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		Preface


		


There is sometimes a tendency in management literature to rush towards an idealised future as though the present and the past are an embarrassment. This is usually accompanied by an invitation to achieve a higher state of consciousness—the proposition is that new times need new kinds of human beings, thinking in new kinds of ways. This kind of literature is a form of flattery of the elite cadre of highly rewarded leaders, and those who aspire to be like them, because they assume that they already manifest these higher qualities and states of mind, and have unique insight into the human condition. It may push us towards the mystical, or abstraction and idealisation, all of which Wenzel rejects.


		In this scholarly and thoughtful volume, Eric Wenzel turns instead to the resources of the past, the ancient Greek concepts of métis and phrónēsis, and philosophers and sociologists in the pragmatic, phenomenological and hermeneutic traditions to ground his recommendations for more helpful and practical ways of working together. Both métis and phrónēsis rely upon an understanding of power relationships and ethics in relation to a concrete community. He does not require his readers to acquire some higher state of consciousness, but to pay attention, to listen, to empathise and to realise our interdependence. And to acknowledge the darker side of humanity and the inevitable conflicts we must enter into in order to find a way forward together. 


		He also invites them to experience and sit with the phenomenon of paradox, an idea which permeates the book so that we develop the capacity to dwell in the complexity of one phenomenon and its opposite. It is an invitation to complexify our thinking by drawing on traditions and ways of thinking which we have long known about, although some of the scholars he adduces are less known about.


		


		What unites the principal scholars Wenzel draws on, Michel de Certeau, Ralph Stacey, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Carlo Ginzburg, backed up by Hannah Arendt, James C Scott, Richard Bernstein, is their privileging of the every day, the concrete, the particular and the relational. With each of the major scholars he deals with, he explores the way their social formation contributed to the way they understand the world. We need, he says, to notice how we talk and make sense together, to pay attention to the exceptional typical as a way of understanding how the future emerges from the present moment and from our past. In doing so Wenzel offers us a non-teleological theory of change: we have our aspirations and intentions, but whatever happens does so because of the interweaving of all of our intentions in the living present, of which no one is in overall control.


		Choosing a method consistent with his thinking, Wenzel supports his theorising with concrete vingettes from organisational life. These describe dilemmas, conflicts, political struggles between feeling, resonating human bodies.


		Further, Wenzel is not afraid to enter into critique of others. To substantiate his argument, and to engage with the exploration of difference, he contests contemporary organisational thinkers, as well as proponents of systems theory such as Niklas Luhmann.


		Undertaking organisational change, Wenzel argues, is both an ordinary and extraordinary undertaking. On the one hand, it means engaging with each other in everyday struggles of negotiation and meaning-making as flawed, feeling human beings. On the other hand, it means paying attention to this ordinariness as a way of making it visible and noticing the water we are swimming in together.


		Chris Mowles


		Professor of Complexity and Management


		Oxford, September 2025


		




		Prologue


		We entrust our soles to shoemakers and our souls to clerics, and would be in considerable trouble if there were uncertainty about their sincere intention to carry out their very different assignments. The real world is, of course, far from ideal, and sometimes that trust is misplaced. There are shoemakers who abscond with our footwear and clerics who are in cahoots with the devil. Rules are, after all, made to be broken and always have exceptions; the laws of men, as we all know, are never as watertight as the laws of nature.


		Martin Jay, The Virtues of Mendacity, p. 28




		Our fear of a completely mechanized world will be groundless so long as man can make mistakes at his most regular daily chores. And if he swears while performing them, all is most definitely not lost.


		Albert V. Thelen, The Island of Second Sight, p. 28


		


		Every book that claims to be relevant for people’s lives is triggered by a crisis. The crisis under examination in this book arises from the experience that many change projects within organizations do not achieve the envisioned goals despite the most careful planning and best intentions. This realization, as trivial as it may initially seem, is usually countered with ideas and procedures based on a widely prevailing understanding of how transformation projects can be successfully managed—the mainstream of change literature, one might say. The sense of a genuine crisis arises from the remarkable suspicion that there is a relationship between the frequent failure of transformation projects and precisely this mainstream understanding of how they should be managed.


		My examination of this suspicion will involve a critical review of some of today’s mainstream management methods and change theories and their underlying assumptions. In particular, a systemic understanding of organizations and ideas that seek to subsume unique circumstances under a preconceived structure of concepts and frameworks both fall under the heading of mainstream and bear closer scrutiny.1


		Essentially, the target readership of this book comprises primarily executives in charge of transformation in companies and consultants who know from their own experience that change projects never go according to plan, reduced even further to the subset of those who are willing to admit this to themselves; they will be open to considering how a more pragmatic form of understanding change could differ from today’s prevailing atti­tudes.


