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 One of the concepts that Peter Senge  relies on in The Fifth Discipline is “mental 

models.”  Mental models are important, argues Senge, because they set the way we 

perceive reality.  From this view, what we observe is not reality itself as an objective 

quality “out there,” but our perception of reality which is invariably shaped by our world 

view.  Moreover, on Senge’s reading, organizational perception in particular is socially 

constructed which, he believes, provides untold opportunity for renewal if constructed in 

an appropriate systems-like fashion.  Thus, in improving relationships among people in 

organization, Senge recommends a combination of “critical inquiry,” “discussion” (by 

which he means advocacy) and “dialogue.”  A sensitive implementation of these 

processes will foster greater learning and will help to diminish the endemic “learning 

disabilities” which he feels are pervasive within our organizations.  Such activity 

combined with incisive systems analysis generated through stewardship leadership which 

unleashes and channels the free flowing of multiple perspectives may greatly expand the 

knowledge base that is not possible to stimulate within organizations simply through 

individual thinking, however creative and brilliant.  Through such “perspective 

transformations” (Mezirow, 1990), the mental model for an organization may change 

dramatically for the better on Senge’s reading. 

 The Fifth Discipline, widely touted as one of the most important books in the 

field, is part of a growing genre of organizational development literature that focuses on 

the theme of “continuous improvement” through the unleashing of a socially constructed, 

self-realization ethos as the propelling engine of institutional life.  Thus, many of the 

topics that Senge highlights; personal mastery, mental models, shared vision and team 
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learning (chapters 9-11) are pervasive in the literature.  There is little exciting or new in 

those chapters although they provide an adequate summary of  dominant “progressive” 

thinking on the various topics and for that reason alone, are useful. 

 Senge’s particular slant on these topics is the importance of “systems” thinking 

which he views as indispensable for the specific qualities that reinforce an ethos of 

continuous improvement to have maximum impact in fostering long term institutional 

change.  He views the various components, then, of his ideal organization as grounded 

systemically as part of a “holographic” reality where “Each represents the whole image 

from a different point of view” (p. 212).  Through organic integration “advocates who 

can also inquire into others’ visions, open the possibility for the vision to evolve, to 

become “larger” than our individual visions.  That is the principle of the hologram” (p. 

228), and I believe, the apogean vision beneath Senge’s emphasis on systems thinking. 

 A systems perspective allows one to look beneath the surface of events to the 

underlying structures of behavior and attitudes in order to gain leverage for constructive 

change not accessible through a concentration on specific events.  Thus, Senge 

encourages the reader to consider “archetypes” through which structural dilemmas are 

identified at their root which in turn can beckon an appropriate, although often painful 

response by organizational members.  The belief in archetypes as the “real” sources of 

organizational life is central to Senge’s thesis, yet they remain underdeveloped in his 

argument even as they are implicit throughout the book. 

 In chapter 6 (pp. 93-113), Senge does spell out two archetypes in some depth, 

which is helpful.  The first, the one I will deal with, is “Limits to Growth,” which he 

defines as the following: 
 

A reinforcing (amplifying) process is set in motion to produce a desired result.  It 
creates a spiral of success but also creates inadvertent secondary effects...which 
eventually slow down the success (p. 95). 
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 Senge’s management principle is “Don’t push growth; remove the factors limiting 

growth.”  Senge explains this in part by drawing on a pervasive goal in our culture; 

reaching our desired weight.  The push factor is to eat less and less food, which may 

result in initial success.  Yet, as most of us who have tried to maintain permanent weight 

loss know, excessive dieting more often than not boomerangs so that we regain most or 

all of our initial weight loss.  On Senge’s account, leverage is gained by raising one’s 

metabolic rate through exercise and then, in turn, developing a positive attitude about 

food which then, ideally, eradicates or greatly reduces the compulsion to overeat and the 

equally addictive excessive dieting syndrome. 

 Senge points to, but does not fully grapple with a fundamental dilemma with the 

“Limits to Growth” archetype.  He states that growth to some extent will always be 

stymied by various limiting factors and in some situations, “growth will eventually stop.”  

Under such conditions: 
 

Efforts to extend the growth by removing limits can actually be 
counterproductive, forestalling the day of eventual reckoning (p. 103). 

 In the dieting example the continuous limiting forces, in addition to biology, are 

the profound contradictions within the culture of the United States that promote an ethic 

of self-realization, including the quest for the perfect body on the one hand against a 

powerful consumer based ideal upon which the economy depends, on the other hand.  

This, in turn, broadcasts the message that we can eat (a metaphor for general 

consumption) all that we desire as an expression of our self-realization.  With these 

contradictory messages, it is little wonder that this nation has such a vast health problem 

(physical and mental) with obesity on the one hand and excessive dieting and exercise 

regimes on the other hand.  I will not go into it here.  Yet I encourage the reader to draw 

on Senge’s dieting example to evaluate the challenges and dilemmas of growth in 

organizational life mediated through the complex interaction of a wide range of internal 
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and external forces broadly related to the relationship between productivity (output) and 

consumption (profits). 

