
V O L U M E  1 3 ,  N O .  2  •  J U N E  2 0 0 2 1

Leadership and the New
Science: Discovering Order in
a Chaotic World, 2nd Edition

Margaret J. Wheatley (Berrett-Koehler, 
San Francisco; 1999; ISBN 1-57675-119-8)
$18.95
REVIEWED BY JOHN QUAY

In the 13th century, St.Thomas Aquinas
attempted to demonstrate the nature

and purpose of God by analyzing His
creation and its operation.This joining
of the Divine and Natural Law, known
as the Medieval Synthesis, lasted for sev-
eral centuries until it came under attack
from both faith (the Reformation) and
reason (scientific discoveries). In her
book, A Simpler Way (co-authored with
Myron Kellner-Rogers), Margaret
Wheatley sought to unite the new
insights of science with her vision of life
as God in process. In Leadership and the
New Science she attempts to change our
view of organizations from Newtonian
mechanisms to organic systems. In her
words, she wants to change our “ways of
being together” in our communities, our
companies, and our nation states in order
to bring us into line with the new sci-
ence.The results of this effort at synthe-
sis are evocative, but like St.Thomas’s,

flawed. Neither the human nor the nat-
ural order of things confirm her vision—
at least not in our present world.

Wheatley is a partner in the consult-
ing and education firm Kellner-Rogers
& Wheatley, Inc., and President of the
Berkana Institute, a nonprofit educational
and scientific research foundation that is
exploring new forms of organization.
Like many consultants, Wheatley was
frustrated in her work with organiza-
tions.Why do so many organizations feel
lifeless? Why do projects take so long and
too often fail to achieve any truly signif-
icant results? Why do so many people
find neither joy nor creative outlet in
their isolated niches, surrounded by rules,
policies, and procedures? 

Puzzling over these questions, she
chanced to read a book by Fritjof Capra
on the “new science” and became fasci-
nated by the latest discoveries, particu-
larly in the fields of physics, biology, and
chemistry. For Wheatley, this quasi-reli-
gious experience resulted in “a vision of
the inherent orderliness of the universe,
of creative processes and dynamic, con-
tinuous change that still maintained
order.”

Recapturing her girlhood interest in
science,Wheatley immersed herself in
new findings in such fields as evolution,
chaos and order, and quantum mechan-

ics. Somewhere here, she believed, were
new insights that could lift her out of the
conventional ways of dealing with man-
agement and organization issues—new
ways of thinking that went beyond
Newtonian science.Why, for example,
must we think of organizations as
machines, each part performing its pre-
established function to achieve a well-
oiled coordination of the whole? Or
why do we draw organizations as a hier-
archy of boxes, totally directed from the
top? And, why is information compart-
mented so as to provide employees with
only enough to do their jobs? 

While aware of the danger of apply-
ing scientific metaphors to the field of
management and organization,Wheat-
ley believes that playing with these
metaphors can lead to creative solutions
to our conventional ways of thinking
about our clients. For example, she
believes the interconnected world of
quantum mechanics offers a better orga-
nization model than the conventional
structure of boxes, departments, and divi-
sions.The latter focuses on the proper
interrelation of parts; the former looks at
the system as a whole.

As an organization consultant,
Wheatley seeks to identify relationships,
processes, systems, and information
flows—the way ideas move seemingly
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instantaneously like subatomic particles
throughout the company and beyond.
She quotes Robert Haas, CEO of Levi-
Strauss, as follows:“It’s the ideas of a busi-
ness that are controlling, not some
manager with authority.”All participants
in the organization—from inside as
employees or outside as customers or the
general public—are linked into this force
field of concepts, and the messages con-
veyed may spell success or failure for the
company.

Another metaphorical example, this
one from biology, is the way in which
living organisms change, grow, and over-
come problems by strengthening their
relationships and intensifying their own
self-knowledge.This focus on participa-
tion—the inclusion of wider and more
diverse groups—to solve organization
problems is a central theme of Wheat-
ley’s work. She describes her organiza-
tion-consulting approach as helping
people to find their own identity (Who
are we? What do we aspire to become?),
connect to new information (What else
do we need to know?), and reach out to
new relationships (Who else needs to be
here to help with this work?). For all
that, this discussion is usually lengthy and
often maddening; it is the participation
process that makes the plan or solution
come alive as a personal reality for all the
contributors.And, according to Wheat-
ley, this process also leaves participants
with the greatest possible commitment
to their job—an understanding of the
meaning of their work.

