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  The Empty Raincoat


  Charles Handy is an independent writer, teacher and broadcaster, known to many for his ‘Thoughts for the Day’ on the BBC’s Today programme. He has been, in his time, an oil executive, an economist, a professor at the London Business School, the Warden of St George’s House at Windsor Castle and the Chairman of the Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufacture and Commerce. He was named Business Columnist of the Year in 1994.


  Charles Handy was born in Kildare in Ireland, the son of an Archdeacon, and educated in Ireland, England (Oxford University) and the USA (Massachusetts Institute of Technology).


  His other books published by Arrow include The Age of Unreason, The Elephant and the Flea, The Hungry Spirit, Waiting for the Mountain to Move, Beyond Certainty, Gods of Management and Understanding Organizations.


  He and his wife Elizabeth, a portrait photographer, live in London, Norfolk and Tuscany.
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  There is an invisible corps of people behind this book. They are the individuals who are out there living the lives and driving the organisations which I try to describe. Some of their problems and achievements, their hopes and frustrations, I hear from their own lips in seminars, conferences and private sessions. Some I glean from the writings of others, in journals, newspapers and books. These people must remain anonymous, unless they have chosen to write publicly about their world, but I owe them a debt of gratitude because it is through their stories that I glimpse reality.


  I have learnt a lot from the writings of others, be they management theorists, old philosophers or modern thinkers. All those whom I have cited in the text have their relevant works listed in the bibliography at the end. That bibliography also contains some authors not specifically mentioned in the text but whose writings have been particularly influential as I worried about the theme of the book. It is a small recognition of my gratitude to them.


  I have had the pleasure of working with two publishers simultaneously, in London and Boston. No one can serve two masters, it was said, but I have found it enormously helpful to be exposed to two sets of views and comments, particularly when they come from such insightful people as Gail Rebuck and Paul Sidey in London and Carol Franco and Natalie Greenberg in Boston. They, and every member of their teams, have been perfect midwives to this book during its rather prolonged birth pangs. I am for ever grateful for their interest in the book, their patience and their encouragement.


  My family know all too well the problems of living with a writer. They have been wonderfully tolerant of my moods, have allowed me to parade parts of their lives in the book, and have been tactful critics of the work in progress. My wife’s consistent belief in me and in what I am trying to do has been a particular source of strength, seeing me through the valleys of self-doubt, because writing is a lonely business most of the time. To Liz, Kate and Scott go my love and thanks.


  Diss, Norfolk, England


  September 1993


  The Story Behind the Book


  Four years ago, my earlier book, The Age of Unreason, was published. In that book I presented a view of the way work was being reshaped and the effect which the reshaping might have on all our lives. It was, on the whole, an optimistic view. Since then, the world of work has changed very much along the lines which were described in the book. This should be comforting to an author, but I have not found it so. Too many people and institutions have been unsettled by the changes. Capitalism has not proved as flexible as it was supposed to be. Governments have not been all-wise or far-seeing. Life is a struggle for many and a puzzle for most.


  What is happening in our mature societies is much more fundamental, confusing and distressing than I had expected. It is that confusion which I am addressing in this book. Part of the confusion stems from our pursuit of efficiency and economic growth, in the conviction that these are the necessary ingredients of progress. In the pursuit of these goals we can be tempted to forget that it is we, we individual men and women, who should be the measure of all things, not made to measure for something else. It is easy to lose ourselves in efficiency, to treat that efficiency as an end in itself and not a means to other ends.


  I cannot forget a sculpture which I saw in the open-air sculpture garden in Minneapolis. It is called ‘Without Words’ by Judith Shea. There are three shapes. One of them, the dominant one, is a bronze raincoat, standing upright, but empty, with no one inside it. To me, that empty raincoat is the symbol of our most pressing paradox. We were not destined to be empty raincoats, nameless numbers on a payroll, role occupants, the raw material of economics or sociology, statistics in some government report. If that is to be its price, then economic progress is an empty promise. There must be more to life than to be a cog in someone else’s great machine, hurtling God knows where. The challenge must be to prove that the paradox can be managed and that we, each one of us, can fill that empty raincoat.


