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PART I
 THE
 FOUNDATIONS
  




1
 1981: TO START IN THE
 MIDDLE

I woke up early on the morning of 25 July 1981. It was my forty-ninth birthday. Not usually a landmark event, one might think, but I was drowsily aware that this time the cliche was true; today really was going to be the first day of the rest of my life. In six days' time I would be unemployed – by my own choice. I didn't call it unemployed, of course. I was 'going portfolio' I would say, proudly using the term I had coined a couple of years earlier to describe the kind of life that, I predicted, more and more people would be leading by the end of the century.

It had been foolhardy then, at the start of the Thatcher years in Britain, to prophesy that by the year 2000 less than half of the working population would be in conventional full-time jobs on what are called 'indefinite period contracts'. The rest of us would either be self-employed, or part-timers, perhaps temps of one sort or another, or out of paid work altogether. We would need, I said, a portfolio of different bits and pieces of paid work, or a collection of different clients or customers, if we wanted to earn a living. A full and rich life, however, would be a more complicated portfolio of different categories of work – paid work, gift work, study work or learning, plus, for both men and women, the necessary work in the home, cooking, caring and cleaning. The elusive work/life balance would actually be a mixture of different forms of work, seasoned with a touch of leisure and pleasure.

People scoffed; business executives, politicians and academics, all of them. They mocked my comment that 'house-husbands' would be a vogue term by the turn of the century. The Thatcher doctrine of enterprise and self-reliance was supposed to create a booming economy with conventional jobs for all who wanted them. If it failed, well, the alternative of the socialist state would do its best to return us to that happy state of full employment, even if it meant using the state as the employer of last resort. It was a debate about ways of getting to an agreed end. The idea that the desired end, the full-employment society, might not be on the cards in the sense of jobs for all was not worth talking about.

I told the doubters of the forty-eight-year-old advertising account executive who was complaining to me that there were no longer any jobs in the ageist advertising world for people like him. While he was talking to me in my home, the electrician repairing our wiring put his head round the door to say that he would be back, but not for a week. 'I'm sorry,' he said, seeing my face darken with disappointment, 'but I've got too many jobs on at the moment.'

That was the future, I told my account executive; lots of electrician-type jobs, meaning customers and clients for the independent worker, but fewer and fewer of his own type of job where you sold your time in advance, usually years in advance, to an organization.

Like him, people listened but chose not to hear. The employee society of the twentieth century had delivered so much that was good – secure household incomes for most, a convenient tax-collecting mechanism, a way of parcelling society into boxes so that you knew where people were; and so that individuals also knew where they would be, and what they would be doing in the years to come. The career in an organization, even if it changed once or twice in a lifetime, seemed to be the central bond that kept society from degenerating into a selfish battleground, each for himself and herself and devil take the rest. The very different world I foresaw, however, was fraught with insecurity for most, with uncertainty and fear. 'We don't want that sort of world' people said, and hoped that it would not happen. I sympathized. I, too, didn't much like the sort of world that I saw emerging, but wishing it away was not going to help.

I consoled myself with the observation of the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer that all truth passes through three stages. First it is ridiculed. Second it is opposed. Third it is accepted as being self-evident.

As it turned out, by the year 2000 the British labour force on those indefinite period contracts in full-time employment had fallen to 40 per cent and the BBC World Service was running programmes on the theme 'What Future for Men?' as women seemed to be running everything apart from the old corporations and professions. Full employment had been redefined to mean less than 5 per cent of the self-declared workforce claiming benefit. What the rest were doing or not doing was irrelevant. Already, by 1996, in Britain 67 per cent of British businesses had only one employee, the owner, and in 1994 so-called micro-enterprises employing less than five people made up 89 per cent of all businesses. Putting it more starkly, only 11 per cent of businesses employed more than five people.

Back in 1981, however, I had decided that it was not enough to prophecy. I ought to try to practise what I had been preaching, to find out for myself what it felt like to leave the shelter of organizations and fend for myself, to be what I have come to call a flea, outside the world of the elephants, the big organizations that had been the pillars of the employee society of the twentieth century. The fleas are the independent operators, some of them with small businesses of their own, some working by themselves or in a partnership.