		To this end, I will present an alternative understanding of change processes, one that is based on both social theory and the experience of practitioners. The latter is reflected in a series of vignettes from transformation and organizational consulting practice, politics, civic engagement, therapy and urban planning. They are intended to illustrate the reasons for both the critical remarks and the alternative understanding presen­ted here.


		Readers who feel uneasy about simplistic concepts of successful change, the abstract descriptions of reality by systems theorists and consulting concepts perceived to have an aura of spirituality will find this book particularly interesting. Those who do not feel this discomfort will find the book stimulating under favorable circumstances, but less favorable circumstances may cause them to feel questioned in their identity. After all, some of those to whom this book is addressed have committed intense dedication to their training during programs at renowned business schools and consulting institutes in precisely the techniques and tools that are the subject of criticism here.


		Developing an alternative viewpoint to orthodox change literature means breaking free, expanding, occasionally even side-stepping completely the genre issues proposed in this very lit­erature. This is reflected in the book’s focus on paradoxes without any attempt to show how these paradoxes can be managed. Instead, the focus will be on how to endure and explore these para­doxes and how we can use this exploration to recognize new options for action.


		A paradox is the phenomenon of two contrary conditions existing simultaneously, thereby creating a constant and irresolvable tension for the involved participants. Changing circumstances merely alter their appearance, so paradoxes remain a constant; at most, they shift into new forms.


		


		One well-known paradox becomes apparent when players act as both partners and competitors. For instance, a publisher may rely on the online platform of a second company for distribution of its books; the latter enterprise, however, distributes its own books in its own format, so it is simultaneously in competition with the first publisher. Another example of a paradoxical experience results from the decision of top management in a company to eliminate management levels in an effort to reduce complexity in the organization with the consequence of increasing the number of direct reports required of middle managers, and the measure as a whole ultimately heightens the level of complexity experienced by these individuals.


		One especially vexing example is the tolerance paradox. In The Open Society and Its Enemies,2 Karl Popper describes the virtually unbearable situation in which people who advocate a society of tolerance and solidarity find themselves when they are confronted with intolerance in others. Opening the door to discussion in such circumstances also means they must repeatedly set boundaries, possibly maneuvering themselves into a position of intolerance of the opinions of others. They may seemingly have little choice if they do not want their capacity for tolerance to be exploited by their intolerant opponents.


		Omnipresent paradoxes that cannot be resolved force us to find repeatedly new solutions over the entire course of change projects, whether in the political or economic domain. The results of our search for their resolution are sometimes foreseeable, but never completely predictable in any given case, and no solution can ever be more than the best possible response at that particular moment. The coronavirus pandemic of 2020–2023 provided a striking demonstration of this challenge. Some critics cast doubt on new medical findings that improved our knowledge of infection routes or the effects of vaccinations more or less immediately, without regard for the lengthy research procedures essential for the verification or rejection of the discoveries. Tensions among the various camps remained high as the definitions of “tolerant” and “intolerant” shifted incessantly, subject to constant renegotiation in the light of new discoveries and never reaching a final conclusion that was universally accepted.


		The main thesis of this book is that a portrayal of such circumstances as being less complex than they actually are serves no purpose. Nor is the management of the unpredictability we experience with the aid of sophisticated strategy methods, agile working methods or attempts to create a discussion space depicted as “safe” of any value. This is because the “foundation” of certainty that we try to create by investing more time in good planning, conducting iterative decision-making cycles in greater detail and insisting on a psychologically safe culture of discussion always turns into an abyss when we realize that our strategies have a shorter half-life than we thought, when the scalability of an approach with many small-scale decision-making processes proves problematic, and when a safe culture of discussion remains safe only until someone at a higher level of the hierarchy feels offended.


		This book is not an attempt to simplify these complexities and present them as manageable or to use sophisticated theoretical constructs to draw abstract conclusions. On the contrary, their intensity should be heightened. To this end, transformation processes are viewed from a special perspective entailing reference to their inherent unpredictability, the constant need for political balancing of our varying perspectives and interdependencies, our unavoidable emotional entanglement and the frequent necessity for spontaneous improvisation.