  So many things, just now, seem to contain their own contradictions, so many good intentions to have unintended consequences, and so many formulae for success to carry a sting in their tail. Paradox has almost become the cliché of our times. The word crops up again and again as journalists and other writers look for a way to describe the dilemmas facing governments, businesses and, increasingly, individuals. Sometimes it seems that the more we know, the more confused we get; that the more we increase our technical capacity the more powerless we become. With all our sophisticated armaments we can only watch impotently while parts of the world kill each other. We grow more food than we need but cannot feed the starving. We can unravel the mysteries of the galaxies but not of our own families. To call it paradox, however, is only to label it, not to deal with it. We have to find ways to make sense of the paradoxes, to use them to shape a better destiny.


  I know precisely when paradox became the key concept in my search for a way to make sense of the confusions. It was in Sausalito, California, when John O’Neil gave me the first chapter of his new book to look at. John is president of the California School of Professional Psychology, a wise and shrewd observer, and counsellor, of leaders and organisations. His new book was called The Paradox of Success and was subtitled ‘When Winning at Work Means Losing at Life’. The book is about the personal dilemmas of leadership, but the important message for me was that there are never any simple or right answers in any part of life. I used to think that there were, or could be. I now see paradoxes everywhere I look. Every coin, I now realise, has at least two sides, but there are pathways through the paradoxes, if we can understand what is happening and are prepared to be different.


  The ideas of The Age of Unreason are still relevant, therefore; organisations will become both smaller and bigger at the same time; they will be flatter, more flexible and more dispersed; our working lives will, likewise, have to be flatter and more flexible. Life will be unreasonable, in the sense that it won’t go on as it used to; we shall have to make things happen for us rather than wait for them to happen. What I had not anticipated, however, in that first book, was the confusion which this would cause; that the opportunities for personal fulfilment which I so confidently predicted would be complicated by the pressures of efficiency, that the new freedoms would often mean less equality and more misery, and that success might carry a disproportionate price.


  One criticism of The Age of Unreason, that ‘it was all very easy for people like you’, did hit home. I am more chary, now, of offering general solutions to our individual predicaments. We must each find our own way. The map, however, will be much the same for all of us, even if we choose to follow different paths. There are pointers to the future in this book, challenges which I think will face all organisations and all individuals, and some frameworks for thinking about them, but, this time, no sure-fire recipes for success.


  The important question is whether we shall all be heading in the same general direction. Is there a point to it all, and if so, what is it? Vaclav Havel, the playwright turned president, could hardly be more immersed in worldly things and structures these days, but he has argued that we will only avoid ‘mega-suicide’ in our time if we rediscover a respect for something otherworldly, something beyond ourselves. It is a paradox, he says, but, without that respect for a superpersonal moral order, we will not be able to create the social structures in which a person can truly be a person. We cannot be the measure of all things, perhaps, unless we have something against which to measure ourselves. I come back to this issue in the last part of the book, but the question of the point of it all is lurking behind every page. The study of philosophy, I was once told, is the study of life, but don’t expect it to tell you how to live. A bit like this book, I suspect.


  Part One:

  In the Dark Wood

  Confused by Paradox


  1 We Are Not Where We Hoped To Be


  It Doesn’t Make Sense


  There will be no one to pick the olives in parts of Italy this year. The old people are too old and the young will not do it for the money on offer. In Tuscany they did not bother to replace many of the olive groves destroyed in the harsh winter of 1985. It was not worth it. Olive-farming now has to be a serious business, offering serious jobs for serious prices.


  Changing, too, are those small family restaurants where the daughter helped her mother in the kitchen and the same waiter was there at lunch-time and in the evening, every day, every week. In most countries the law no longer allows jobs with hours like that, but the result is that eating out is more expensive, like the olives, and many small restaurants are now uneconomic. ‘I’m really working for the government now,’ said the owner of one, ‘collecting their taxes and keeping unemployment down. There is nothing for me at the end of the day.’