Elephants and fleas is an odd metaphor, equally unflattering to both groups. I hit upon it by chance when looking for a way, in a public lecture, to explain why large organizations needed irritant individuals or groups to introduce the innovations and ideas essential to their survival. After the lecture I was struck by the number of people who came up to me, either proclaiming themselves to be a flea or lamenting the ponderous gait of the elephant where they worked. The analogy, it seemed, had caught their imagination, so I persevered with it. Like all analogies, however, it should not be pushed too far. Useful for attracting attention, it is not in itself a recipe for solutions, but as a broad description of one divide in modern society it serves its purpose.

It is, for instance, the elephants who get all the attention while most people actually work as a flea or for a flea organization. There are, as one example, more people working in ethnic restaurants in Britain today than in the steel, coal, shipbuilding and automobile companies put together. Those huge elephants of old have been superceded by flea organizations as the economy moves from manufacturing to services. It is a new world.

It would be a new world for me too, one in which I exchanged security for freedom.

I had been privileged to spend ten years working for one of the largest of the commercial elephants – the Royal Dutch Shell Group – who had marked my first day at work by handing me details of their pension scheme, as a sign of their intention to occupy the whole of my working life. I left them for the equally secure world of a university where 'tenure' at that time meant a guaranteed right to teach until retirement, no matter how radical or out-of-date your views. From there I had left to work in Windsor Castle, where permanence and continuity were part of the very fabric of the place.

So that morning, as I lay in bed, I was looking at the musical notations painted on the walls of my room by a choirmaster in the sixteenth century. I was sleeping in part of what had originally been the thirteenth-century home or palace of Henry III. The rooms had later become the choir school of the Chapel of St George. It was now my temporary home because for the last four years I had been Warden of St George's House, a small conference and study centre in the Castle devoted to the discussion of ethical issues in society and to the preparation of clergy for senior roles in the Churches. The conference room of the centre, I told participants, had once been used for a performance of The Merry Wives of Windsor, directed by William Shakespeare himself, in front of Queen Elizabeth I.

When the Clerk of Works of the Castle handed me a great key that entitled me to enter a restricted part of the grounds he asked me to sign for it in a large and venerable leather volume. 'Please be sure to write the year in full,' he said. 'We can get confused between the centuries in this place.' The canons of the Chapel of St George had, until very recently, been granted lifetime freeholds, the right to hold on to their houses and their positions not just until retirement but until they died. Windsor Castle had been around for a very long time and had every intention of staying that way.

As an unchanging rock it had been a good place from which to study the changing world outside, but in 1981 it was time for me to leave its safety and try my fortunes outside, before I became too fossilized to survive there. I had no savings to speak of, a mortgage, a wife, two teenage children and had not been long enough attached to any of my organizations to collect anything resembling a proper pension. Life was going to be a trifle uncertain, I could see, since all I could do was write and talk. Maybe I had been unduly rash, I reflected that morning, to resign so impulsively, just to satisfy the masochistic principle of practising what I preached, to leave the world of the elephants and the big battalions and join the fleas, the lone warriors who, I was predicting, would be the growing population of the future.

Nor had my life until then been the best preparation for the independent existence that I now faced. Indeed, as I looked back on my early upbringing in a rectory in the Irish countryside, my education in the best (or worst?) of the British public school and Oxbridge tradition, and my subsequent work experience in an international company that often seemed to have been modelled on a blend of the British Army and the civil service, I realized that none of them was going to help me with my new challenges. Even the business school that I had helped to form was, I now felt, inappropriately conceived for the world that I believed lay ahead of us all.

That was all twenty years ago. This book is, in part, my very personal reflections on how the world has changed in that time and how it may change yet further and faster in the years ahead, so fast, indeed, that what is a breakthrough as I write may be stale news by the time it is read. Communism was already a failed ideology in 1981 but no one then foresaw the fall of the Berlin Wall and the demise of the Soviet Empire. The result has been a triumphant capitalism that has brought its own dilemmas, giving money a more central role in all our lives than we had previously experienced and changing many of our priorities.

