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As a young man of twenty-two, starting out in my professional life as a concert violinist 

in Germany, I was already well acquainted with the paradoxical struggle facing all musicians 

and performers—that is, navigating the tension between spontaneous, free-flowing, creative 

expression on one hand and the technical mastery of established musical tradition on the other. 

Veering too far toward either extreme was to be avoided, for such excursions could easily drive 

a performance into confused, chaotic oblivion or result in a stylistically precise, but 

intellectually and emotionally vapid execution. Such are the pitfalls of playing with fire. I 

knew this firsthand as I freely maneuvered within the intermediate space of these two extremes 

and delivered some of my best (and worst) performances. As I became more established in my 

career, sustaining what I had achieved became an increasingly important priority. I was less 

inclined to take as many artistic risks and adopted a mindset of maintaining equilibrium, 

hovering safely in the centermost locus of the tension and allowing only brief moments of 

flight beyond the center and then, calculated only at predetermined points. I soon came to 

learn, however, that my attempts to find a steady balance between the polarities would proffer 

typically bland, artistically banal, albeit “safe” performances. In this space, my playing was 

neither my best nor my worst. And, for me as the performer, it quickly became uninteresting, 

tedious, and ultimately, irrelevant. Believing I had reached an impasse as a creative artist, I 

retreated to the States and changed course to pursue a new career path in the corporate world. 

Thirty-five years later, I am again charting a new course, going back to school, 

momentarily hitting the pause button on professional obligations, and learning how to apply 

complexity theory as a useful metaphor in organizations. The study of complexity has introduced 

new concepts and models, which provide a different lens from which to perceive and reframe my 

professional past. In her book, Changing Conversations in Organizations, Patricia Shaw states, 
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“I create and connect events over time, and meaning emerges as I write” (Shaw, 2002). Taking 

this as my cue, I can look back on my days as a concert violinist, and, at this moment come to a 

new understanding of the dilemma I faced as a young performer. The artistic struggle fits quite 

neatly in what Wheatley calls, the “dance” of chaos and order (Wheatley, 1999). Other 

metaphors for this archetypal dynamic tension can be found in complexity research. For 

example, Brown and Eisenhardt similarly describe this struggle as the “edge of chaos” that exists 

between order and disorder (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997). Burnes surmises that “creativity, 

growth and useful self-organization are at their optimal when a complex system operates at the 

edge of chaos” (Burnes, 2005).  

Burnes further clarifies that, from a complexity viewpoint, chaos is not the absence of 

order, but a different form of order. This is an important distinction, for when this concept is 

applied to a performer, choosing to bend or break the stylistic rules of a Mozart violin concerto, 

chaos does not mean an abdicating how one plays the violin or changing the notes on the page. 

Even the most chaotically artistic interpretation of the work emerging from this dance would still 

be bounded by established rules of violin pedagogy and musical counterpoint—and, it would still 

sound recognizable to the ear as Mozart and not Stravinsky.  

As I consider the concepts of strange attractors, emergence, and fractal patterns on a 

musical performance, my mental model has already begun to shift. I now acknowledge that the 

dance is not between two polar opposites, but a unique, dynamic artistic expression that emerges 

in each iteration of a performance, unpredictable and full of possibilities, and bounded by a 

hidden “basin of attraction” (Wheatley, 1999).   
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In my more recent corporate life, I have seen chaos and order play out on multiple 

levels.  As the director of organization effectiveness at a large, Houston-based health system, I 

was actively leading, coaching, mentoring, and influencing individual leaders, project teams, 

departments, business units, system-wide change initiatives, and regional transformational 

healthcare partnerships with other community health providers. At each level, the fractal nature 

of the tension between order and chaos was a familiar pattern bounded by a universal set of 

strange attractors that pervade the healthcare sector: “do no harm”; patient and employee 

safety; ethical, legal, and professional behavior; and regulatory standards. For example, at the 

individual level, the tension might show up in the way a physician responds to a patient 

requiring critical care. How prepared is the physician to deviate from standard protocol if he 

believes circumstances warrant a different course of action? To what degree is the decision 

influenced by the competing values of providing effective care specific to the individual patient 

and following standardized, evidence-based treatment to meet system-wide quality and 

efficiency goals?  