		A total of four paradoxes are examined because paradoxical occurrences are especially valuable as illustrations of what happens when we try to simplify our experience of transformation processes or draw abstract conclusions from them and reveal what can be gained by avoiding precisely these actions and instead raising the level of complexity. With this in mind, the dilemmas often confronting those in charge of a transformation are taken seriously as the starting point for further work. The four paradoxes are exemplified by the aforementioned vignettes from the everyday lives of practitioners, while each of the four chapters presents an individual whose work has insightfully shed light on the pertinent paradox in his or her field. The choice of a trans-disciplinary approach is deliberate.


		Chapter overview


		Chapter 1 is dedicated to the paradox of planning—the strange experience that the more precisely we try to plan social factors, the increasingly less likely it becomes that they will be realized.


		The work on “super-forecasting”3 conducted by Philip E. Tetlock and other sources serve to illustrate how psychologists deal with this aspect. Applying this methodology can demonstrate how insubstantial the results of scientifically optimized predictions of social circumstances are. As an alternative, a largely forgotten form of Aristotelian intelligence is presented: mētis. As used in Ancient Greek, the term encompasses our ability to read situations correctly and to exploit opportunities to our advantage by appropriately classifying the past and simultaneously linking it to the future.


		The French cultural anthropologist Michel de Certeau, who, as if a personal manifestation of mētis, artfully weaved a path from his clerical, Jesuit environment to the highest committees of the OECD and from there—without any forethought whatsoever—influenced policies for the future of France many years after his actual work, appears on the stage here.


		Chapter 2 introduces Ralph Stacey, a management theorist who has applied chaos and complexity theories to the social relationships of organizational life. Seeking to illustrate the fluctuation of political negotiation processes and how diverse local interactions create unplanned overarching patterns in social contexts, he used the continuous evolution of some complexity models to illustrate how we negotiate our interdependencies—our power relationships—in terms of stable instability, which, like some complexity models, never achieve a state of equilibrium, but constantly evolve and produce new patterns. His ideas are used to describe the paradox of self-organizing order, i. e. the strange fact that, although those involved in transformation processes want to achieve a certain result (and ultimately a result of some kind is always achieved), it is usually not exactly what anyone wanted.


		Stacey’s theory of “complex responsive processes of relating,”4 which he developed in collaboration with Douglas Griffin and Patricia Shaw, is contrasted with Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory,5 and both are examined in terms of their relevance for the everyday problems of transformation practitioners.


		Chapter 3 finds the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer playing the leading role. His hermeneutic method6 is presented in contrast to a strictly scientific understanding of social pro­cesses. He finds support from Hannah Arendt and her concept of the vita activa,7 and with the help of both, the paradox of the unfathomable foundation will be explored, i. e. the odd state of affairs of our endless attempts to find solid footing in the social sphere, only to discover to our chagrin that what was thought to be a firm foundation always seems to shift just when we think we have gained a secure foothold.


		The circular tactic of hermeneutics is offered as an alternative to a sequential scientific approach that facilitates our understanding of how progress ensues in social processes. It employs yet another Aristotelian concept for this purpose: phrónēsis, practical wisdom that is linked to Arendt’s idea of natality, the peculiarly human ability to influence existing social processes in ever new ways. Both are compared with the simultaneously spiritual and physical insights of the American systems thinkers David Bohm,8 David Peat and Peter Senge.9 On this basis, Amy Edmondson’s work on “Psychological Safety”10 is also examined in terms of its practical relevance for transformation practitioners.


		Finally, in Chapter 4, Carlo Ginzburg takes the floor. The historian Ginzburg has made a name for himself in particular with his contributions to so-called micro-history.11 With his help, we can learn to recognize details that provide insights into the larger contexts of our social practice. He focuses the spotlight on the paradox of the large in the small, the interesting discovery that a microscopic focus on aspects of our daily experience can provide us with unexpected insights for understanding macroscopic contexts.


		Ginzburg’s subtle approach, which focuses on the occurrence of unique “rifts” in the social fabric offering access to subterranean networks of social events and thereby shedding light on larger contexts, is contrasted with David Snowden’s thoughts of complexity and his “Cynefin” framework.12 This framework is characterized by its use of an existing structure of order that encloses and formalizes an experienced uniqueness in an attempt to make it manageable. Snowden fundamentally assumes that social circumstances can be classified according to predetermined categories. Ginzburg, on the other hand, is guided by unusual and unexpected insights that are completely unpredictable, and so at times arrives at new conclusions going beyond existing ideas.