  We have priced many jobs out of existence all over the industrialised world. People need good salaries or wages to live in these countries. Governments need taxes. Not all products or services can carry these costs. Window-cleaning does not merit a craftsman’s wage, nor is a bottle of milk delivered to a British front door each morning really worth more than the price of a bottle of wine. Remove the subsidy and the delivery will end.


  Proper jobs are now expensive jobs, providing high-priced goods and services for those who can afford such things. For the rest, it is do-it-yourself, pick your own olives, clean your own windows or collect your own milk. Fair enough. Yet, across a narrow strip of sea from those unpicked Italian olive trees live the Albanians, a people in desperate poverty who would be happy to pick olives or clean windows for a pittance. Every rich country has its neighbouring Albanians. If we let them in to do the work which no one else will do, then someone else will have to pay for their lodgings, their health care and, ultimately, their old age. So we keep them out, mostly, if we can.


  Many of them are here already, however. They are our own citizens, but not qualified enough, not perhaps diligent enough, to be able to add more value than the salary or the wage they need to earn in an expensive society. They are, literally, not worth employing in a proper job. Yet they are our citizens, with a right to a life, and, arguably, a right not only to a livelihood but to the sort of work that makes life worth living. They are also the customers for those who are in work. Keep them poor, as potential cheap labour when needed, and you bleed the market of demand. That, at present, seems to be the best that we can do, offering bits and pieces of pocket-money work. America, in the years from 1973 to 1989, managed to create 32 million net new jobs compared with only 5 million in the whole of Western Europe, but it was mostly hamburger work for hamburger pay.


  It is one of the dilemmas of a rich society. There are more. Those proper jobs are not unalloyed bliss for all. Much is demanded and expected of those who have them. I asked a young friend, proud of his new job in a London bank, to come for a drink one evening. ‘I cannot get away until 9 p.m.,’ he said. ‘Not ever?’ I asked. ‘Not really,’ he said. ‘My group expects me to be there until late, and on most Saturdays too. I can’t let them down.’ It was exhilarating work, for the most part, he said, and very well paid, but it was totally consuming. His neglected partner said, ‘It’s a crazy system. It doesn’t make sense. Why don’t they employ twice as many people at half the salary and work them half as hard? That way they could all lead a normal life.’


  But they don’t, and they won’t and they can’t, not if they want to remain competitive. A chairman of a large pharmaceutical company had summed up his policy very neatly once, but it was the other way round – ‘½ × 2 × 3 = P,’ he said: half as many people in the core of his business in five years’ time, paid twice as well and producing three times as much, that is what equals Productivity and Profit. Other businesses may not formulate it so crisply but that is the way they are all going: good jobs, expensive jobs, productive jobs, but much fewer of them. It makes good corporate sense.


  Those jobs are not for everyone. They are not for those who want more space in their lives for other things. For families, for instance. Those kind of jobs are difficult for women if they want to raise a family, or for men, for that matter, who might want to do likewise. Child-rearing can be delegated, of course, but it is not what everyone wants. ‘I insist that the company pays for me to read a bedtime story to my children over the international telephone lines when I’m away on business,’ said one account-executive mother, but there is more to parenthood than telephoned bedtime stories.


  Nor do they last for ever, these jobs. We rightly deplore age discrimination in our societies but 70 hour weeks do wear people out. At some stage, energy must yield place to wisdom, or sometimes just to exhaustion. ‘Burn-out’ would not have become a popular jargon word if there were nothing for it to describe. We seem, in many of these very full jobs, to be cramming the 100,000 hours of a traditional lifetime’s work into 30 years instead of the traditional 47 years, as in days gone by. But then, do we really owe a job to a person who cannot do it any more? Concealed behind those high salaries and big wages is the risk that you may, one day, not be worth it. Sometimes it seems that there is nothing so insecure as a secure job.


