
the age of unreason charles handy
the age of unreason charles handy is a seminal work that challenges traditional business and
economic thinking in the context of rapid societal and technological change. Authored by renowned
management thinker Charles Handy, the book explores how the conventional rules of management
and organizational structures are outdated in an evolving world driven by innovation and knowledge.
Handy argues that we are living in an era where intuition, creativity, and flexibility outweigh rigid
planning and control. This article delves into the core concepts of The Age of Unreason, highlighting
Handy's insights on organizational transformation, the shifting nature of work, and the implications for
leadership and personal development. Readers will gain an understanding of how Handy’s ideas
remain relevant in contemporary discussions about the future of work and management. The
following sections outline the key themes and takeaways from Handy’s influential work.

Overview of The Age of Unreason

Key Themes in Handy’s Work

Impact on Modern Management Practices

Relevance to Today’s Workforce

Charles Handy’s Legacy and Influence

Overview of The Age of Unreason
The Age of Unreason Charles Handy presents a compelling critique of the industrial-era assumptions
that have long governed business and society. Published in the late 20th century, the book captures a
transitional moment where knowledge and information replace physical labor and manufacturing as
primary economic drivers. Handy emphasizes that the predictable and controllable environment once
taken for granted no longer exists, necessitating new approaches to leadership and organizational
design. The Age of Unreason challenges readers to embrace uncertainty and to cultivate adaptability
in their personal and professional lives.

Historical Context and Publication
Charles Handy wrote The Age of Unreason during a period characterized by rapid globalization,
technological advancement, and shifting social values. The book reflects the growing awareness that
traditional hierarchical structures and long-term strategic planning were insufficient for dealing with
the accelerating pace of change. Handy’s observations resonate with the emerging knowledge
economy, where intangible assets like intellectual capital and creativity become central to
competitive advantage. By examining these changes, Handy laid the groundwork for contemporary
theories of agile management and knowledge work.



Core Premise of the Book
The central thesis of The Age of Unreason Charles Handy is that the old rules of business are obsolete.
Handy advocates for a move away from mechanistic, control-based management towards a more
organic, flexible approach. He posits that individuals and organizations must operate in an
environment marked by ambiguity and unpredictability, where intuition and innovation are critical.
This shift requires rethinking everything from how companies are structured to how careers and
learning are managed.

Key Themes in Handy’s Work
The Age of Unreason Charles Handy explores several fundamental themes that continue to influence
management theory and practice. These themes reflect the changing dynamics of work and the
broader social context in which organizations operate.

From Predictability to Uncertainty
Handy highlights the decline of predictability in economic and social systems, arguing that
organizations must develop capabilities to respond to constant change rather than rely on fixed plans.
He describes the shift from a “predictable” industrial world to an “unreasonable” age dominated by
complex, interconnected forces.

Importance of Knowledge and Intuition
The book emphasizes the growing importance of knowledge workers and the value of intuition over
purely analytical decision-making. Handy suggests that success in the Age of Unreason depends on
harnessing creativity and personal judgment, which are difficult to quantify but essential for
innovation.

Flexible Organizations and Network Structures
Handy advocates for more decentralized and flexible organizational models, including networks and
partnerships, which can adapt swiftly to changing environments. The traditional pyramid structure is
replaced by a more fluid configuration that encourages collaboration and autonomy.

Changing Nature of Careers and Learning
In this new age, careers are no longer linear or lifetime commitments to a single employer. Handy
stresses the need for continual learning and self-development, as individuals must constantly update
their skills to remain relevant in an evolving job market.



Summary of Key Themes

Embracing uncertainty and complexity

Prioritizing knowledge and creativity

Adopting flexible, networked organizational forms

Fostering lifelong learning and adaptability

Impact on Modern Management Practices
The Age of Unreason Charles Handy has significantly influenced how managers and organizations
approach leadership, strategy, and culture in the 21st century. Its ideas have contributed to the rise
of agile methodologies, flat hierarchies, and knowledge management practices.