 It is unfortunate that Senge did not explore the more fundamental structural, 

economic and social limitations to organizational growth, although it is understandable 

why he did not, since to do so could very well have vitiated his praxeological goals.  Still, 

it is through such realities that the proponents of “continuous improvement” must make 

their case if their objective of establishing the new corporate culture on an ethos of 

enlightened humanism is to hold muster.  The proponents of such literature (Steven R. 

Covey, Rosabeth Moss Kanter, James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner, and Tom Peters 

and Robert H. Waterman in the popularly acclaimed In Search of Excellence) offer a 

profusion of strategies and insights that can ameliorate some of the oppressive stagnancy 

and hierarchy which characterize so many organizations which induce conformity, 

compliance and resignation among so many employees.  Since “reality” is porous and 

subject to on-going change, the insights that this literature provide can be appropriated at 

the top, at the middle or at the bottom of a hierarchy with the likelihood of effecting some 

change that can enhance human freedom, efficacy and creativity within organizations. 

 Yet, one of the problems of this literature, and Senge is particularly susceptible, is 

that it over promises by offering the prospect of “evolution,” and ignoring the 

constraining realities and limiting conditions out of which the vast majority of 

organizations actually operate.  For example, Senge maintains that “Today, the discipline 

of team learning is, I believe, poised for a breakthrough because we are gradually 

learning how to practice” (p. 259).  Hopefully, the literature may teach us some useful 

things about team learning.  Yet in my experience, I see nothing that points to a 

“breakthrough,” with the concomitant implication that if we finally learn the appropriate 

means of team learning in conjunction with the other “disciplines,” we will undergo 

fundamental change in our organizational life.  Hopefully, we will experience some 

improvement, although any trajectory toward a teleology of “continuous” improvement, 



                                       5 

remains at least in my mind, rather suspect.  Perhaps a few organizations will experience 

dramatic cultural shifts that point toward a new ethos of collaboration, stewardship, 

service, excellence, and self-realization to which the literature points.  It is important to 

keep open to the possibility that organizations could make moves in such directions, most 

likely in a piece-meal way at best, lest we artificially restrict reality by negative self-

fulfilling prophecies.  Yet, if history and contemporary experience offer any guide to the 

future, it is exceedingly unlikely that the kind of dramatic breakthroughs envisioned (the 

grand organizational cosmology) would actually come to pass.  At least on a scale large 

enough to significantly effect the social life or workplace of the vast majority of people 

who are still required to “make meaning” even in the highly ambiguous work settings of 

a precarious post-industrial economy. 

 Senge is not unaware of this dilemma, since for his holographic theory to work, 

an organization needs to embrace his entire “systems” package, an extremely rare 

occurrence, particularly in large-scale, complex institutions.  His observation about one 

type of industry is indicative of much of contemporary organizational life, particularly 

given the current reality (1996) of massive “downsizing,” mergers and restructuring in 

the declining post-industrial economy of the north east.  His observation “is that most of 

our services don’t serve very well” (p. 332).  It is this more pervasive reality than the 

relatively few organizations that even begin to emulate the values proposed in The Fifth 

Discipline that needs to be factored in when assessing the viability of Senge’s model as a 

viable engine of reform for this nation’s economic institutions.  Elsewhere, he argues that 

one of the major functions of top leadership is the “designing of the organization’s 

learning processes” (p. 300) so that its culture may proximate the vision of creative 

community for which he advocates.  Yet, the enduring reality of this society’s current and 

historical practice points in another direction as Senge, himself acknowledges:  “The fact 

that few of those presently in such positions recognize this role is one of the main reasons 

that learning organizations are still rare.” 
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 Thus, in contrast to the confusing and ambiguous experience of so much of lived 

reality (contemporary and historical), Senge offers the prospect of “continuous 

improvement” through “right” (systems) thinking.  In his scenario collective thinking is 

always more valuable and "correct" than individual thought, although in Senge’s vision, 

individuality is enhanced through a “proper” alignment with an integrated, self-actualized 

organization.  As he states it: 
 

This does not imply that we must sacrifice our vision for the “larger cause.”  
Rather, we must allow multiple visions to coexist, listening for the right course of 
action that transcends and unifies all our individual visions (p. 218). 

I do not argue that on rare occasions such a compelling sense of unity may not arise in 

particular local settings or that the quest for a broadening of our own personal visions is 

not valuable.  When such opportunities do arise, we should do everything we can to 

nurture and develop them. 

 What I do question is the likelihood of this happening to any significant degree in 

the vast majority of organizations that dominate contemporary life and the reasons for 

such “failure” are much more complex than the inability to engage in “right” thinking.  