  A 30-year job leaves 20 years or more ‘beyond the job’ for nearly everyone, for, if we have not died by the age of 50, we are unlikely to die before 75 unless we do something silly. Those 25 years cannot properly be called ‘retirement’. They offer the possibility of another life for all of us. Jung believed that the first half of life is the preparation for the second half. Now that most of us will have the opportunity of that second half in full measure, we are strangely unprepared for it. Many of us waste it. ‘All I want is more of the same,’ said a friend. Unfortunately, that is seldom on offer.


  The dilemmas, and the paradoxes, continue. Akio Morita, the chairman of Sony, has commented that the Japanese worked an average of 2,159 hours each in 1989. That compared with 1,546 hours of the average German. Other countries fell in between. The young Japanese, suggested Morita, will not long tolerate such a divergence, particularly the well-educated young women who are now joining Japanese corporations. The difference is equivalent, after all, to fifteen 40-hour weeks more than the Germans every year. No wonder, one might think, that the birth-rate in Tokyo is now only 1.1 babies per female, half of what is needed to sustain the population. There is, literally, no time for babies and work. How, and when, these traditions of work will change in such a country of tradition is anybody’s guess, but if they do not change, Japan will have an increasingly resentful, ageing and diminishing workforce. Morita’s remarks raised the eyebrows of Japan’s elders, but, in a 1993 opinion poll, 87 per cent of respondents agreed that they wanted the change.


  For Germany, on the other hand, the challenge is to continue to make every hour a German works as effective as one hour and 20 minutes done by a worker in Japan. The Germans will need to do that in order to maintain their competitive position. It is a demanding standard, even if the Japanese begin to relax. It is a high standard particularly for the now united Germany, where two different traditions of work can still clash.


  ‘Work,’ said a friend in Dresden, in the old East Germany, ‘used to be a place one went to, not something one did. We could not always work very productively because the parts or the tools we needed were not there. Anyway the customers were used to waiting and we got paid the same whether we did anything or not.’ I must have looked appalled because he went on, ‘I don’t mean that it was right, or even sustainable as a system, but it did mean that there was a lot of time and energy for family and friends, for festivals and fun. Now,’ he smiled ruefully, ‘it seems to be all about profit and performance, pay and productivity. Sometimes I think that I preferred the four “f”s to the four “p”s! What is it all about?’


  We all share, in some degree, the dilemmas of both Japan and Germany. When we worked to ensure our own survival, it was hard but it was understandable. Many are now fortunate enough to be beyond survival. But ‘beyond survival’ carries with it the question ‘What now?’ or ‘What next?’ and a whole variety of answers. They are answers which are increasingly demanded of our political leaders, of our businesses, of our schools and hospitals and prisons and, of course and most pressingly, of ourselves. One way out is to redefine survival. We can define it as keeping up with our neighbours, as individuals, as businesses and as nations. But that has a never-ending, no-win, nightmarish touch to it if we take it seriously. Only one firm can be the industry leader, only one country top economically, there are always richer or more successful neighbours to compare ourselves with. Competition is healthy, maybe even essential, but there has to be more to life than winning or we should nearly all be losers.


  Maybe that is already happening. In 1992 the Congressional Budget Office of the United States, a scrupulously non-partisan body, revealed that personal income in the US increased by $740 billion between 1977 and 1989 after adjustment for inflation. Of this total, almost two-thirds went to just 660,000 families, the wealthiest one per cent. For that fortunate group, average income rose from $315,000 to $560,000, or by 77 per cent. The middle classes gained a miserly four per cent over this period while 40 per cent of all families actually ended up worse off in real terms at the end of this decade of affluence. The incentives, which may have been the fertilisers to grow more wealth, ended up consuming all the wealth which they created.


  While there are some arguments about the precise interpretation of those figures, it is clear that wealth did not trickle down too well in America during that decade, the Reagan years. Nor did it elsewhere. The figures for Britain are no different. A government report in 1993 revealed that over the period 1979–90, the bottom 10 per cent saw their income in real terms fall by 14 per cent, while the average household income increased by 36 per cent. The wealth has been slightly less skewed in the other mature economies, but the trend has been the same. As ever, the rich got richer and the poor got, relatively, poorer the world over, and sometimes poorer in absolute terms. What held it all together was only the hope among the poor that, maybe, in a world of constant growth there would be room for some of them, too, amid the rich. It is beginning to seem a rather forlorn hope.