Leadership in the Age of Unreason
Handy’s work encourages leaders to become facilitators and enablers rather than commanders.
Modern leadership emphasizes emotional intelligence, empowerment, and the ability to navigate
ambiguity. Leaders are tasked with creating environments where innovation can flourish and
individuals are motivated to contribute their unique talents.

Organizational Agility and Innovation
Organizations inspired by Handy’s concepts prioritize agility and innovation. They invest in cross-
functional teams, encourage experimentation, and embrace change as an opportunity rather than a
threat. This contrasts sharply with rigid bureaucracies and top-down control models of the past.

Knowledge Management and Human Capital
The recognition of knowledge workers as critical assets has led to practices that support knowledge
sharing, collaboration, and continuous learning. Handy’s insights underpin many contemporary efforts
to capture intellectual capital and leverage employee expertise for competitive advantage.

Relevance to Today’s Workforce
The Age of Unreason Charles Handy remains highly relevant as the modern workforce faces ongoing
disruption from digital transformation, globalization, and shifting societal expectations. Handy’s vision
anticipates many trends that define work today.



The Gig Economy and Portfolio Careers
Handy’s prediction of non-linear careers aligns with the rise of the gig economy, freelance work, and
portfolio careers. Workers increasingly seek flexibility and multiple income streams, requiring
adaptability and continuous skill development consistent with Handy’s framework.

Remote Work and Virtual Organizations
The flexible organizational structures Handy advocates have become more prominent with the growth
of remote work and virtual teams. Companies must manage distributed workforces and build trust
without physical proximity, embodying the networked approaches he described.

Emphasis on Lifelong Learning
The rapid pace of technological change necessitates lifelong learning, a theme central to Handy’s
work. Employees and employers both recognize the importance of ongoing education, reskilling, and
personal development to navigate the complexities of modern careers.

Charles Handy’s Legacy and Influence
Charles Handy’s contributions through The Age of Unreason have left a lasting impact on
management thought and practice. His forward-looking ideas continue to inspire scholars, business
leaders, and policymakers worldwide.

Influence on Management Theory
Handy’s integration of social, economic, and psychological dimensions into management theory
broadened the field’s scope. His emphasis on flexibility, knowledge, and human values challenges
purely mechanistic views and has informed contemporary organizational development and leadership
models.

Practical Applications in Business
Many organizations have adopted Handy’s principles to foster innovation and responsiveness. His
work supports the development of corporate cultures that value trust, empowerment, and shared
purpose, which are increasingly seen as essential for long-term success.

Continuing Relevance in a Changing World
As global challenges and technological disruptions accelerate, the Age of Unreason Charles Handy
offers valuable guidance for navigating uncertainty. His call to embrace change, cultivate intuition,
and prioritize human potential remains pertinent for individuals and organizations seeking resilience
and growth.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Age of Unreason' by Charles Handy about?
'The Age of Unreason' by Charles Handy explores how traditional organizational structures and
management practices are becoming obsolete in the modern era, emphasizing the need for
adaptability, learning, and new ways of thinking in the workplace.

When was 'The Age of Unreason' by Charles Handy published?
'The Age of Unreason' was first published in 1989.

What key concept does Charles Handy introduce in 'The Age
of Unreason'?
Charles Handy introduces the concept of the 'portfolio worker,' highlighting a shift towards flexible
careers where individuals manage multiple part-time jobs or projects instead of lifelong employment
with a single employer.

How does Charles Handy describe the future of work in 'The
Age of Unreason'?
Handy predicts a future where work is more flexible, decentralized, and based on knowledge and
skills rather than rigid hierarchies, encouraging continuous learning and adaptability.

What impact has 'The Age of Unreason' had on management
thinking?
The book has influenced management by encouraging leaders to embrace change, foster innovation,
and create organizations that are more responsive to rapid technological and social transformations.

Does Charles Handy offer solutions for organizations in 'The
Age of Unreason'?
Yes, Handy suggests organizations should become more flexible, empower employees, encourage
lifelong learning, and adopt more decentralized and networked structures.

