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Our reality is layered 
 
Theories are conceptual narratives, with underlying axioms and assumptions. They form a 
coherent system of more or less general statements about reality, which enables us to 
understand and change reality as we experience it. The processes of knowledge creation and 
learning in practice are often time-consuming. The logic of courage, discipline and 
communication offers a model with stepping stones to evaluate and enhance the development 
of capacities in organisations or work systems. This logic is based on the philosophy of feeling 
of Arnold Cornelis1, eliciting the stability layers in the culture of our communities. I elaborated 
this logic into a dynamic model for organisations2, aimed at developing learning processes for 
self-organisation and self-steering. Regarding the three important driving forces, I named my 
theory “The logic of courage, discipline and communication”.  
 
Central in this logic is the notion that people in an organisation start with an internally driven 
growth (what do I need, want) and can make a development in time to externally driven growth 
(what rules are necessary for efficient and coordinated work, the planning and control) to self 
driven growth (is what we are doing making sense, are we effective in reaching our goals, 
effective in matching our values). Basic assumption of the model is that reality for a person in a 
work system is layered, caused by several driving forces at work simultaneously. And all forces 
are essential.  
 
 

 

Figure 1: The logic of courage, discipline and communication



 

 
The natural system: courage driven 
 
The way people order their world, what is felt logical, the way people develop their identity is 
forced by an internal drive to grow, to unfold the given capacities. Anton Cornelis called this 
layer of internally steering the “natural system”. Concerning organisations I call it the dimension 
of courage. My assumption is that every organisation wants to grow and flourish. In the natural 
system you learn who you are, what you belong to. In organisations it contains the whole of 
informal aspects of an organisation. The memory of the natural system is mostly subconscious, 
with tacit knowledge, but expressing itself in symbols, myths, stories and rituals. The natural 
system is the system of facts.  
 
 
The social regulatory system: discipline driven 
 
The development of the natural system is adjusted by formal rules, norms and structures of the 
society or community you share with other persons. Those formal aspects form the next layer, 
the “social regulatory system”. In the social system we learn to adjust, to adapt ourselves. The 
memory in the social system is stored in rules, procedures, structures, job descriptions et 
cetera. I call this external driving force discipline. The level of discipline determines the 
conditions for working efficiently and the flexibility for experimenting and learning from mistakes. 
Too much discipline limits learning and creativity. Too little discipline leads to chaos. The social 
regulatory system is the system of possibilities. 
 
In this way every individual and every organisation develops its own “logic”: a set of views on 
reality, mental models for what is logical, plausible, reasonable, acceptable and valuable. These 
models are stored in the (collective) memory.  
 
 
The system of communicative self-steering: communication driven 
 
A new layer is created if the development moves on to the assessment of the growth-instinct of 
the natural system against the sense of justice and coordination of the social system. The 
system of communicative self-steering develops. Memory here consists of reflections on the 
goals of a person or a collective: what do you want to learn, what direction is meaningful. Those 
choices ask for reflection and evaluation, based on effective communication. For this reason I 
call this layer the system of communication. This is the layer of meaningful purposes. 
 
 
Feeling is our guide in awareness of the layers 
 
The development of capacities knows a dual driving force of two systems, possibly integrated by 
a third system. It means that every person or community can develop three layers: courage, 
discipline and communication. Another form of this model is shown in figure 3, using Causal 
Loop Diagramming. A “+” means a reinforcing relation, a “–“ means a constraining relation 
between two factors.  
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Figure 2: The dynamics in development of an organisation 
 
A crucial point in this model is that all the systems are equally important. Every system is 
essential for an ongoing growth, since one builds on the other. As long as the organisation 
exists the layer of the natural system is present. To manage working in an efficient and coherent 
way a certain level of discipline is necessary. The system of communication is a sign of 
matureness and in my opinion often still under construction in many organisations (and in a lot 
of individuals).  
 
Each layer, each system, in this model has its own effective learning processes. Cornelis calls it 
a “fatal learning process” if your actions address another system than the system the problem is 
playing in. Our feeling has an important role in diagnosing the relevant system. That is why 
Cornelis called his theory “The logic of feeling”. In the situation is right you are feeling safe in an 
organisation. If the internal driving force of courage is too strong it will lead to aggression. If it is 
too weak you feel fear to express yourself.  
 
Too much discipline is felt as fixation, too little discipline leads to anger about injustice. The 
development of communication brings a feeling of acknowledgement, of meaningfulness. Too 
much communication and reflection leads to a feeling of distress, of floating around. If the 
communication level is too low you feel frustration, not being recognized.  
 
 
Stepping stones for developing organisations 
 
Every identity, every set of “what is logical” reaches its limits. Changes in the environment, or 
internal changes, can ask for fundamentally new activities in an organisation. The repertoire of 
performance has to be expanded. To do so however, a revision of rules, norms and structures 
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of the social system is necessary, aligning with personal development and values of the natural 
system. This evaluation and revision can only take place in communication with others,  
 
 
reflecting upon current mental models. It is only then that new models can develop collectively 
and new learning processes are created. The better the development of the system of 
communication, the more you learn, but also the more learning capacity is built, to decide what 
needs to be developed and how.  
 
André Wierdsma3 distinguishes several levels of collective learning in organisations. I especially 
like his model for diagnosing the current learning level of an organisation, by determining the 
possible blockades as fixations. In figure 3 I combined this classification of Wierdsma with the 
logic of courage, discipline and communication.  
 
 

 
 

 
 

Figuur 3: Development of collective learning

The principles of this logic offers grip in enhancing the return on investment in development: 
 

1. Courage: saying no to standard training/courses that promise fundamental change in 
behaviour at short notice and to look for alternatives (what do I want and is it possible in 
this way); assertiveness to bring in your own ideas and get appreciated for it (are they 
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taking care of me). And the courage to experiment with new behaviour, like a child 
does, without bothering the rules.  

 
2. Discipline: making agreements and sticking to them, about procedures and norms; not 

making more rules than necessary. 
 
3. Communication: organising reflection about the surplus value of this approach with 

colleagues, openness, as few hierarchic values as possible (leadership that makes 
communication and collective reflection possible on the questions of meaningful 
actions) 

 
Building skills for reflection and communication will support self-organisation and can make 
an organisation more effective, more influencing and in my opinion a nicer place to work.  
 
 
 

                                                 
1 De logica van het gevoel. Stabiliteitslagen in de cultuur als nesteling der emoties (Arnold Cornelis, 
Stichting Essence, Amsterdam 1996). 
 
2 I see an organisation not as an “institute” with fixed borders. I define an organisation as a system of 
people working together. That system has to be defined in advance regarding the specific tasks and 
questions at stake.  
 
3 Co-creatie van verandering (André Wierdsma, Eburon 1999). 
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