  Al Gore, before he became the vice-president of the United States, wrote:


  
    
      We have constructed in our civilization a false world of plastic flowers and Astro-Turf, air-conditioning and fluorescent lights, windows that don’t open and background music that never stops, days when we don’t know whether it has rained, nights when the sky never stops glowing, Walkman and Watchman, entertainment cocoons, frozen food for the microwave oven, sleepy hearts jump-started by caffeine, alcohol, drugs and illusions.
    

  


  He could have made it sound much worse, had he described the wastelands of many inner cities. In these wastelands there are mindless murders of tiny children, rapes of old ladies, burglaries and thefts every 30 seconds in some places, a total disregard for human life and property, senseless anonymous violence.


  Al Gore was writing out of concern for the environment. He could as well have been writing out of concern for the human spirit. That we have a spirit, most of us feel sure. We are not incidental curiosities, mutations in the evolutionary process. It would be a waste of all our progress if we sacrificed that human spirit in the pursuit of some imagined efficiency.


  Even if we ignore, for a moment, the turbulent conflicts in the old Russian Empire, the endless dilemmas of the Middle East, the pitiless wars and famines of Africa and our continued inability to save what is left of the global environment for our grandchildren, there are enough problems in what we thought were the triumphant capitalist nations to make us wonder if we have missed the road to the future which we thought that we had won.


  Some Unintended Consequences of Good Intentions


  The millennium is only a statistical accident, but the ending of a thousand years of history does concentrate the mind wonderfully, particularly when it seems to be coinciding with the ending of some things we have taken for granted for the past few generations, such as the employment organisation.


  Last Christmas, the family game was to list all the things which had got better in the last decade. The intention was to bring a note of cheer into the proceedings. We all agreed on New Zealand wine and hospices, but got bogged down after that. Some championed CD Walkmans and some the personal phone but these hardly seemed to classify as advancing civilisation. The game soon became too depressing to be fun.


  Nevertheless, some things have got better over time. Because of what we have done in the last 50 years, everyone in our industrialised societies now has more things, more equipment, better health and better housing. That must be good news. But these things have their unintended costs and, when we look back, dispassionately, over the last half-century, the news is still mixed. These were the years of my generation, the generation now moving slowly into their Third Age, the age beyond the organisation and full-time responsibilities. It was this generation which set out to build a new world order after the Second World War, which saw capitalism triumph over communism and which kept muzzled the ogre of nuclear war. Some things, however, we did not foresee.


  It was this generation which used technology to make a dramatic improvement in productivity, but thought too little about all those who would no longer be required to do the old, essential tasks. What work there will be in future will, for many, be non-essential work, selling goods and services which we could happily do without, building yellow-page economies of glitz and extras, hardly the stuff of real life.


  The reward of productivity was increased consumption. To be a customer was seen as the new enlightenment. Even Britain’s much-vaunted Citizen’s Charter turned out, on inspection, to be a customer’s charter. It was not realised soon enough that too much consumption has its costs, that the freedom to drive a car, for instance, ends up too often in the freedom to sit in a traffic jam, or that the delights of tourism dwindle when everyone you meet is also a tourist. We made consumption a measure of achievement, unwittingly creating a society of envy, in which to be poor meant to have less than the average even if the average was quite high.


  We misinterpreted Adam Smith’s ideas to mean that if we each looked after own own interests, some ‘invisible hand’ would mysteriously arrange things so that it all worked out for the best for all. We therefore promulgated the rights of the individual and freedom of choice for all. But without the accompanying requirements of self-restraint; without thought for one’s neighbour, and one’s grandchildren, such freedom becomes licence and then mere selfishness. Adam Smith, who was a professor of moral philosophy not of economics, built his theories on the basis of a moral community. Before he wrote A Theory of the Wealth of Nations he had written his definitive work – A Theory of Moral Sentiments – arguing that a stable society was based on ‘sympathy’, a moral duty to have regard for your fellow human beings. The market is a mechanism for sorting the efficient from the inefficient, it is not a substitute for responsibility.


