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Drucker’s Foresight

Doris Drucker

What special insight let Peter Drucker, born in 1909 and living almost his entire
life in the 20th century, predict social and political developments which would occur in
the 21st century?

He did not participate in systematic long-range trend watching, scenario
development or visionary design. He strongly disclaimed being a futurist — that is,
somebody who asserts that he can see things that do not exist as yet but might become
realities at some future date and in some other realm. A better name for him would be “a
philosopher of foresight,” unveiling a subject that has a high probability of becoming
visible at a future time.

One of Drucker’s favorite sayings was “To understand the future you have to invent
it” The future is unknown and unknowable, he explained. It is not a new territory like
Mars that has existed long before us and is waiting to be explored. The future exists
only through us. we create it, and it is circumscribed by what we want or can realize in
it.

Drucker’s lifetime coincided with a period of growing expectations and what we
call economic progress, interrupted by one Great Depression and several more or less
severe “bumps.” He was aware of the cyclical nature of life—the proverbial “seven
fat years” inevitably alternate with the “seven lean years” and he realized that the last
thirty years of the 20th century harbored the seeds of a slowdown, if not an outright
downturn in the economic, political and social sphere. His view of what was ahead
was based not on fantasy, but on an analysis of the past and the present situation.
The crucial question is “what has already happened that is likely to influence the
development in politics, economy and society?” Everything is in a state of constant
change, and subject to a variety of outside and sometimes controversial needs and
demands.

Drucker’s greatest contribution was to isolate the change agents, and their
qualification and quantification for social political arrangements. For him, the most
powerful change agent was innovation, especially interdisciplinary innovation
encompassing global trends, plausible scenarios, emerging market opportunities, and
risk management, to name but a few.

His interests were so manifold that it is impossible to do justice to all the innovative
aspects of his time which he discussed in his body of writing. I will focus here on
just one innovation which he deemed highly important and worthy of considerable
discussion: the rise of the knowledge worker. Throughout the 19th and part of the 20th
century working meant working for oneself as a small tradesman or craftsman, with
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a few employees or apprentices, or as a servant to a “master” or a “mistress.” In an
article (“Transformation”) in the Atlantic Monthly of September 1994 Drucker asserted
that work and workforce, society and polity had now become totally different not only
from what they were in the first fifty years of the 20th century but also from anything
that had existed at any other time of history. This social transformation, he predicted,
would have a lasting, if not permanent effect.

Blue collar workers became a minority, from 1980 on—not only as a percentage
of the total of workers who were employed in the diverse industries but later also in
absolute numbers. Yet industrial production was growing faster than ever, in the United
States and elsewhere.

For Drucker these numbers indicated a development which would affect social
structure, community, government, economy and politics. It was totally unprecedented,
and the more so because the decrease in general workers was matched by a replacement
of history’s traditional groups and the groups of industrial society by the knowledge
workers, a group which was fast becoming the largest single group (though, by no
means, a majority) in the workforce and population of post industrial society in every
developed country.

Knowledge workers use their brain, rather than brawn, and there are vast
differences in their working methods, their relations to their jobs and other work
related criteria. For example, manual work is highly visible, knowledge work is largely
invisible—it happens between people’s ears. Knowledge work focuses on the right
questions, manual work focuses on the right answers. Knowledge workers need to be
treated differently than manual workers — hence there will be unprecedented demands
on managers to change their traditional policies and practices. Knowledge workers
need to have formal education—they cannot learn through apprenticeship. The demands
on appropriate schooling and training is another new task for the 21st century—a prime
example of how a change in the composition of the workforce of the 20th century
requires planning for education in the 21st century.

Drucker’s seminal discourses on the knowledge worker are beyond the frame of
this short essay, I mention them only as an example of his creative thoughts on change
and effect. I could have equally well described his various writings and speeches on,
say, the fading boundary lines between profit and non-profit organizations, or on the
changing relationship between international trade and investment or on demographics,
for instance on the skewed age composition of the workforce and how to turn problems
into opportunities. Anybody who is interested in previewing a likely picture of the
world in, say, 2050 and beyond will find ample references in one or the other of
Drucker’s books, for example “Managing for the Future,” “Managing in a Time of
Great Change” or “The Changing World of the Executive.”

That picture will not be perfect: there are going to be large empty spaces. Drucker
did not look, for instance, at the development of information technology and especially
of the Internet, nor was he greatly concerned with the diminishing energy resources
and other troubling problems with which the world has to come to grips, the sooner
the better. Nevertheless there are enough aspects in Drucker’s analysis of social
and political markers which defined the 20th and 21st centuries to keep scores of
practitioners and theorists busy for many years to come.
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