is too bounded by previous experience to imagine who or what might be our next enemy or threat. It’s not so easy to simply order people to become more imaginative.

Seeing me hesitate, Dempsey asked his question again, in a different way:

“How do we become more adaptive?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied candidly. “But I think you need to create more chaos. You need to bring a little bit of the bubonic plague into the army, Marty.”

Then I began to tell him a story.

Of Rats and Men

The death toll wasn’t measured in mere numbers. It couldn’t be: the numbers of the dead were too staggering. It was measured in percentages.

London lost 40 percent of its citizens. Tuscany, 80 percent.

The Black Death arrived with fleas borne on the backs of rats riding the trade ships sailing from Africa and Asia. The plague swept through Europe’s medieval cities. It killed farmers and city dwellers alike, and villages became ghost towns. In total, it cut Europe’s population nearly in half.

When the plague arrived in 1348, Europe was so poor compared to Asia that the Mongols hadn’t even bothered to conquer it. Yet though it was poor, technologically backwards, weakened by drought and crop failures, and with the stench of death in the air, Europe was about to begin its ascent to world dominance. And that rise had everything to do with the death, destruction, upheaval, and disorder that had just befallen it.

The Black Death didn’t just have a silver lining. It was actually instrumental in bringing about Europe’s rise to greatness.

The plague entered Britain through the port of Bristol.

Rats were a common sight in those days, and no one paid attention to one particular rat that scampered down the gangplank and onto the wharf. No one imagined that this six-inch rodent, which happened to play host to infected fleas, would soon wreak so much havoc.

As it scurried through Bristol, it passed some twenty thousand people engaged in trade. Bristol was an inviting place for a hungry rat, which could eat its way through sacks of grain waiting to be loaded onto carts and taken to huge mills. It undoubtedly would have wound its way between barrels of wine from Bordeaux, and perhaps it found a warm bed in bolts of wool cloth waiting for export.

On the busy sidewalks of Corn Street, the rat might have scampered beneath four-foot-tall bronze pillars—known as “the nails”—where merchants struck deals. To the east it would have encountered the thriving shipbuilding business of the port town. Large piles of timber, sailcloth, and ropes lay about waiting to be assembled into the ships that moved the lifeblood of the city.

It was this busy world of commerce that our infected rat was about to turn upside down. The rat’s effectiveness as a vector in spreading the Black Death came as a result of its seeming insignificance. No one would have noticed a rat scampering through the markets, hiding beneath a table in a tavern, or foraging in the pantry of a local nobleman’s house. Rats had the run of medieval cities as well as the countryside. A barmaid wearing a skirt exposing a flash of ankle, a cook in the kitchen, even a nobleman—all were vulnerable to the bite of one of the fleas that jumped off our rat’s back.

At first there would have been no discernible change. The plague bacteria took two to eight days to incubate. But within a week the infected barmaid would have collapsed to the floor. The cook might have started convulsing, vomiting, or, even more frightening, laughing uncontrollably. The nobleman would have been put to bed, debilitated by the pain shooting through his arms and legs. All of their fevers would have spiked to 105 degrees.

A few days more and swellings the size of an egg would have appeared on the necks, under the arms, or in the groins of the infected individuals. These were known as buboes, thus giving rise to the name bubonic plague. The cause of death was often exhaustion, heart failure, or internal bleeding. In all, the death spiral took about ten days.

In addition to infection spread by the bite of a flea, there were two other forms of the infection. One was transmitted via exposure to an infected person’s blood; this form killed within a day. The other was airborne and attacked the lungs, causing shortness of breath and a large volume of mucus. This was the kind that most easily passed from person to person. First one by one, then by the thousands, men, women, and children succumbed—not just in Bristol but throughout the continent. In the eyes of medieval Europeans raised on the Book of Revelation, it was the apocalypse.

The plague should have been the end of Europe.