  As a result of all the ‘progress’ of the last 50 years, many have done well, but many not so well, even in the rich societies. In the world at large, the rich still get richer and the poor get poorer in spite of our best intentions. The road we have been on, throughout this century, has been the road of management, planning and control. Those who stood on top of society’s mountains could most clearly see the way ahead; they could and should plan the route for the rest and make sure that they follow it. In many ways the bigger the mountain, we thought, the better and clearer the view. We applied this approach to our organisations. We thought this way in government. Even when we said that government should get off the backs of the people we did not really mean it, because the people would then not be managed to their best advantage. We have tried to plan and control world trade and world finance and to make a greener world. There should be a rational response to everything, we thought; it should be possible to make a better world.


  It hasn’t worked. Management and control are breaking down everywhere. The new world order looks very likely to end in disorder. We can’t make things happen the way we want them to at home, at work, or in government, certainly not in the world as a whole. There are, it is now clear, limits to management. We thought that capitalism was the answer, but some of the hungry and homeless are not so sure.


  Scientists call this sort of time the edge of chaos, the time of turbulence and creativity out of which a new order may jell. The first living cell emerged, some four million years ago, from a primordial soup of simple molecules and amino acids. Nobody knows why or how. Ever since then the universe has had an inexorable tendency to run down, to degenerate into disorder and decay. Yet it has also managed to produce from that disorder an incredible array of living creatures, plants and bacteria, as well as stars and planets. New life is forever springing from the decay and disorder of the old.


  At the Santa Fe Institute, where a group of scientists are studying these phenomena, they call it ‘complexity theory’. They believe that their ideas have as much relevance to oil prices, race relations and the stock market as they do to particle physics. In his book about their work, Complexity, Mitchell Waldrop describes the edge of chaos as the one place where a complex system can be spontaneous, adaptive, and alive. It is also uncomfortable if you are in the middle of it, as so many of our social institutions are right now.


  The Inevitability of Paradox


  We need a new way of thinking about our problems and our futures. If the contradictions and surprises of paradox are going to be part of those futures, we should not be dismayed. The acceptance of paradox as a feature of our life is the first step towards living with it and managing it.


  I used to think that paradoxes were the visible signs of an imperfect world, a world which would, one day, be better understood by us and better organised. There had to be one proven right way to bring up children, I thought. There should be no reason for some to starve while others gorge. Freedom need not mean licence, violence or even war. Riches for some should not necessarily imply poverty for others. We lacked only the knowledge and the will to resolve the paradoxes. We did not yet know enough about how things worked, but eventually there would be what the scientists call a Theory of Everything and we would, as Stephen Hawking, the Cambridge physicist, put it, perhaps ironically, know the mind of God. In my own sphere, I wrote books which implied that there had to be a right way to run our organisations and our lives, even if we could not yet be completely sure of what it was. I was in the grip of the myth of science, the idea that everything, in theory, could be understood, predicted and, therefore, managed.


  I no longer believe in a Theory of Everything, or in the possibility of perfection. Paradox I now see to be inevitable, endemic and perpetual. The more turbulent the times, the more complex the world, the more the paradoxes. The Theory of Complexity has been added to the Theory of Chaos. The turbulence, the theory goes, is a necessary prelude to creativity and some new order. We can, therefore, and should, reduce the starkness of some of the contradictions, minimise the inconsistencies, understand the puzzles in the paradoxes, but we cannot make them disappear, nor solve them completely, nor escape from them, until that new order becomes established. Paradoxes are like the weather, something to be lived with, not solved, the worst aspects mitigated, the best enjoyed and used as clues to the way forward. Paradox has to be accepted, coped with and made sense of, in life, in work, in community and among the nations.