In 1981, Internet and world wide web were terms not heard in our Windsor conversations – indeed, the web was not even a glimmer in the mind of Tim Berners Lee, the Englishman who ten years later gave it to the world for free – but they became just two of the forces that have transformed life for both fleas and elephants in ways that we could not even dream of twenty years ago, and Berners Lee is now saying that there are more new excitements on their way. In the light of this experience it might be thought a little hazardous, even ridiculous, to try to gaze a further twenty years into the future. Looking back, however, I think I can argue that these momentous events have only accelerated the possible changes to our lives that we were debating in 1981.

I remember Kingman Brewster, then the American ambassador to the Court of St James, and recently retired as president of Yale University, raising the question in a lecture that year of who would be the trustees of our future. It was a nice, grandiloquent way of querying whether our preoccupation with short-term economic questions both in society and in our own lives might not be blinding us to more fundamental questions about the meaning of success, the kind of society we wanted our grandchildren to inherit, and our own responsibilities for doing something about it. Horizons have shortened still further and economics become even more dominant but the questions still need answering.
 
I was born in Ireland, then a poor, priest-ridden land, where time seemed elastic and the talk endless. Now it rejoices in its tag of the Celtic Tiger. My native city of Dublin is buzzing but to my eyes it is also a permanent traffic jam whose pollution clouds the air, the people are harassed and lunch is a sandwich at the desk rather than the leisurely affair of old. The Irish, returning now not emigrating, find house prices in the stratosphere, forcing them to live way out of town and to add their own contribution to the daily traffic queues. 'It's not the Ireland we remember,' they lament. 'There's no time for chat, and the suburban sprawl has smothered too many of the old green fields. It's like any other consumer society these days.' Yes, but the people, most of them, have more money to spend. Isn't that good? I'm not sure.

I remember my old economics professor, a Central European who had located himself in America, saying once that it was much more exciting to work in a country where the economy was booming, but that he preferred to live in lands where it was stagnant. 'You can always get a taxi or a seat in a restaurant, the theatre is better and the talk more philosophical, there is time to live.' Progress is a tricky topic, then and now, and I don't suppose that any new technologies will alter the dilemmas.

Those dilemmas may even get more difficult. Somehow, instead of technology and productivity giving us more time for leisure, as we all expected, we seem to be more consumed by work than ever. Work now must not only deliver the means for life but also the point of life for all us workaholics. Can work, most of it, live up to the challenge, or will a successful capitalism ultimately prove to be a great disappointment?

It was already apparent, twenty years ago, that life was getting longer and healthier for most of us and that organizational careers were getting shorter, although no one anticipated American presidents retiring in their fifties after two terms or someone becoming leader of the Tory party in his thirties. Shell had told me, when giving me that pension book back in 1956, that, if past statistics were any guide, I would probably only live to enjoy my pension for eighteen months, and my own father did indeed live for only twenty months after his retirement.

But by 1981 it wasn't eighteen months but eighteen years that loomed for most of us between retirement and death, a gap that wasn't going to be easily filled by endless television, cruises and golf, nor would any conceivable state pension allow us to afford such delights. We adopted the term Third Age to lend the gap an optimistic tinge. But naming something does not mean that we are any closer, today, to knowing what we shall do with that bonus of an extra twenty years or more, or how we shall finance them.

Twenty years ago, too, it was already clear that as corporations got bigger in their reach they would also need to get smaller in their parts. They had to be local, they were saying, in order to be effective globally. That has a nice ring to it, but achieving their goal meant rethinking the whole way that the big corporations, the elephants, work. No longer could the centre dictate it all, as it used to do way back.

Early in my career with Shell, I was responsible for marketing their products in Sarawak in Borneo. It was, in those days, a land of rivers and very few roads. The petrol was used in boats for their outboard motors, not in cars. The manuals for petrol station operation, the rules for their design, the promotional material and reporting forms were all designed in London by people who could not conceive of life, or petrol stations, in a world of rivers. I had to make my own designs and hope that no one would come to check. The experience did at least encourage me to use my initiative but it also provided an early lesson in the futility of trying to run the world from London.

