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WAYFINDING

On Navigating Without Maps

Richard David Hames

Wayfinding: the practice of navigating complex conditions without maps — reading ambient intelligence continuously, holding a destination clearly in mind, and acting from distributed intelligence rather than prior design.

‘The navigator does not know where he is in the sense of being able to state a position on a grid. He knows where he is in the sense of being continuously oriented.’

— Thomas Gladwin, East Is a Big Bird (1970)
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A Note on This Book

The twelve chapters that follow are not a manual. They don't present a methodology in the sense of a system to be installed, a process to be followed, or a set of tools to be applied in sequence. What they present is an argument — and, running beneath the argument, an invitation.

The argument is that the navigational frameworks through which most organisations and governments currently operate are structurally inadequate for the conditions they face. Not inadequate in the sense of being poorly designed or incompetently applied, but inadequate in a more fundamental sense: designed for a different kind of world from the one we now inhabit, and incapable of the kind of orientation that today's complex conditions require, regardless of how sophisticated or well-resourced they become.

The invitation is to consider a different relationship to the act of navigation itself — one that is older than any management methodology, more rigorous than it might first appear, and more adequate to the actual nature of the world than the frameworks that have displaced it.

The book moves in three currents. The first — Chapters One through Four — makes the case for why the planning paradigm is structurally mismatched to contemporary conditions, and introduces the navigational tradition that points toward something different. The second — Chapters Five and Six — develops the two capacities that genuine navigation requires: the temporal and somatic intelligence of the Expanded Now, and the distributed cognitive architecture of the Change Brain. The third — Chapters Seven through Twelve — describes what those capacities look like in practice: the conversational environment that activates them, the epistemological mode that sustains them, the approach to change that works with living systems rather than against them, and the quality of orientation that holds destination and responsiveness in live relation.

The chapters can be read in sequence or entered at any point. Readers already familiar with the planning paradigm's limitations may want to begin at Chapter Four. Those primarily interested in the practical methodology may want to begin at Chapter Seven. Those who want the full argument from its foundations will find it in the order given.

One note on language. Throughout the book I use the word wayfinding in lower case when referring to the general capacity and practice, and capitalise it — Wayfinding — when referring to the specific methodology developed through the Strategic Navigation work. The distinction matters: the capacity is ancient and universal; the methodology is a particular attempt to make that capacity systematically available to contemporary organisations. The book is an account of both.
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This book grew out of a methodology I developed with Marvin Oka. We called it Strategic Navigation — a system for helping organisations read their environment with greater precision, orient intelligently under conditions of complexity, and act from distributed intelligence rather than hierarchical command. We built it through practice, beginning in the corridors of the Australian Tax Office in 1995, and refined it across three decades of engagement with governments, corporations, and institutions on every inhabited continent. It worked. Organisations that developed it successfully navigated conditions their competitors could not. The methodology was real, tested, and demonstrably effective.

And then, at some point I cannot precisely date, I began to notice where it was insufficient.

Strategic Navigation assumed — not explicitly, not as a declared premise, but structurally, in the logic of its design — that the terrain could be read. That the environment, however complex, was in principle decipherable: that with sufficient intelligence, foresight capacity, and sophistication in the reading of conditions, an organisation could orient itself and navigate toward its destination. The navigator metaphor that gave the methodology its name carried this assumption quietly inside it. Navigation implies a world that can be comprehended, even if not wholly predicted. It implies that the instruments exist, or can be developed, to read the relevant signals and convert them into reliable results.

What I noticed — gradually, then with increasing insistence — was that this assumption was becoming less and less true. Not because the methodology was wrong, but because the conditions were changing in ways that the navigational metaphor could not fully accommodate. The volatility was not simply increasing. The nature of the volatility was shifting. Events were becoming less the product of identifiable forces operating within comprehensible systems and more the emergent output of interactions too complex, too nonlinear, and too densely entangled to yield to any framework of anticipation. The maps were not merely out of date. In important respects, the territory had become unmappable.

I did not abandon Strategic Navigation. I still use it, still teach it, still believe it's the most rigorous approach to organisational orientation available. But I began to ask a question it could not answer: what does it mean to navigate when the instruments themselves are unreliable — when the signals are real but their implications are genuinely indeterminate, when the best available intelligence can't resolve the fundamental uncertainty about where you are and what is coming?

The answer came not from management theory or complexity science, though both contributed. It came from a navigational tradition that had been solving this problem for millennia, in conditions of genuine environmental indeterminacy, without instruments of any kind.

The Micronesian priest-navigators of Puluwat Atoll sailed three million square miles of open ocean across centuries using stars, swells, birds, clouds, and the temperature of the current underfoot. They held no maps. They carried no instruments in the European sense. What they carried was a different relationship to the act of navigation itself — one in which knowledge was not a plan to be executed but a continuously updated orientation, perpetually revised by present conditions, anchored to a destination held clearly in mind but never rigidly in hand.