		


		What you can expect


		Even though each chapter ends with concrete tips and further questions, this book is not a vade mecum. An offer of suggestions in the form of pat recipes or even models and frameworks for successful transformation would also be contrary to its aspiration: the presentation of a radical alternative to the mainstream of change and management literature. Studies in this field generally attempt to press transformation processes—despite their uniqueness—into prefabricated frameworks or to manage them with the aid of established methods. This volume is not alone in rejecting such a line of thought. A number of authors have also offered alternative perspectives, many of them more eloquently than I have managed. Reference is made to some of them here. A number of these authors, but far from all, come from the field of organizational studies. Developing a different perspective on our transformational practices inevitably required crossing genre boundaries and, here in particular, engaging with authors from the fields of sociology, philosophy, history and the complexity sciences. 


		One aspect appears again and again: our relationships of interdependency and power. Everyone is aware that, as social beings, we inevitably live in the midst of a multitude of interdependencies; a transformation project in which the thoughtful weighing of the interests of involved individuals is not of the utmost importance does not exist. The consequent, indeed, inevitable political negotiation processes are as enervating as they are decisive for success or failure and it will not come as a surprise that the theme of power dynamics is a constant throughout the entire book.


		Obviously, transformation is difficult. One fundamental question is whether large-scale transformation projects are so arduous because, in terms of systems theory, they take place in “design-resistant structures”13 in complete alignment with the “inaccessibility of social structures for any formative action.”14 Systemic thinkers describe such structures as circumstances in which a “medium-term, goal-oriented realization of intentions for shaping social structures that can confidently assume an adequate, pragmatic probability of success”15 cannot be expected. Yet what initially triggers the genesis of social structures that are so obviously difficult to change? Systems thinkers hold that “the non-intentional consequences or paradoxical effects of action that are usually invoked at this point are inadequate to explain this phenomenon.”16 This in turn, however, gives rise to the question of what sparked the birth of these social structures if not the (unintended) consequences of the actions of individuals.


		Berger and Luckmann expressly point out that even such a reified idea of social structures as proposed by systemic thinkers is still a description of a “human world by humans.”17 Only humans can recognize structures of this nature, and only humans create them and can also change them. The process sociologist Norbert Elias, whom you will come across more often as you read, would see it similarly. The fact that change often happens unexpectedly and not in the desired form is ultimately an indication of the non-intentional consequences and paradoxical effects of action—hence the title of this book. 


		Nevertheless, the thought that virtually nothing can be achieved in the medium term in highly complex change projects cannot satisfy any transformation practitioner. More importantly, this pessimism is not borne out by our experience; while some problems persist, others are solved and progress is made, even if occasionally in ways that nobody could have foreseen. Once again, the coronavirus pandemic comes to mind. In this respect, systemic thinkers too frequently take the easy way out when they conclude that, since everything is so complex, it is fundamentally almost impossible to hope that anything at all will be achieved. This is what happens when we go too far in reducing our experience to abstract concepts.


		So the aim here is not to assume from the outset that—despite our best efforts—the results of our complex transformation processes will be meagre. Indeed, this superficial impression may arise. Still, the expectation that we will never be able to make a major difference runs counter to our experience. In the dominant change and management literature, attempts are often made to determine the common elements of projects that have evidently implemented transformations successfully. But such an approach ignores a number of aspects. It fails to consider contextual differences as well as coincidences or the so-called butterfly effect, i. e. the experience that minor interventions—completely unpredictable—have major impacts. The reverse is also true. In the same vein, many change theorists are inclined to follow the course of least resistance by trying to distill recipes for the success of transformation projects from the descriptions of a few uniform instances of the behavior of successful transformation managers or by explaining this success as the consequence of the implementation of predefined procedures—best practices. This is what happens when we simplify our experience.


		This book aims to show a third option by attempting to understand what is actually happening in transformation projects. The goal is to develop a concept for reasonable, sensible action. We want to heighten our awareness of what is possible and emphasize the constructive side of our actions, even if this often means dealing with circumstances that no one involved in the project truly wanted. And so we have to find a way to deal with the unintended consequences of our actions. There are no clear-cut solutions. We must constantly adjust, strike out in new directions and negotiate with others to determine the best course of action from today’s perspective. This is only possible if our thinking remains fluid, precisely because situations constantly confront us with unexpected challenges. Our actions in transformation processes are never simple, nor is the book you are about to read. But—under the very best of circumstances—it will prompt you to think, promote understanding and perhaps encourage you to consider new means of intervening in transformation projects. This can happen if we intensify our experience.