Rather, constraints, conflicts, and various “pathological” cultural assumptions that are 

inherent within the broader socio-cultural, politico-economic environment are 

internalized within our institutions which can not be easily dislodged.  In a word, 

organizations are inextricably political entities that in many ways reflect the distribution 

of power and the dominant cultural assumptions of the wider society.  Thus, the concept 

of “stewardship” that Senge proposes (pp. 342-352) buts up against the profit motive as 

the underlying value and rational of the private enterprise system.  This problem of power 

and conflicting agendas is pervasive within the non-profit sector as well.  Literacy and 

adult education programs, for example, have played an important role in enabling many 

individuals who lacked opportunities earlier to enhance their lives through the attainment 

of formal education in later years.  There is no gainsaying the importance of this for the 
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particular individuals effected.  Yet, such a benefit is far from problematical.  As 

Reihnold Niebuhr, one of the most important political theologians of the mid-twentieth 

century put it about African-American schools in the earlier years of this century, which 

transfers quite easily to mainline adult literacy institutions: 
 

They operate within a given system of injustice.  The Negro schools, conducted 
under the auspices of white philanthropy, encourage individual Negroes to higher 
forms of self-realization; but they do not make a frontal attack upon the social 
injustices from which the Negro suffers (Cited in Rasmussen, 1991, p. 66). 

 This is not to imply bad intentions nor to impinge upon the motivation of adult 

literacy volunteers and program directors who often work diligently under hard pressed 

circumstances.  Yet it is meant to help recognize the constraints and limits as well as the 

possibilities and opportunities available to those who labor in this field.  Thus, it is not an 

insignificant issue whether the essentially underfunded, understaffed literacy and adult 

basic education programs significantly ameliorate or mask the more enduring problems 

associated with adult illiteracy.  To have force, Senge’s “structural” interpretation would 

have to extend well beyond the intricate workings of organizational life and confront the 

socio-cultural forces that reinforce racism, inequality, poverty, and sexism which are 

pervasive within our institutions as well as in our broader social, cultural, and political 

life. 

 I raise these issues not to dismiss Senge’s observations and suggestions, many of 

which are quite astute.  Yet, there is a need to take a hard look at the philosophical 

premises of The Fifth Discipline and through that, the broader humanistic organizational 

literature to which it belongs in light of the contemporary socio-economic context.  If 

history and contemporary practice is any guide to the near term future, our major 

institutions will not likely be structurally transformed in ways that would enable Senge’s 

vision to flourish in modern organziational life.  This leaves us with a dilemma.   

 On the one hand, we can embrace Senge’s vision unreservedly.   We allow 

ourselves to be persuaded by the force of his rhetorical argument that we in fact can 
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fashion our institutions toward the path of “continuous improvement” through 

enlightened systems thinking.  If so, we may be operating under the illusion that the 

future may allow us to fulfill utopian possibilities that at best are only partially present in 

our contemporary setting.   His argument, to state it baldly, is that the future can become 

fundamentally more “life-giving” than current reality.  On the other hand, if we 

categorically reject Senge’s vision as unrealizable in any of its significant dimensions, we 

risk the possibility of defining the present as an unalterable force to which we are fated to 

obey.  On such a structural-functional scenario, we cut asunder the potency of free will to 

alter unsatisfying conditions to any degree: 
 

Eventually this will breed deep cynicism about...visions in general.  The soil 
within which a vision must take root-the belief that we can influence our future-
becomes poisoned (p. 355). 

 Part of the difficulty I have with Senge is that his vision is too all-encompassing.  

It really doesn’t work unless all the component parts are integrated and buttressed by a 

systems perspective.  Senge is fully aware that he does not resolve the many dilemmas to 

which he points (p. 272), but his hope that they can be “transcended” through more 

effective systems learning, I find troubling. 

 I don’t believe that we are required to embrace the cynicism of despair in order to 

be realistic.  Reality is not so constrained that historical actors lack power to effect 

organizational life, although my sense is that such influences are likely to be considerably 

more piecemeal and ambiguous than desired by the proponents of “continuous 

evolution.”  Occasionally, significant new breakthroughs may take place in our 

institutional life which may serve as “prototypes” or models for new behavior in specific 

industries or services.  My sense, though, is that even within such experimental settings, 

much of traditional behavior will color the organizational culture and that the new and the 

old will exist in ambivalent, but hopefully creative tension.  In this society’s dominant 

institutions, traditional patterns of behavior will, in all likelihood, maintain even a 
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stronger hold, although there may be room for reformist energies to establish regions of 

influence that variably effect the life of an organization.  There is room, therefore, for 

“growth,"” but not without the carrying of a great deal of baggage that we might perhaps 

rather see removed. 

 The self-realization and collaborative themes articulated in the humanistic 

organizational literature are valuable, but particularly so when a sense of limits is built 

into the process of implementing desired changes.  Books such as The Fifth Discipline 

are worth reading.  Yet only with the reader fully engaged in a dialogue with the text, 

listening to, but not willing to succumb to the rhetorical force of particular arguments; 

instead, arguing back forcefully, at times, especially when personal experience moves in 

a counter direction. 
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