  There was, I now recall, a small framed printed motto which hung in my boyhood bedroom: ‘Life goes, you see, to golf’s own ditty: Without the rough there’ld be no pretty.’ I have no idea why it was there. My family did not go in for such things and my mother had probably picked it up at some charity bazaar. Accidental or not, it was my first subliminal introduction to the necessity of paradox in human affairs. As I grew older, I realised that what I was told had been God’s great gift to mankind – choice – was itself a paradox, because the freedom to choose implies the freedom to choose wrongly, to sin. You cannot have the one without the other. Original sin is the price we pay for our humanity. There was paradox at the centre of religion. Quite right, too, I came to realise, because paradox is what makes life interesting. If everything was an unmixed blessing, life would soon begin to cloy. There would be no need for change or movement. Offer me a heaven without paradox and I will opt for hell. Perfection, then, is neither possible nor, perhaps, desirable.


  That conclusion was, for me, a revelation. Life will never be easy, nor perfectible, nor completely predictable. It will be best understood backwards, but we have to live it forwards. To make it liveable, at all levels, we have to learn to use the paradoxes, to balance the contradictions and the inconsistencies and to use them as an invitation to find a better way. Scott Fitzgerald once said that the test of a first-class mind was the ability to hold two opposing ideas in the head at the same time and still retain the ability to function. If he was right, then we are in for a time of paralysis, because there are not that many first-class minds around. Schumacher also put it well: ‘[Some people] always tend to clamour for a final solution, as if in life there could ever be a final solution other than death. For constructive work, the principal task is always the restoration of some kind of balance.’


  Living with paradox is not comfortable nor easy. It can be like walking in a dark wood on a moonless night. It is an eerie and, at times, a frightening experience. All sense of direction is lost; trees and bushes crowd in; wherever you step you bump into another obstacle; every noise and rustle is magnified; there is a whiff of danger around; it seems safer to stand still than to try to move. Come the dawn, however, the path is clear before you; the noises are now the songs of birds and the rustle in the undergrowth is only scuttling rabbits; the trees define the path instead of blocking it. It is a different place.


  Prophets and Kings


  ‘There are kings and prophets, I was always told,’ said Tony Benn, the British socialist politician. ‘The kings have the power and the prophets have the principles.’ I am on the side of the kings, the people who make things happen, but every king needs his prophet, to help him, and increasingly her, keep a clear head amidst the confusions. No one, however, would want the prophet to run the show.


  Prophets, in spite of their name, do not foretell the future. No one can do that, and no one should claim to do that. What prophets can do is to tell the truth as they see it. They can point to the emperor’s lack of clothes, that things are not what people like to think they are. They can warn of dangers ahead if the course is not changed. They can, and often did, point their fingers at what they thought to be wrong, unjust or prejudiced. Most of all, they can offer a way of thinking about things, a way to clarify the dilemmas and concentrate the mind.


  What the prophet cannot, and should not, do is to tell the doers what to do. That would be to take the power without the responsibility, the prerogative of the harlot, they used to say, not the prophet. It would be to steal other people’s decisions. The prophet can provide a chart but cannot dictate where or how the vessel should sail.


  It is my hope that this book will make it easier for people to see their way through the confusions of our times. Some of those people will be the leaders and executives of our institutions, because, in what I see as the ending of the age of the organisation, those institutions will have to find for themselves very different futures. Yet, in their new forms, they will be more essential than ever.


  Some of the people reading this book will be individuals, trying to make some sense of their lives. Young people, in particular, face a world very different from the one their parents grew up in, a world where there are not many models from the past for them to draw on, where they really do have to reinvent their lives, their purposes, their standards and their priorities.


  Lastly, I would like to think that the ideas and thoughts in the book might be useful to those responsible for the governance of our society, at all levels. They have the awesome responsibility of finding a structure for a society where most of the ground rules have changed but where the need for justice between groups, and between the present and the future, is greater than ever.


  There is a need for a new perspective on life, on its purpose and its responsibilities. There are few great causes or crusades any more. Maybe it is the end of history. Some people are cocooned in comfort, others in poverty; but, for either group, their own survival seems to be the only point of life. If that is so, we shall all lose in the end. If anything is to happen, however, it has to start with us, individually, in our own place and time. To wait for a leader to guide us into the future is to be forever disillusioned.




End of sample
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