		The writers presented in the four chapters are not necessarily known to the wider public. This is quite different in their fields, where they enjoy a high reputation. But their works have not sold millions of copies. As I was exploring these authors and their propositions in the course of writing this book, I wondered why their wise insights have not become known more widely. They had evidently begun lines of thought that can be very helpful to us today. Paradoxically, precisely their perspicacity has apparently been the factor that has prevented them from finding wider adoption. This perspicacity in itself has a price: it demands a consistency and insistence that most people are not prepared to follow. But thankfully, you, my readers, will not be satisfied with anything less.
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		Michel de Certeau and the Paradox of Unplanned Planning 


		It is that which happens beneath technology and disturbs its operation which interests us here. … This is a matter of actual practices. Conceptual engineers are familiar with this sort of movement, which they call “resistance” and which disturbs functionalist calculations. … They cannot perceive the fictive character instilled in an order by its relationship to everyday reality. … Leaving this functionalist reality to the proliferation of its elegant euphemisms … let us then return to the murmuring of everyday practices.


		Michel de Certeau, Practice of Everyday Life, p. 200


		




		“Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?”
“That depends a good deal on where you want to get to,” said the Cat.
“I don’t much care where—” said Alice.
“Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,” said the Cat.
“—so long as I get SOMEWHERE,” Alice added as 
an explanation.
“Oh, you’re sure to do that,” said the Cat, “if you only walk long enough.”


		Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland, pp. 123–124


		The paradox of unplanned planning


		Is it really as easy as the Cat says? If you do not know where you want to go, it does not really matter which path you take. That sounds logical at first. But does it become any clearer when you know where you want to go? When Barack Obama became the most powerful man in the world at the start of his presidency in 2009, he made an unambiguous promise—he would close Guantanamo Bay, the US-run prison camp in Cuba. After his eight years in office, one thing had become obvious: it was not that simple. When he left the presidency, the prison still existed, despite all his efforts to have it closed.


		The political environment is not the sole domain in which our ability to predict and implement plans seems limited. In one of the most successful management books of the early 2000s, From Good to Great,18 author Jim Collins describes eleven companies that had achieved above-average results in their respective markets over many years, and in his book he attempts to uncover the secret of their success. In its conclusion, he believes his research enables him to give advice that successful business leaders should take to heart. The book sold millions of copies. In contrast, the findings of economist Steve Levitt sold far fewer copies. He noted that if you had invested in the eleven companies that Collins examined over a seven-year investment period between 2001 and 2008, your rewards would have been significantly lower than if you had simply made a comparable investment in the companies in the Standard & Poor’s 500 Index.19


		Examples of such misjudgments are naturally not only found in the recent past; history is full of them. But what about the holy grail, the scientific method? Until the 1960s, it was widely believed that the application of scientific methods would lead to a steady increase in human knowledge in a linearly progressive, purposeful process. Ongoing experiments would either confirm or disprove assumptions about reality. But then the Berkeley professor Thomas S. Kuhn drew attention to himself with his work The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.20 He claimed that scientific knowledge is neither goal-oriented nor steadily progressive, but appears instead in the form of revolutionary “paradigm shifts.” Kuhn argued that, rather than linear growth, the acquisition of new knowledge is a bumpy road, stumbling along an unplanned process. His book itself triggered a paradigm shift by turning the idea of how we understand what we understand on its head.


		So how certain is our knowledge? Neither power nor economic success nor the scientific method seems to offer us certainty in reliably assessing or planning future developments. The paradox of unplanned planning that is the subject of this chapter is that—as demonstrated by the examples above—planning often promotes precisely the opposite of its intended achievement. It even seems that the realization of a plan becomes ever less likely the more precisely we plan. The question now is how good decisions can be made under such conditions.


		The Canadian psychologist Philip E. Tetlock thought to shed more light on this issue, and so decided a few years ago to conduct an interesting experiment.21 He asked people from all over the world, among them many experts, to express their opinions on future developments in politics, culture and the economy. Then he waited 18 years before beginning his review of the predictions that had been made. His findings were truly astonishing. All of these projections about the future were no more accurate than coincidental conjectures. Even more astounding was the revelation that, overall, the experts were even slightly less reliable than the non-experts. What conclusions can we draw from these results? That any attempt at forecasting is a waste of time? Perhaps. That expert knowledge does not make you any more perceptive? Possibly. Yet these are not the most interesting questions that can be asked after this experiment.


		The fascinating aspect about Tetlock’s experiment is not the apparent inability of so many experts to predict the future any better than laypeople. Another fact is far more captivating—namely, that Tetlock, who after decades of research clearly understood what humans are incapable of doing, considered what might be done in the face of all this incapability. Do you know what he proposes? Exactly the opposite of what you would expect. He creates five golden rules for more successful predictions. For instance, he claims that a short training course in forecasting techniques will significantly improve the predictive power of our statements. One can only hope that this course will not be taught by the experts of his survey.


