Foreword, Dutch Edition, Theory U

This translation is part of bringing the book Theory U back home to Europe. The book begins with the accidental burning of my family’s farm near Hamburg, when I was 16 years old.  Today, 30 years on, I see our larger “home” going up in flames, even on a planetary scale – with climate change, poverty, unemployment, the energy crisis, food insecurity, health crises, education crises, ethnic violence, armed conflicts, terrorism, and war.  We see that old social forms and structures are not working, while something new is about to happen, wants to emerge—some new way of connecting to ourselves and to each other.  And in the midst of these two worlds we find ourselves at center stage on the most important battlefield of our time, fighting to bring our emerging Self into being, both individually and collectively. The battle concerns our essence as human beings – who we are, what we are here for, and what future we want to create going forward. 

The aim of this book is (1) to explore this deep dimension of human, social, and economic development today, (2) to create a language that allows people to talk about these deeper levels of awareness and consciousness in precise and practical terms, and (3) to promote a social technology that helps change makers bring about profound social innovations while “shifting the inner place from which we operate.” 

The story in this book follows the story of my own life. Born and raised in Europe, I began my journey of discovery by reading the works of many of Europe’s great intellectuals, whose ideas helped shape my early thinking: Jürgen Habermas, Ulrich Beck, Martin Heidegger, Edmund Husserl, Martin Buber, Joseph Beuys, Rudolf Steiner, Max Weber, Friedrich Nietzsche, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe—and the ancient Greek philosophers Aristotle and Plato.  After earning my PhD in economics, I started doing action research at MIT while at the same time immersing myself in the world of deep institutional and societal transformation and change.  These endeavors took me from the West to the East (Asia), from the global North to the global South (Africa), and from the world of business into the world of government and civil society. Back at MIT after those field experiences, I had the good fortune to interact with formidable teachers and colleagues, most notably Ed Schein, and Peter Senge, who helped me make sense of what I had seen and experienced. 

Since then, in the Presencing Foundation’s Program [an annual leadership program in Boston], I have noticed and appreciated a strong and lively Dutch contingent among the participants. The Dutch participants are usually not only the best dancers; they also tend to be very pragmatic in linking the contemplative inner side of presencing practices with the outward and practical realm of profound innovation and change.  Just as my own story blends my European intellectual roots in Germany with the Anglo Saxon intellectual style of pragmatism and focus on innovation, the Dutch culture, if I am not mistaken, also blends these two aspects—the continental European philosophical roots and the Anglo Saxon bias toward action. In the global online Presencing Institute community (currently with 3,500 members), more than 330 are from Holland!
 While Theory U and presencing are moving more and more into the mainstream world of management, leadership, and change, I know of only two countries where Theory U is close to reaching a critical mass: Denmark (with the first non-U.S. publication of this book two years ago) and Holland. 

Holland and Denmark have always been among the leading social innovators in Europe. Given the current crises that we face as a civilization, I expect a lot from Europe, and in particular from Holland and Denmark.  So I will follow very closely what you are up to – and will hope that we can work together to pioneer and inspire new ways of thinking, communicating, and acting. 

I hope that this book will help you to see the end of the old and the beginning of a new social grammar of emergence, not only in society at large but also in your personal work and life—so that we can sense and bring forth the emerging future more readily, more intentionally, and more collectively.
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Cambridge, Massachusetts 
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