Instead, it brought about a mysterious transformation that has challenged historians: Within 150 years—the blink of an eye in human history—Europeans discovered the New World, invented the printing press, developed oil painting, produced the first eyeglasses, established copyright laws, and, to the exultation of many, distilled the first bottle of whiskey. Soon to follow were other leaps of innovation—Newton’s theory of gravity, modern banking systems, and democratic and industrial revolutions.

Europe went from being too insignificant to merit conquest to experiencing a continent-wide renaissance that would transform it into the most powerful region of the world. The question, of course, is how.

The historian David Herlihy writes that the plague “assured that the Middle Ages would be the middle, not the final, phase in Western development.” And one of the main reasons for that, he claims, was that “the post-plague period was an age of new men.”

The Church Hires Aristotle

While they serve very different purposes and have very different goals, the medieval Church and the modern U.S. Army have a lot in common. Both have hierarchical structures, both operate out of a central headquarters—the Vatican in the former case, the Pentagon in the latter—and both operate on a huge scale. One can even think of the medieval Church as a kind of corporation, with a headquarters, regional offices, and layers of management.

Now imagine the Catholic “corporation” being ravaged by the plague. Prior to the plague, the Church had become weakened by its inability to integrate knowledge from the outside. The Church looked askance at ancient knowledge from the Greeks and Romans, whether it involved philosophy or architecture. It wasn’t that no one in the Church was investigating the world. The issue was that lines of inquiry and even reality itself were defined by Church doctrine. If you discovered something in the physical world that defied that doctrine, well then, your fact must be wrong. Thus, though it did not intend to, the Church was stifling progress.

Here is an example of what little regard the Church had for some ancient knowledge. The author Boccaccio describes walking up to the Benedictine monastery in Monte Cassino. Ravaged by the plague, the monastery was half empty. Its library lacked a door, grass was growing inside, and ancient manuscripts, dusty and torn, were piled at random. Shocked, Boccaccio asked what had happened. He was informed that the monks would tear strips of parchment from the manuscripts and sell them as talismans to make money.

Boccaccio tucked under his arms as many of the illuminated manuscripts and parchments as he could and carried them off to preserve them. Boccaccio’s love of the ancient manuscripts set him apart from the monks at the monastery. But the monks’ disregard for the knowledge contained in those manuscripts isn’t surprising. For centuries, few in Western Europe read much from the Romans or the Greeks.

At the time, the Bible was the predominant form of knowledge in Europe, for faith was more important than reason. As St. Anselm said, “I believe that I may understand.” This was the dominant paradigm of the Middle Ages in Europe and the source of the Church’s power.

Boccaccio was of a different breed, subscribing to the philosophy of the humanists, who, in addition to believing in the importance of the individual, admired the writings of the Greeks and Romans, especially Aristotle and Cicero. However, Aristotle had prescribed a system of rational inquiry, a search for facts, that was at odds with the Church’s mandate of faith first. As a result, the Church was hostile to the humanists. While the humanists were scouring old church libraries to scavenge ancient manuscripts and texts, the Church had banned clerics from teaching about Aristotle.

But all that changed with the plague.

At the time of the plague, European society was deeply religious. The Catholic Church played a significant role in every aspect of life, from birth to death. When the plague spread, it was the priests who sat at the bedsides of those who were dying, providing comfort and performing last rites. As a result, the priests had far greater exposure to the pandemic than the rest of the population, and members of the clergy succumbed to the disease at a much higher rate than everyone else. The monastic system, the backbone of the medieval Church, was nearly wiped out by the plague.

The damage to the Church on a spiritual level may have been even more severe. Once filled with worshippers, churches sat empty during the plague—those individuals who hadn’t lost their lives had had their faith tested. If, as they believed, the plague was a punishment sent by God, why were so many members of the clergy dying? People began to believe it was the end of the world, and a bacchanalian mood took over. Former parishioners went to cemeteries to take part in orgies. Prostitutes began to solicit among the gravestones.

But it wasn’t just members of the lower classes who were affected. The fact that the plague was so communicable meant it didn’t discriminate: wealthy lords and serfs alike succumbed to it. That meant that along with the disease itself, the plague also spread throughout the social strata a loss of religious belief.