		Yet the conclusion reached by Tetlock against the backdrop of all his findings is disturbing. His formula is intended to give us confidence in our ability to predict more precisely than others how developments will unfold, although the results of his years of research had starkly revealed that this is impossible.	


		Harvard professor Nichlas Taleb describes this phenomenon vividly in his bestseller Black Swan.22 He defines the term “black swans” as events that nobody thought possible (until the 19th century, black swans were considered this type of occurrence because only white swans had ever been seen in the Western world). He argues convincingly that, no matter how carefully we plan, we simply cannot arm ourselves against “black swans.” Nevertheless, these unforeseen events can have a massive impact on our plans, and Taleb accordingly argues for an inquisitorial questioning of our common sense. He repeatedly points out how our way of thinking, based as it is on averages and normal distributions, is particularly susceptible to being surprised by the improbable or the supposedly impossible. 


		Suddenly, however, he takes a direction that is rather unexpected after such in-depth observations. At the end of the book, his thoughts move along lines that could almost be called a classic approach to resolving paradoxes—a dualistic movement of thought, an either/or attitude that seemingly pulls the fangs of the paradox. And it works like this:


		In the end this is a trivial decision making rule: I am very aggressive when I can gain exposure to positive Black Swans—when a failure would be of small moment—and very conservative when I am under threat from a negative Black Swan. I am very aggressive when an error in a model can benefit me, and paranoid when the error can hurt.23


		That reads well, but it creates a fundamental difficulty. Rather than solving a decision problem, the rule creates one. After all, how do I know when I can expose myself to a positive black swan or am threatened by a negative one? This is not a trivial question because it strikes at the heart of Taleb’s logic. If black swans are unpredictable, then I cannot know the probability of their appearance and certainly not whether they will benefit or harm me. Anyone who has ever given thought to the investment strategy that best provides for old age knows immediately what is meant.


		This train of thought quickly reveals how simplistic Taleb’s either/or attitude is. No matter how hard you try to prepare for black swans in investment matters, you very quickly reach the limits of your own predictive capabilities. Moreover, you do not really need to read a book just to come to the conclusion that you should be conservative when in doubt. Although Taleb has obviously dealt with unexpected events and their consequences more than many others and is certainly right in many of his statements, his conclusion is not very insightful. 


		So we come back to the question at the start of this chapter: Is the Cat right after all? Does it really matter which path we take if ultimately the outcome will always be uncertain? Or are we possibly confronted with a paradox of planning: that ever more precise planning and additional expert knowledge render the achievement of our goals ever less likely?


		Seeking an answer to this question should lead us neither into simplistic either/or dualisms nor into the nihilistic resignation that what we do is of no importance because we cannot know what might happen. It should certainly not promote a state of idealized hope that the situation will ultimately resolve itself (this last point in particular has been repeatedly promoted by management thought leaders since the early 2000s).24 So how should we approach this paradoxical phenomenon? To answer this question, I would like to introduce you to someone who worked intensively on this topic: the French Jesuit and cultural anthropologist Michel de Certeau. We first meet him in 1967, a year before he achieved a certain degree of fame in France.


		


		Thinking differently about planning, but why with de Certeau?


		When Michel de Certeau got into the car in Chambéry, France, on that day in August 1967 to travel with his parents to the family’s country estate in Saint-Pierre d’Albigny, he had no idea that his life at the end of the journey would no longer be the same. The family was involved in a dramatic accident on the trip; his father, who was driving the car, was unharmed, at least physically, but his mother died and de Certeau himself lost his right eye. This momentous personal experience occurred just months before far-reaching social upheavals in France, and de Certeau’s reactions would make him known to a wider French public shortly afterwards. His personal history may have played a role here as well.


		The accident was also remarkable because it once again made de Certeau acutely aware of the finite nature of his own life. One of his two brothers had died a few years earlier and his only sister had died the previous year. His personal experiences were further intensified by his work. He had long been studying the lives of two Jesuit clergymen of the late Middle Ages, his brothers in faith, who had also suffered harsh blows of fate. The first was Pierre Favre (1506–1546), one of the founding fathers of the Jesuit order. Favre died exhausted and impoverished after countless journeys. The second was Jean-Joseph Surin (1600–1665), one of the “greatest mystics of the 17th century,” as de Certeau wrote, who was involved as an exorcist in a case that caused a sensation in the France of his time when he performed exorcisms on possessed nuns in the small town of Loudun and who spent the last years of his life in a state of mental derangement.