It was also clear, back then, that any attempts by the big organizations to do everything themselves was becoming too expensive and too complicated. Once again, the centre was learning the need to relinquish some operational control. Companies called it out-sourcing or downsizing, and relished the cost-savings that followed. But I was promoting something rather different, what I called the Shamrock Organization – an organization with three integrated leaves made up of the central core, the contractual fringe and the ancillary workforce, a concept that I argued was the way to incorporate a necessary flexibility within a corporate whole. A shamrock, I pointed out, was three leaves that still remained one leaf, which was why St Patrick used it to describe the Christian doctrine of the Trinity – three Gods in one God. I worried that in their haste to dismember the organization and save money, managers were throwing away the sense of belonging that the old companies fostered, and that they would come to regret it. That worry still niggles today.

Nowadays the idea that any corporation can do anything on its own would seem expensive arrogance. Partnership and alliances are in, airlines code-share, automobile companies pool their purchasing, elephants marry their competitor elephants in order to boost their clout or their research budgets, all facilitated by the Internet and the web. Exciting stuff if you are in that world, but the new changes only lend more urgency to the old questions – how do you manage something that you don't fully control? Or trust people whom you never meet? Or belong to something that is more like a bundle of contracts than an extended family with a home?

What is the world of work going to look like in the e-age, with its new mixture of fleas and elephants, with many more fleas, I believe, and fewer but even grander elephants? What is the future of capitalism and how will it change given that value is now vested in knowledge and know-how rather than land and things that you can see and count? How will we manage the new, ever-expanding corporations, and to whom will they be accountable, given that many of them generate more revenue than most countries? How will society adapt to a more virtual world where territorial boundaries are eroded by the Internet? How will taxes be collected? Will the nation state survive or will societies, like corporations, get both bigger and smaller?

Just as the signs were there twenty years ago for those who wished to see them, so I believe we can glimpse the shape of the new capitalist world even if it may take another twenty years to develop. We may not like what is coming but we would be foolish to think that we can plan our lives, or our children's lives, without giving some thought to the shape of the stage on which we and they will be strutting.

Our son is an actor. He spent three long years at drama school learning how to, literally, strut upon a stage and project to an audience. After he graduated it soon became rather obvious that, even though his first love was for the traditional stage, he would need to do quite a lot of film and television work if he wanted to eat. This calls for different skills from those of the stage, yet at no time was any serious attention given in his drama school to developing them. It is absurdly impractical to prepare oneself for the world as it was or as you would like it to be, when the reality is so different, and it is arguably immoral to educate others for a life that can't be lived as it used to be, in a drama school or anywhere else.

My own education was also a relic of the past and absurdly inappropriate for the life that I was going to lead as a flea. Later in the book I examine in more detail what that life involves. There is, I am convinced, no real alternative for most of us. We shall have to live at least some time as a flea, as an independent actor in life. In fact since the wealth of organizations will be vested in individuals and what they carry in their heads, even the elephants may come to be seen as communities of individual fleas – a healthy change from seeing organizations as collections of human resources, owned by the shareholders.

There is a lot of myself in this book. It is, in parts, an autobiography. Autobiographies can sometimes be self-indulgent hobbies, best reserved for the grandchildren to read after one's death. I could, however, find no better way to illustrate the change from the world of the large organization to the life of an independent than by reviewing my own experience. That transition from elephant inhabitant to independent flea is the transition that many will be required to make in the years to come. For some it will be sooner rather than later. Many will choose to live all their lives as a flea, valuing the freedom of independence over the dubious security of employment. My hope is that my experience of that life will help to make their experience more comfortable, their future more exciting and life more worthwhile.

