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The Age of the Unthinkable

Why is it unthinkable?

Industrial age vs. Primeval mindset
• Competition vs. Contribution
• Individual vs. Community focus
• Linear vs. Spherical thinking
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Presentation Notes
What makes this the “Age of the Unthinkable?”

Perhaps it is because we don’t know how to think “about” it. 

We have been raised in an Industrial Age culture which has developed from an Industrial Age education which is derived from an Industrial Age economy. Contrast that with other parts of the world, in particular those areas we do not understand well and we are not well understood. Afghanistan for example.

The Afghan builds community based on a shared concern. This is a primeval economy, subsistence living, and a primeval culture where the community works to help each other and contribution is the currency. In contrast to our Industrial Age culture which is based on the competition for scarce resources and money is the currency.

We focus on the individual, they focus on the community. As Immanuel Wallerstein said, “What we do to others, we do to ourselves” it is their focus on what they can contribute to their community. In many instances our children inherently understand this and then we put them in school and drive it out of them. “No you can’t help Johnny, he must do his own work.” “Do your own work, Jane.” We focus on individual performance over contribution.

We think linearly. Do your own work, make the grade, pass the test, graduate, get the job, do your own work. A primeval culture thinks spherically taking in the whole environment and then finding your place to contribute.
 







The Way We Think
All objects about which the mind 
can think must conform to its 
manner of thought. – Immanuel Kant

Our manner of thought is the culmination 
at any point in time of our education, 
experience and the depth of our 
reflection
• The depth of our reflection, within 
ourselves, is a measure of how deep we 
are able to see into the context of the 
question.
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We think the way we’ve been conditioned to think.

We perceive each question that arises in OUR context, not necessarily in the context of the question itself, the environment from which it springs, nor others that may be involved. 

The depth of our reflection within ourselves is a measure of how deep we are able to see into the context of the question.



What do you consider to be the first 
high-speed internet?

• Roman Roads
• Collapsed the time
• Expanded the reach
• People Self-Synchronized
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Consider if you will, the first high-speed network to be all-weather, hard surface Roman Roads. A new technology developed by and for the military to advance the military mission and laid out in public.

These roads collapsed the time it took for “communication,” men, supplies, equipment, messages; to move between the front line and the headquarters.

By collapsing the time, it also expanded the reach of the leadership thereby enabling the expansion of the front line.

And what did the public do with it? They started laying out their communities on grids, named the streets, numbered the houses, developed a postal system. They self-synchronized around the technology.



Social – an informal gathering of 
people for recreation or 
amusement; party

- Of or having to do with human 
beings living together as a group 
in a situation in which their 
dealings with one another affect 
their common welfare
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While we’re at it.

Social: an informal gathering of people for recreation or amusement; party. This is Webster’s definition and what we commonly consider to be “social” is “not work.”

But this is also a Webster’s definition of the word “Social.” Essentially “dealing with the common welfare.”



• Information at rest will remain at 
rest until acted on by on outside 
force.

• Communication is information in 
action.
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Some terms we toss into the same bucket thinking they all mean essentially the same thing. Information is one of them. Information, communication, news, computers, telephones, all deal with “information” correct?

But what is information? 

This is Jack’s First Law of Information: Information at rest will remain at rest until acted on by an external force.

Jack’s Second Law is: Communication is information in ACTION.

Information is like energy. I can be neither created nor destroy, only changed. Information, by itself is inanimate and useless unless it can be put into action.

Think about it, the greatest libraries in the world are useless if you can’t get through the door.



The Speed of Transmission
vs.

The Speed of Communication

If a fax machine rings in the office 
and there is no one there to 

receive it does it still 
communicate
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So what does the “speed of transmission” mean relative to the “speed of communication?” 

Transmission is “things.”
Communication is “People.”

Technology matters, but not as much as PEOPLE.



Per Bak’s Sandpile

• Could avalanche be predicted?

• Would it be a strategic shock or 
strategic surprise?

• Depends on the strategic value of 
the sandpile
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Let’s think about Per Bak’s Sandpile. Could an avalanche be predicted? 

Yes. It could, if you watched closely enough and had seen avalanches before and picked up the indications that will preceed the avalanche. The question here is, how far in advance could it be predicted?

Would it be a strategic shock or strategic surprise? 

That would depend on how far in advance you NEEDED to know about the avalanche which is dependent on the strategic value of the sandpile. What is the PURPOSE of the sandpile?



Strategic Shock/Surprise

Nathan Freier, Known Unknowns, SSI, Nov. 2008
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Strategic surprises are events that, while not anticipated are “… failure to anticipate effectively.” – Thomas Schelling, in the foreword to Roberta Wohlstetter’s classic book Pearl Harbor: Warning and Decision, 1962

“Defense-relevant strategic shocks jolt convention to such an extent that they force sudden, unanticipated change in the Department of Defense’s (DoD) perceptions about threat, vulnerability, and strategic response. Their unanticipated onset forces the entire defense enterprise to reorient and restructure institutions, employ capabilities in unexpected ways, and confront challenges that are fundamentally different than those routinely considered in defense calculations.” Nathan Freier, Known Unknowns, Strategic Studies Institute, 2008 


http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/display.cfm?pubID=890�


Strategic Shock 
vs.