		De Certeau’s personal experiences and the particular focus of his work led to a heightened awareness of his mortality, and de Certeau was determined to use the time wisely, working intensively on several projects simultaneously after joining the Jesuit order at the age of 25. He taught, published and oversaw the publication of several professional journals.


		Then came May 1968, when thousands of students and trade unionists took to the streets in France and other countries. Their campaigns were not limited to demands for better conditions for university studies. In France, they also criticized de Gaulle’s conservative government. There were rallies and demonstrations in which the social system, branded as technocratic, was radically called into question. These events attracted de Certeau’s attention and he commented on them publicly in a series of articles that attracted a broad readership. In October 1968, they were published in a volume entitled Capture of Speech,25 a publication containing the now-famous sentence: “In May ‘68, speech was taken the way, in 1789, the Bastille was taken”26 that introduced the author to a broader public and fascinated students and politicians alike. In this book, de Certeau noted that French society at the end of the 1960s was characterized by highly dynamic forces of exclusion,27 and he asked himself what political opportunities were possible in this setting. How can people who feel so closed out that they rebel be adequately represented, and what political planning measures would be required to achieve this goal?


		De Certeau’s remarkable answer to this question was that a form of social cohesion could be created solely by seeing conflicts through to their resolution and that the state must rethink its role in this process. Politics “must, on the one hand, abandon its most profound—and most profoundly modern—longing to balance the antagonism between individuality and collectivity, and, on the other hand, promote diversity, nothing but diversity.”28 His conclusion was so striking because fundamental principles as understood by the French government, which still assumed that centralized planning was the method of choice, were obviously in contradiction to this idea. De Certeau, in contrast, advocated the transfer of responsibility for necessary initiatives to the people who would subsequently be affected, thus securing their commitment to the processes.


		De Certeau’s propositions were simultaneously appealing and irritating. His previous activities were now supplemented by invitations to make public appearances throughout the country, and he knew how to take advantage of this new attention. Even if media focus was on the street battles in May 1968, the greater part of “a marginalized majority”29 did not participate in the protests at all, yet likely experienced restrictions and bureaucracy in much the same way as those who took to the streets.


		Subsequently, de Certeau was asked in 1970 to take an active role in the French political machinery and to contribute to plans for university reforms at the Centre Pompidou in Paris and within the OECD.30 The invitation from Augustin Girard, then Program Director for Cultural Development at the Council of Europe, was extended to a limited number of social scientists, including the famous sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. De Certeau’s task was to investigate how the lack of interest and apathy of the masses could be turned into engagement and the will to create. What shape might a plan to win people’s support take? 


		Practice of Everyday Life


		One of his works resulting from his political activities is particularly striking in this respect: namely, the one in which he presented the results of his investigation into the treatment of France’s less engaged citizens bearing the title Practice of Everyday Life.31 It is undoubtedly de Certeau’s best-known book and its genesis is interesting in itself.


		Published in 1974, it was the result of an investigation that Augustin Girard had asked de Certeau to undertake. As previously described, the objective of his study was to determine what form of communication was needed to generate new impetus for France’s cultural policies and to instill in the broad population the sense of an opportunity to participate in civic life. Unexpectedly for his clients, but unsurprisingly for de Certeau, it does not contain any concrete plans defining large-scale measures for the development of cultural techniques, a conclusion that President Pompidou would have favored at the time.32 Instead, it describes how the people of France make their lives work despite—or perhaps because of—all attempts at state intervention. It was and is a fascinating account of micro-practices that had previously been more or less ignored, describing and rendering comprehensible some of the paths taken by the people of France in actually living their lives: the source of the nation’s innovative power.


		In this book, de Certeau did not assume that the state had simply to address its citizens correctly. Far more interesting in his view were people’s reactions to the government’s attempts at planning and intervention as well as their inspired inventiveness in evading the implemented measures. From this starting point, he reflected on why previous state interventions had proved to be so ineffective. Pompidou, however, found it difficult to recognize the innovative potential of the book, partly because it portrayed some state initiatives as obviously futile, and failed to see it as the possible key to understanding actual cultural practices. On the contrary, the French president had the impression that the expounded positions had a clearly subversive character, and indeed, he was not wrong. The consequence was that many of de Certeau’s proposals initially remained nothing more than that: ideas for possible action. Nevertheless, the influence of his insights continued to have an impact in other ways. The late 1970s and the following years saw the formation of networks of influential cultural representatives, activists and politicians who seized upon de Certeau’s ideas with the aim of triggering precisely the impetus that he had considered so important.33 Their particular focus was on the concept that cultural developments had to take shape primarily in a local setting and could not be planned or imposed by centrally regulating institutions. 