Citing the deaths of priests and other religious figures, many members of the nobility who themselves would eventually succumb to the plague cut the Church out of their wills and instead left their money to establish new institutions of higher learning. In the same year that the plague struck in Europe, 1348, the University of Prague was founded. In 1350 the University of Florence was created. Between 1348 and 1372 Cambridge established four new colleges, Oxford two. Universities were established at Vienna, Krakow, and Heidelberg. In these new universities, more people could get an education, and thus more were exposed to the teachings of the humanists.

In fact, the humanists poured into the universities, soon making up much of the faculty as well as the student body. They all fell in love with Aristotle’s process of rational inquiry and Cicero’s gift for rhetoric.

In other words, the demise of the priests, as tragic as their deaths were, opened up what I call “white space.” White space is the first of three elements of chaos that you can harness to increase productivity and innovation in an organization. We’re going to take a much closer look at white space later, but for now think of it as a time or place or system unfettered by an established structure. White space is a blank canvas, a new beginning.

For the Catholic Church, white space was created by the lack of clergy. Desperate for new priests, the Church brought in men who previously would have been considered unfit for or unworthy of the priesthood. And this is the second important element of chaos—the openness to bringing in people who are “unusual suspects,” outsiders who are not a part of the system. In the case of the Church, the new recruits to the priesthood in the wake of the plague were university graduates who for the most part subscribed to the humanist philosophy. In bringing them into the clergy, the Church unwittingly brought Aristotle into the fold.

Having been educated in the university system, the newly minted clergymen brought with them their admiration for the ancient thinkers, engineers, artists, and architects. The humanists and their presence inside the Church created ripple effects that would last for centuries and eventually usher in the Renaissance.

In 1419 Florence held a competition to see who could complete the dome of the Basilica of St. Mary of the Flowers, which had sat unfinished for over a hundred years. But no one had any idea how to build a freestanding brick dome. The ancient Romans had figured it out, but their writings on architecture had been lost in an age of illiteracy and disregard for scientific knowledge.

In the end, an architect by the name of Filippo Brunelleschi won the contest. He was able to solve the dome problem by studying the Pantheon, the famous Roman dome from antiquity. Brunelleschi examined old texts reclaimed by the humanists. By drawing on knowledge that had been declared off-limits and by inventing new machines to help lift building materials, Brunelleschi succeeded in constructing a giant octagonal brick dome without the aid of so much as a wooden scaffold.

There was an eager young man working in the foundry helping to build some of Brunelleschi’s new machines. Fascinated, he often went to the church to watch the machines at work. His name was Leonardo da Vinci, and he would help to bring the humanists’ legacy to succeeding generations.

At the same time, another young man was studying at the University of Florence. The son of a physician, his name was Tommaso Parentucelli, and his studies coincided with the rising influence of the humanists.

He maintained many earthly interests, including architecture, science, history, and literature. As a factotum of the bishop of Bologna and later a diplomatic missionary for the Church, he collected books from wherever the Church sent him. Following his success as a diplomat, he was made a cardinal, and in 1447 he was elected pope—Pope Nicholas V, the first humanist pope.

And what did this humanist pope do? He restored Roman aqueducts and began the construction of St. Peter’s Basilica. He oversaw a Church in which a cardinal, Nicholas of Cusa, used reason to invent and craft the first pair of lenses to correct nearsightedness. And he established the Vatican library—to this day one of the world’s great repositories of knowledge.

Just a hundred years earlier, the Church had declared nearly everything that was not in the Bible heresy. Now the Vatican was collecting books from antiquity, transcribing them, and protecting them. The Church had undergone a huge cultural shift.

With this shift and the new openness that had arisen in the white space created by the plague, the Catholic Church in Italy was perfectly positioned to reap the benefits of a colossal shift in global power: the fall of Constantinople. The great Christian city on the Bosporus fell to the Ottoman Turks in 1453.