Strategic Surprise

There is no scientific break point 
between strategic shock and 
strategic surprise. The boundary 
separating the two is a function of 
an event’s strategic impact …

- Nathan Freier
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There is no scientific break point between strategic shock or strategic surprise.

So now I ask, “What is the strategic purpose of ‘knowledge management’?”

I posit that it is what will move us from a “training” focused organization to a “learning” focused organization. Training is about “things” and LEARNING is about “people.”

Developing a LEARNING organization is the core to developing “Deep Security.”

http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/display.cfm?pubID=890�


Resilience, Empathy 
and 

Deep Security
Resilience requires adaptability, agility, and 
momentum
• We have no end-state, we are in constant 
motion and everything is connected

Empathy – the action of understanding
• Empathy is the depth of our reflection 
within ourselves to enable us to see into the 
context of others.
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To be resilient we must be adaptable and agile and have the ability to pivot quickly. We must be alert to the changes in the environment, agile enough to position ourselves to advantage, quick enough to take advantage of the opportunities, and adaptive enough to continue on our mission. Chinese Kung Fu.

“The victorious general plans effectively and changes decisively.” – Sun Tzu

Empathy is the depth of our reflection within ourselves to enable us to see into the context of others.




Deep Security

Requires a complex adaptive system

For which we need:
complex adaptive communication to 
support a complex adaptive training
environment to grow a complex 
adaptive network 
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We need complex adaptive communication to support a complex adaptive training environment to grow a complex adaptive network into a complex adaptive system.

We cannot be “change blind” and must be constantly on the watch for “unknown unknowns.” We can no longer be looking for “what is” and must be looking for “what changed.”

We all share the risks. We cannot afford “risk mediocrity.”

We must democratize the access to learning by growing a communicative information platform.





Network Centric Warfare

• Metcalf’s Law – The value of a 
network grows proportional to the 
square of the number of nodes

– But the power of a network is a 
function of the affinity among 
the people on the network

• The Network is PEOPLE.
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This is Network Centric Warfare.

The network is PEOPLE.



Communication

LINEAR                       Books, Newspapers, Magazines, TV
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We’ve all seen the communication model. Sender, receiver, channel. Linear Learning.



Communication

LINEAR                       Books, Newspapers, Magazines, TV

INTERACTIONAL                   Letters, Telephone, Email, IM
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We now add the feedback loop to account for interaction. The Socratic method of learning.



Network Effects

Access to knowledge 
from the pointy end-of-the-spear to 
the comfy end-of-the-couch.
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But this is what we need. The transactional model of communication. The democratization of access to a communicative information platform from which you can draw and deposit. It is constantly changing, adapting, overcoming. 

Real time access to learning. Subject matter experts on call via blog, chat, email, collaboration via wiki, the ability to quickly assemble working/learning groups. Subject matter experts constantly engaging, gaining and sharing knowledge and insight. Researchers, educators, instructors, course developers constantly assessing the state of the knowledge, technology, and learning; identifying gaps, adjusting curriculum, advising and informing doctrine.

Real-time contextual learning in YOUR immersive environment.

We can ACT and we must provide others with the same ability. Social media tools allow and these capabilities.

This is a transformative moment.

You may not be interested in HISTORY, but HISTORY is interested in you because HISTORY watches for what YOU do. 



Questions?

Jack Holt 
Senior Strategist for Emerging Media

703-695-7676
charles.holt@osd.mil

mailto:charles.holt@dma.mil�


Network Centric Warfare
• Network Theory 

– Nodes and Ties

• Wave Theory 
– Energy and direction

• Communication Theory
– Human doings



Network Centric Warfare
• Wave Theory tells us that energy 

intersecting a wave at certain 
angles will either increase or 
decrease the amplitude. The 
amplitude being the total force of 
the energy of the wave. 

• Communication acts as a wave 
with information as its energy. 



KNOWN UNKNOWNS
Defense analysis and strategy are 
inherently reactive. Historically, defense 
strategy development and planning have 
demonstrated three critical flaws. For 
too long, they have been overly reactive. 
Corporately, they have lacked sufficient 
imagination. And, as a result, both have 
been vulnerable to surprise. 
- Nathan Freier, KNOWN UNKNOWNS: Unconventional strategic 
shocks in Defense strategy development, SSI Nov. 2008



• Reactions are based on our training

• Training is based on our imagination

• Imagination is based on our thinking

• Thinking is based on our 
– Education
– Experience
– Reflection
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