For me the most useful chapter in the
book was “The Creative Energy of the
Universe—Information.” “For a system
to remain alive,” she writes,“for the uni-
verse to keep growing, information must
be continually generated. . . .We need,
therefore, to develop new approaches to
information—not management but
encouragement, not control but genesis.
Information . . . is the solar energy of
organization—inexhaustible.” Unfortu-
nately, according to Wheatley,most orga-
nizations seek stability: they seek norms

for behavior, performance, and expecta-
tions—and especially, no surprises! Yet
surprises and variances are precisely the
sources of innovation and change.And if
this creates disruption or chaos for the
organization, this is the necessary pre-
cursor to new and better things.Besides,
there is no way companies can bottle up
or channel information.Using new stud-
ies of how neural networks operate in
the human brain, Wheatley maintains
that information flows simultaneously
through many “networks of relation-
ships” throughout the organization.
When one channel is cut off, others arise
to take its place.The role of managers is
to “create the conditions that both gen-
erate new knowledge and help it to be
freely shared.”

In reading this book, I found that for
all her useful and innovative ideas,
Wheatley suffers from a naïveté charac-
teristic of many academics. Her faith in
the rightness of multiplicity, diversity, and
self-organizing systems diminishes the
need for leaders, except perhaps as facil-
itators and role models of integrity. As
an organization consultant, my experi-
ence supports participation and collab-
oration, but large groups are not the way
to achieve efficiency nor do they nec-
essarily lead to the best solutions. People,
in my experience, do need leaders; and
if companies don’t carefully train,
develop, screen, and promote them, lead-
ers will arise by political connections or
chicanery. Furthermore, support for par-
ticipative management comes from be-
havioral science, not the physical
sciences. It is not one of life’s “funda-
mental processes.” And it is not univer-
sally applicable—in situations where
speed is essential, such as war, emergen-
cies, and certain competitive struggles,
there is no time for full participative
management.

Wheatley’s denigration of “ New-
tonian Organizations in a Quantum
Age” is neither appropriate nor correct.
To begin with, the hierarchical form of
organization is referenced in the book

of Genesis and owes more to military
organization and common sense than to
Newton. Current organic and systems
views of organization do owe a debt to
biology as more useful ways of viewing
human groupings than armies or ma-
chines, but this insight predates Wheat-
ley by three quarters of a century and has
been much elaborated by the behavioral
sciences in the past 50 years. Further-
more, her disparaging attitude toward
Newtonian Age practices such as plan-
ning, budgeting, policies, procedures,
standards, controls, and so on overlooks
the fact that these activities have, in large
measure, worked to build businesses to
their present level of success.While it is
true that cosmic space-time and the sub-
atomic world of quantum mechanics fol-
low different rules (or even no rules,
according to the uncertainty principle),
the human race has managed to survive
to date quite nicely in the world of
Newtonian dimensions, somewhere in
between the immeasurably large and the
infinitely small.

Wheatley describes her New Age
vision as follows:

Any moment now, the earth will
crack open and we will stare into its
dark center. Into that smoking
caldera, we will be asked to throw
most of what we have treasured,most
of the techniques and tools that have
made us feel competent.We know
what we must do. And when we
finally step forward to do it,when we
have made our sacrificial offerings to
the gods of understanding, then the
ruptures will cease. Healing waters
will cover the land, giving birth to
new life, burying forever the ancient
rusting machines of our past under-
standings. And on these waters we
will set sail to places we now can only
imagine. There we will be blessed
with new visions and new magic.We
will feel once again like creative par-
ticipants in this mysterious world.

This apocalyptic vision sounds like
the Second Coming.The reference to
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feeling “once again” suggests the Gar-
den of Eden as the first such experience,
since I know of no period in human his-
tory that fits her description.Wheatley
seems to be referring to a new world
order that will follow the chaos of our
present discontent; an order in which all
mankind will participate in the great
self-organizing systems of human en-
deavor. In this statement, and indeed
throughout her book, she seems obliv-
ious to the presence of a snake in her
garden—sin.A paradigm shift from the
mechanistic world of Newton to the
participative paradise she describes will
not eliminate envy, greed, or the lust for
power. Borrowing some wisdom from
America’s founding fathers, I would
much prefer to put my faith in checks
and balances and countervailing powers
to restrain the temptations of our baser
natures. My experience suggests, for

example,more independent and respon-
sible boards of directors, stronger and
more honest labor unions, competition
on a level playing field, regulatory agen-
cies unconnected with the activities they
were established to monitor, and a con-
gress less dependent on special interests.
Keeping these checks and balances in
good working order is, I believe, a more
reliable hedge against dysfunctional
organizations than reliance on the self-
organizing processes of nature. And,
finally, it seems to me that improvements
in human organizations are more likely
to come in more gradual steps rather
than a moment when “the earth will
crack open,” and these changes will be
due to advances in technology (such as
robots to do the drudgery) or to evolu-
tionary changes in Homo sapiens.

In summary,Wheatley’s writing lends
support to more participative approaches

to management, more sharing of infor-
mation, and some broader, more holistic
approaches to viewing organizations. In
my experience, these emphases do not
displace the need for order, planning, and
control; instead, they call for a balance
between freedom and order and good
judgment in the leadership of people.

Wheatley freely admits that her the-
ories are a work in progress, and she wel-
comes ideas and criticism from her
readers. Our readers are invited to con-
tribute to this seminal effort.
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