This should have been a blow to the Church. Constantinople had been a center of learning for hundreds of years. But its Greek citizens fled to the west with their books in their carts, on their backs, and under their arms. When they landed in Italy, these unusual suspects, with their knowledge and their manuscripts, were welcomed and embraced. Pope Nicholas V ordered the Vatican library purchasers to buy their texts en masse to preserve the knowledge within.

This new thirst for knowledge sparked by the humanists brought about a new and overwhelming demand for books. Traditionally, books had been copied by hand. Thousands of monks all over Europe would sit for days on end meticulously copying manuscripts at a rate of two to three pages a day. Before the plague, labor was so plentiful, and therefore so cheap, that this was a viable system.

The plague, of course, killed off many of these monks. The result? No more cheap labor.

At the same time, with the deaths of so many other people, there were mounds of cast-off and discarded clothes. Giant bonfires lit up the sky as these clothes were burned—there weren’t enough people to wear them. But soon people began to boil the clothes down into their fibers and make rag paper—lots of rag paper. So while labor was now expensive and scarce, paper was suddenly cheap and plentiful.

By the 1400s there was an interesting confluence of events: a high demand for books, a cheap supply of paper, an economic incentive to create a labor-saving printing device, and a multitude of never-before-seen texts from Constantinople. Along came Johannes Gutenberg and his printing press. Consider the impact of his invention in the context of these factors that helped make it possible: Had it not been for the plague, the humanists would not have come to power and brought with them a surging demand for books. Labor would have remained cheap and paper scarce. In other words, without the plague, there might not have been any need for Gutenberg’s press.

One infected rat was all it took. Scurrying through the city, destroying the institutions of the day, it created a ripple felt through nearly every aspect of society—spurring advances in architecture, a church more receptive to science and reason, and even the invention of the printing press—and brought Europe from the dark ages to the Renaissance.

When Chaos Brings Life

After I explained the impact of the plague on Europe, General Dempsey stopped me. “You’re suggesting that I make the army more chaotic?”

“Yes,” I said.

General Dempsey’s surprise was understandable. In our corporations, in other organizations in our communities, and in our personal lives, we strive to minimize chaos, with all its unpredictability and uncertainty. By definition chaos is the enemy of organization. We’ve sat in meetings where a lack of defined processes has led to interminable wasted hours and negligible results. We’ve seen the footage of chaos unleashed throughout the world, such as the thousands of homeless people in Haiti after the earthquake. We tend to confront chaos as if it were an unruly beast—something to be contained as much as possible.

Scientists inevitably think of chaos theory and the butterfly effect—how the flapping of the wings of a butterfly in China can lead to a hurricane in the Caribbean. Managers might bolt upright in the middle of the night after a nightmare about chaos on the manufacturing floor that causes the production line to seize up and stop. Parents might recall a particular birthday party at Chuck E. Cheese where the kids ran wild.

Chaos often brings to mind a loss of organization, a lack of structure, action without a plan, goal, or purpose. The end result tends to be destruction. But what if there’s another side to chaos? A benefit—something about chaos that can actually help us be more effective? Something in its greater variability, its absence of rigid structure, and its lack of a clear purpose that can lead to revolutionary, as opposed to evolutionary, change?

There is a paradox at the heart of chaos. For all the destructive power of the chaos unleashed by the Black Plague, it turned out to be the crucible in which the modern Western world was forged. We’re going to see a similar pattern emerging again and again: Chaos creates white space, which in turn allows unusual suspects to sweep in. The result is a kind of organized serendipity, or what I call contained chaos. It may seem magical and bizarre that the Renaissance came about so quickly after the plague. But we’ll see that it was not a random event: the conditions had been created to enable and even accelerate serendipity.

Think for a moment of the cliché of a sailor in tattered pants sitting alone on a desert isle in the middle of the ocean. He is always sitting beneath a single palm tree. We all know how the sailor got there: he was shipwrecked. But how did the palm tree get there?
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