		Unusual for a government report and despite Pompidou’s rejection, Practice of Everyday Life was published almost immediately in paperback, becoming accessible to a wider public. This may also have been because de Certeau himself was the best example of how people could become politically involved and realize their own agenda by employing clever tactics: arouse political interest, procure resources and even popularize unusual approaches—taking political planning to absurdity. De Certeau was repeatedly successful in achieving the coups that he describes in his book; the publication of his Practice of Everyday Life, a text that was commissioned by the government, but that his clients would probably never have financed had they known that de Certeau would propose measures that would run so counter to the views of state officials, is only one example. All the same, it propounds interesting ideas that have lost none of their relevance. Anyone who is concerned today with the implementation of transformation processes in companies, for example, will find interesting suggestions here.


		In Practice of Everyday Life, de Certeau took a special interest in the hidden, secret and unwritten methods people pursue to create pockets of freedom that they can exploit or even manipulate illicitly to ensure their survival. The nature of his study sharpened his focus on those who were not in positions of social power. Still, his perception was that such people did not simply oppose an overpowering state apparatus. In the eyes of de Certeau, their disruptive actions can be grasped solely if they are considered within their contextual framework and the simplistic trap of a dualistic juxtaposition of institutions on the one hand and citizens on the other is avoided.34 Local actions cannot be understood unless they are comprehended as a response to attempted state intervention. The one makes no sense without the other. Ultimately, the behavior of citizens can be understood solely in a broader context, not in a seemingly divided dualism of the state on one side and recalcitrant citizens on the other. 


		But what exactly does that mean? What made de Certeau famous was his astute analysis of a social order in which major institutions such as trade unions, the church, political parties and universities no longer spoke with the voices of the citizens they were supposed to represent. They had gradually expanded the scope of their representative role and begun to pursue their own interests,35 failing to mirror adequately the wishes of the citizens, and their offerings remained unused. His conclusion prompted de Certeau to argue that citizens should seek greater self-determination and the enhanced capability to represent themselves. His work emphasized in particular his thoughts of independent resistance that created active participation. When de Certeau published Practice of Everyday Life in the mid-1970s, the third and final volume after The Capture of Speech36 and Culture in the Plural37 of his examination of modernity, he came to the conclusion that people had to find their way in a “totalizing technostructure,”38 but that they also repeatedly and skillfully resisted it. He was especially fascinated by the tactics people deployed within a centralized state regime to occupy a place for themselves or simply to secure and further their existence while disregarding official regulations. His perspective is micro-political and focuses on individuals in their local frameworks.


		A micro-political focus of this nature remains helpful even today as we strive to understand why planning projects or large-scale transformation processes in companies cannot be easily implemented. Furthermore, it helps us to understand why the paradox of unplanned planning becomes strikingly obvious in these cases: the observation that increasingly precise planning often makes it even less likely that the desired goal will be achieved. But what exactly can be discovered when focusing on the micro-political?


		


		How resistance generates participation


		One topic that de Certeau investigated extensively in this context was the phenomenon of power. As has been noted, he was intensely interested in how people acted in the field of tension between institutional guidelines and individual freedom. Unlike many state theorists, he focused less on the functioning of the state and how people’s behavior might be directed and more on the tactics people used to evade the state’s exercise of power. Obviously, this is also a perspective that can be exceedingly interesting for anyone in charge of transformation activities in companies today.


		De Certeau was particularly interested in the tricks that people used and the freedoms they carved out for themselves. In keeping with his desire to emphasize individual opportunities, however, de Certeau did not simply contrast institutional power with the attempt of individual freedom to assert itself. Rather, he argues that the simultaneous coexistence and opposition of the two generate a constant field of tension while adopting a distinctive perspective highlighting the possibility of unconventional resistance by individuals.


		If you pursue this line of thought, you arrive at the point where individual freedom can be experienced solely if it has a reason to assert itself. This is indeed one of de Certeau’s most creative insights. He underscores that although our view of the world is (unconsciously) shaped by our cultural environment, we are also able to draw on our experiences creatively within this environment and develop solutions that have never occurred to anyone before.39 This is in no small part because others before us have never been in exactly the same situation.


		This viewpoint lays the foundation for de Certeau’s offer of an entirely new perspective on the organizational structures of resistance, and he stresses that this resistance is often an expression of creative potential. Reconsideration of resistance in this sense remains as radical for many today as it was in de Certeau’s time, and yet it is this line of thought that enhances our understanding of why planned changes often do not produce the desired results.
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