That relationship is what I have come to call Wayfinding — the form the methodology takes when the assumption of a legible terrain is released, and what remains is the navigator's art in its purest form: continuous attentiveness, refined over time, in service of a destination worth reaching.

This book is an account of that art — where it comes from, what it requires, and why the conditions of our particular civilisational moment have made it not simply useful but vital. It's written for anyone who has felt the inadequacy of the planning paradigm without yet having a precise name for what should replace it. And it's written from inside the practice — not as theory observed from a distance, but as something worked out, tested, revised, and deepened across thirty years of engagement with the hardest navigational problems real organisations face.

The thinking here didn't arrive complete. It evolved through the same process it describes: continuous monitoring of conditions, a willingness to revise when the signals demanded it, and the gradual accumulation of a more adequate orientation. Strategic Navigation was not a mistake I corrected. It was a vessel that carried me far enough to see what lay beyond.
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We have built our civilisation on an error so fundamental it's almost invisible: an assumption that the living world is external to the economy. That nature is a resource to be drawn upon, a sink to absorb our waste, a background state against which human activity takes place — but not a participant in it, not a system whose health is inseparable from our own, not something whose logic we are obliged to understand and honour if we intend to persist as a species.

The consequences of that assumption are no longer theoretical. They are arriving — in the form of destabilised climate systems, collapsing biodiversity, degraded soils and waters, and the cascading institutional failures of a civilisation whose operating system was never designed to account for limits. We are not witnessing isolated crises. We are witnessing the feedback of a world-system responding to its own excesses — and responding, as complex living systems do, in ways that no plan anticipated and no plan can now contain.

The trap is not difficult to understand in retrospect. Industrial economies were built on models that excluded nature from their accounting. GDP measures the value of what is produced but not the cost of what is destroyed. Forests cleared for agriculture register as gains; the loss of the forest registers nowhere. Ecosystems degraded to fuel growth appear nowhere on any balance sheet until the moment they collapse — at which point the costs are catastrophic and retrospective. A civilisation that cannot see what it is consuming cannot know what it is losing. And a civilisation that cannot know what it is losing cannot navigate toward anything resembling a viable future.

What makes this specifically a navigational crisis — beyond the ecological damage — is the fourth factor, the one most insufficiently appreciated even now. We organised our institutions, our knowledge systems, our entire epistemological infrastructure, around a mode of anticipation that was incapable of perceiving the consequences of its own assumptions. We built instruments for reading a world we had already decided how to see. The maps were drawn before the territory was explored. And when reality diverged from the maps, we refined the maps rather than questioned the cartography.

What's needed is not better maps. It's a different relationship to the act of navigation itself.

That relationship exists. It has existed for millennia, in navigational traditions that never had the luxury of maps — traditions that solved the problem of genuine environmental indeterminacy not by eliminating uncertainty but by developing the perceptual capacity to act wisely within it. The priest-navigators of the Pacific crossed three million square miles of open ocean without instruments, reading conditions continuously, holding a destination clearly in mind while remaining fully responsive to whatever the sea and sky and current were actually saying. They did not predict the ocean. They inhabited it — with an attentiveness so refined, transmitted across so many generations, that their accuracy across vast distances without a single instrument remains one of the most remarkable achievements in the history of human knowledge.

That mode of knowing — embodied, relational, continuously updated, ecologically embedded — is not primitive. It is sophisticated in ways that our dominant epistemology is not. It integrates what our fragmented disciplines separate. It sustains what our extractive economics depletes. It cultivates the quality of attention that our distraction economy systematically destroys.

Imagine that quality of attention scaled — not lost in the noise of the attention economy but deliberately cultivated, institutionally supported, distributed across the organisations and communities and governing bodies that most need it. Imagine cadres of navigators graduating from that practice and carrying it into the decisions that matter most: not as a technique applied from outside but as a capacity grown from within, alive to the full complexity of the systems they are responsible for stewarding. Imagine the connective tissue of a genuinely planetary intelligence — one that holds the long arc of consequence alongside the urgency of the present, that reads the living world as participant rather than resource, that navigates not toward growth at any cost but toward the conditions under which all life can flourish.

That is not some kind of utopia beyond our reach. It's a design challenge. And what can be designed can be built.

Richard David Hames

Bangkok, May 2026

One — The Plan and the Voyage

There is nothing wrong with planning. This needs to be said at the outset, clearly enough to make the subsequent argument precise rather than polemical. Planning — the disciplined activity of thinking carefully about where you are, where you need to go, and what resources and



	the goal is sufficiently clear and stable to serve as a reliable target

	the relationship between actions and outcomes is sufficiently predictable that the path between present state and desired state can be mapped with reasonable confidence

	the environment is sufficiently stable that the map doesn't become obsolete before it can be acted upon

	the system being planned for is sufficiently bounded that its relevant variables can be identified and monitored. 