In this case, the attractor patterns bound the infinite set of possible actions within the 

attraction basin. Although what exactly emerges from this dance cannot be known or precisely 

predicted in each instance, what is predictable is that whatever decision the physician makes 

will most likely emerge out of this basin. Said another way, the physician may opt to deviate 

from the protocol for reasons which can be defended based on his knowledge, experience, 

commitment to patient safety, and understanding of the circumstances surrounding the patient. 

A less likely outcome would be if he were to “go rogue,” ignore his training, ethical and 

professional responsibilities, and put the patient intentionally at risk.  
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A similar dance occurs with nursing staff, where nurses are expected to apply critical 

thinking skills in real time when making judgment calls regarding the care of a patient, while at 

the same time, follow standard workflows and procedures. I can recall numerous conversations 

with hospital chief nursing officers and unit directors who insisted on having their staff trained 

in lean and Six Sigma methodologies. They espoused their commitment to a culture of 

continuous improvement, while simultaneously discouraging staff from engaging in most 

forms of risk-taking and experimentation—ironically, two core principles that are foundational 

in a lean kaizen event.  

But what happens to the dance when something unusual or unexpected occurs? For all 

of the disaster planning by the healthcare institutions comprising the Texas Medical Center 

(TMC) in Houston, none was prepared for the severe flooding brought about by Tropical Storm 

Allison. When it hit Houston in June 2001, it flooded many areas of the city and devasted 

much of the TMC. Memorial Hermann’s cath lab was located on the basement level. It was 

believed to be flood proof. However, as flood water quickly poured into the lab, eventually 

overtaking the basement and the floor above, and with the elevators no longer in service, 

doctors, nurses, administrators, and all available hands on deck quickly mobilized to carry the 

patients, many still in their beds and connected to IVs, up the stairwell several floors to get to 

safety. The improvised action that could not have been imagined or predicted beforehand 

emerged out of the same attraction basin bounded by the same patient and employee safety 

attractor patterns in the previous examples.  

Another attribute of complexity is nonlinearity. In a nonlinear world, small fluctuations 

can bring about completely unexpected results (Wheatley, 1999). The relationships between 

the elements of a system—i.e., people, ecosystem, business environment, culture—are not 
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sequential, but rather dynamic interactions. When ISIS invaded Iraq and occupied the cities of 

Mosul and Kirkuk, the caliphate outlawed all forms of artistic expression. Many musicians, 

artists, and writers were thrown in jail, tortured, and even executed. Most of them fled the 

region to escape capture. Instruments, books, and artwork were seized and burned. Some 

musicians buried their instruments in the ground or hid them in between the ceiling rafters.   

Two years after the region was eventually liberated, the citizens are on the road to 

recovery and have begun to heal and rebuild. In August 2018, I spent two weeks in Iraq 

teaching violin to young Kurdish and Iraqi violinists who survived the occupation and were 

desperate to play music again. The infrastructure had fallen apart. Basic supplies such as violin 

strings, rosin cakes, and music stands were nowhere to be found. One of my violin students 

was actually a violist. But, because his viola was taken away and destroyed, he only had access 

to a friend’s violin. His desire to play music was so strong he switched instruments. Another 

student, who was tortured, lost three fingers on his right hand. In spite of the mutilation, he was 

determined to play the violin again and improvised his own way to hold the violin bow and 

draw it across the string. These acts of courage and resiliency touched me most profoundly. All 

these reverberations, positive and negative, were the result of the ISIS occupation.  

As I contemplate the concepts of complexity and apply them to my life, I am struck by 

how much more my world can be explained in terms of chaos and order than by traditional 

linear reductionist models of cause and effect. As I continue to learn more about complexity, 

there will undoubtedly be more questions. I will defer to Shaw having the last word. “We are 

not making sense of experience. Rather sense-making is part of the movement of our 

experiencing” (Shaw, 2002).      
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