What does Charles Handy mean by 'unreason' in the book's
title?
The term 'unreason' refers to breaking away from traditional, rational, bureaucratic thinking and
embracing more creative, adaptive, and human-centered approaches to work and life.

How relevant is 'The Age of Unreason' today?
Many of Handy's insights remain relevant as organizations continue to face rapid technological



changes, the gig economy grows, and the importance of adaptability and continuous learning
becomes more critical.

What audience is 'The Age of Unreason' intended for?
The book is intended for business leaders, managers, employees, and anyone interested in
organizational development and the future of work.

Can principles from 'The Age of Unreason' be applied to
personal career development?
Yes, Handy's ideas encourage individuals to take charge of their own careers by developing diverse
skills, embracing lifelong learning, and being adaptable to changing job markets.

Additional Resources
1. The Age of Unreason: Power, Politics, and the Clash of Ideas
This book explores how traditional structures of power and authority are challenged in an increasingly
complex and unpredictable world. It delves into the political and social transformations that
undermine old certainties, advocating for adaptive thinking and innovation. The author argues that
embracing uncertainty can lead to more effective leadership and social progress.

2. The Age of Paradox: Charles Handy on the Changing Nature of Work and Organization
Building on Handy’s insights, this book examines the contradictions inherent in modern workplaces,
such as the balance between flexibility and stability or individual freedom and organizational control.
It discusses how companies and employees must navigate these paradoxes to thrive in a rapidly
evolving economic landscape. The text offers practical strategies for managing change and fostering
creativity.

3. The Empty Raincoat: Making Sense of the Future
Written by Charles Handy himself, this book looks at the challenges facing individuals and
organizations in a world where old models no longer apply. Handy encourages readers to rethink their
assumptions about career, work, and personal fulfillment. He introduces the concept of the “Sigmoid
Curve” to illustrate how embracing change can lead to renewal and success.

4. The Second Curve: Thoughts on Reinventing Society
In this follow-up to "The Empty Raincoat," Handy explores how societies and organizations can
reinvent themselves to avoid decline. He stresses the importance of innovation, lifelong learning, and
adaptability as keys to thriving in uncertain times. This book offers a hopeful perspective on
managing transitions and creating sustainable futures.

5. Organizational Culture and Leadership by Edgar H. Schein
While not by Handy, this classic complements his ideas by examining how organizational cultures
evolve and influence leadership effectiveness. Schein provides frameworks for understanding the
underlying assumptions that shape workplace behavior and change. The book is essential for those
interested in how cultures adapt during periods of uncertainty and disruption.

6. The Innovator’s Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail by Clayton M.
Christensen



This influential work explains why established organizations often struggle to adapt to disruptive
innovations—an issue central to Handy’s discussions on change and uncertainty. Christensen offers
insights into how companies can anticipate and embrace innovation to maintain relevance. The book
is a crucial read for understanding the dynamics of technological and organizational change.

7. Leading in a Culture of Change by Michael Fullan
Fullan’s book addresses the challenges leaders face in guiding organizations through continuous
change, a theme resonant with Handy’s focus on the age of unreason. It provides practical advice on
fostering collaboration, resilience, and vision in uncertain environments. The book is valuable for
anyone looking to lead effectively amid complexity.

8. Reinventing Organizations: A Guide to Creating Organizations Inspired by the Next Stage of Human
Consciousness by Frederic Laloux
Laloux explores pioneering organizations that embody new ways of working and organizing, reflective
of the shifts Handy describes. He highlights principles such as self-management, wholeness, and
evolutionary purpose as crucial for the future of work. This book offers a visionary perspective on how
organizations can thrive in an age of unreason.

9. The Future of Work: Attract New Talent, Build Better Leaders, and Create a Competitive
Organization by Jacob Morgan
Morgan examines the evolving landscape of work and leadership in response to technological, social,
and economic changes. His insights align with Handy’s emphasis on adaptability and continuous
learning. The book provides actionable strategies for organizations seeking to remain competitive and
engaging for employees in uncertain times.
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