	Nonlinearity: small changes in initial conditions produce disproportionate and unpredictable effects, rendering projection from present to future unreliable regardless of analytical sophistication.

	Emergence: the behaviour of the whole cannot be derived from the behaviour of the parts, which means that understanding the components of a situation doesn't yield an accurate understanding of the situation. 

	Reflexivity: the act of planning changes the system being planned for, since other actors — competitors, regulators, communities, markets — respond to plans in ways that alter the terrain the plan was drawn for.

	Radical uncertainty: not the manageable uncertainty of risk, where probabilities can be assigned to known outcomes, but the deeper uncertainty of conditions where the relevant outcomes are not yet known and can't be derived from any available model.
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Two — The Wrong Instruments




	Reliable knowledge is produced by separating the subject of inquiry from its context — by isolating variables, controlling for interference, and examining phenomena in conditions stripped of their entanglements

	The knower should be as distant as possible from what is known — that objectivity is a function of detachment, that involvement contaminates, that the ideal epistemic position is the view from nowhere

	Knowledge is best organised by dividing it into disciplines — bounded domains of expertise, each with its own methods, its own standards of evidence, its own practitioners — and that complex problems are best addressed by decomposing them into disciplinary components and reassembling the results.
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Three — The Map That Cannot Be Drawn













Four — East Is a Big Bird
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Five — The Expanded Now
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Six — The Brain of the Enterprise










	Prospective sensing — the capacity to read emerging patterns in the environment before they have announced themselves as events. The people who carry this function are drawn habitually to weak signals, to the peripheral and the anomalous, to the inflection points where one kind of future becomes more probable than another. Without it active, collective intelligence operates retrospectively — optimising within conditions that have already shifted, unable to understand the terrain that's forming beyond the horizon of current visibility.

	Ambient observation — the capacity to read the atmosphere of the present: the unspoken fears that shape how people respond to proposals before they can articulate their resistance, the latent conflicts that surface only when a change grazes values that were not known to be at stake, the emergent forms of trust or fragility that no data set captures because they exist in the quality of relationships rather than in any reportable measure. Where the prospective function looks outward and forward, the observational function looks inward and present — sensing what is actually happening in the human field the organisation inhabits.

	Narrative coherence — the capacity to weave what's being sensed and observed into a story that is alive enough to move people: not a slogan, not a strategic communication, but an evolving account of where the organisation has come from, what it's facing, and why the present moment calls for something different from what preceded it. The storyteller in the Change Brain is an integrator of memory and possibility — the connective tissue between the organisation's history and its navigating intelligence.

	Relational navigation — the capacity to hold the human architecture of change: to track which relationships are under strain, which alliances are forming, which implicit contracts are being renegotiated by the pressures that change itself creates. Complex organisations are ecosystems of relationships, and the relational navigator maintains a continuous social homeostasis — ensuring that the critical relationships through which collective intelligence flows are not stretched past their tensile strength in the urgency of transformation.

	Guardianship — the capacity to hold what must not be sacrificed: the values, the commitments, the founding purposes, the obligations to communities and ecosystems that define what the organisation actually is, rather than merely what it does. The guardian is the organisation's immune intelligence — detecting any modifications that would compromise its fundamental integrity, holding the non-negotiables with enough conviction that they remain real constraints rather than aspirational statements that dissolve under pressure.

	Stewardship — the capacity to translate intelligence into prototypes, routines, and built structures: the function that turns decisions into reality and feeds continuous intelligence back about what implementation reveals. The steward is the motor cortex of the Change Brain — not the obedient executor of instructions from above, but the active learner who sees where the elegance of the design collides with the friction of actual conditions, and carries that intelligence back into the collective.

	Curation — the capacity to design and protect the conditions under which all the other functions can do their best work. The curator does not direct, instruct, or decide in the ordinary sense. She attends to the quality of the whole — reading the state of the collective intelligence in real time and adjusting the conditions in which it is operating: the questions being asked, the voices being heard, the pace and depth of the inquiry. It is, in the most precise sense available, an art.
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Eight — Syntrophic Inquiry















Nine — Fluency, Not Prediction














	Responsiveness: the ability to detect and interpret signals from the environment before they have fused into events requiring reaction — the difference between reading the swell direction and waiting for the storm

	Adaptiveness: the ability to reconfigure identity without losing coherence — to change what needs to change while preserving the core which defines what the organisation is 

	Intelligence: distributed sense-making that doesn't depend on any single point of failure — the Change Brain's architecture rather than the hierarchy's concentration

	Sustainability: the ecological reciprocity that keeps the licence to operate intact — the recognition that an organisation's long-term viability is inseparable from the health of the systems it inhabits

	Emergence: the capacity to generate genuinely novel responses to genuinely novel conditions — the property that no risk register can provide, because it cannot be designed in advance of the conditions that require it.
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Ten — The Architecture of Transformational Narrative
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Eleven — Tiny Nudges, Large Shifts
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Twelve — The Destination and the Dance
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