How do fleas cohabit, for instance? In my organizational world I used to go out to work every day, coming home late in the evening if I wasn't travelling. My wife Elizabeth and I lived separate daytime lives. Our shared interests were our children, our parents and our leisure time, what there was of it. She was always independent, amazed that I would want to sell my precious time to an organization, but how would we arrange our lives when the children grew up and I, too, became a self-employed independent with no workaday home to run to? The research that I had done years earlier on marriage patterns among executives provided some clues, but we found that we had to alter our whole way of life to make the most of our new situation.

How do fleas learn? I have often said that I remembered only one thing from my schooldays, the implicit message that all problems in the world had already been solved, that the answers were to be found in the head of the teacher or, more likely, at the back of his textbook; my task being to transfer those answers to my head. When I joined my corporation I assumed that it was the same: my superiors, or some consultant, would know the answer. It was a shock to realize that I was supposed to come up with my own solutions and that many problems were to do with relationships, where there was no textbook answer. It is better now in most schools, but not much, and I have thoughts for the way it needs to change. But learning does not finish with our schooldays. We should be grateful, because later learning is much more fun.

I have learnt more from art galleries, theatres, cinemas and concert halls than I ever did from textbooks. Travel too, the chance to dwell for a time in other cultures, provides a different lens through which to view one's own world, to question things whose very familiarity have rendered them almost invisible to us. America, India and Italy, three very different cultures, have each taught me a lot. 'Life is for lunch' they say in Tuscany, but they still manage to work productively as well as live convivially, combining leisure and work in a way that eludes other cultures. America, that land of the free, taught me that the future is something to be welcomed because it can be shaped by us, while India's Kerala state demonstrated to me how a combination of socialism and capitalism, properly directed, can transform poverty into prosperity.

Most important of all, however, was the lesson that I learnt from the study of people who create something in their lives out of nothing – we termed them alchemists – for a book that Elizabeth and I undertook between 1997 and 1999. They proved to me that you can learn anything if you really want to. Passion was what drove these people, passion for their product or their cause. If you care enough you will find out what you need to know and chase the source of the knowledge or the skill. Or you will experiment and not worry if the experiment goes wrong. The alchemists never spoke of failures or mistakes but only of learning experiences. Passion as the secret of learning is an odd solution to propose, but I believe that it works at all levels and all ages. Sadly, passion is not a word often heard in the elephant organizations, nor in schools, where it can seem disruptive.

The freedom to control one's own time is one of the great blessings of independence. Accustomed to having to adjust my holiday breaks to the requirements of the organization and the needs of my colleagues, it was a great pleasure to be able to cross out days from the diary without consulting anyone except my wife. The organization of one's time does, however, require the setting of priorities, the making of choices and learning to say 'No'. That in turn demands that you define what success means, something that you can't do without surfacing your true values and beliefs about life and the purpose of life. Something that starts out as a choice between two engagements ends up as a quasi-religious quest.

One of the benefits of life in a large organization had been that that quest could be left aside. Money, status and identity came with the job. By selling time to the corporation one was implicitly accepting their definition of success, at least for that portion of one's life, a portion that, for many of us, has grown larger of recent years. The problem comes later when you have to define yourself without the corporate prop. We had many friends when we lived and worked in Windsor Castle and many invitations to glamorous social events, invitations that mysteriously evaporated after we left. It seemed that for many people we had ceased to exist.

'What will you call yourself when you are independent?' a friend asked me. 'You can't call yourself "past-Warden" for too long.'

'I shall just be Charles Handy,' I said.

'That's brave,' she commented, not very convincingly, and indeed it took me some time to be proud of the fact that at conferences and the like I had no institutional affiliation attached to my name. It felt naked. My wife could not understand my problem. She had never had a job title, nor felt the need for one. Women, I often think, grow up sooner than men, but maybe without the protection of the elephants men too will grow into themselves rather earlier.

We all have skills of some sort. The tricky thing is to turn those skills into a service or a product that people will pay good money for; money may not be the point of life, but it is pretty miserable without it. Actors have their special skills, and their life is a succession of short-term engagements with interludes of what is euphemistically called 'resting' or which our son more practically regards as time for research and self-development. I believe that for many of us life will be very similar.

Actors have agents, however, to promote them, negotiate their contracts and deal with the business sides of their careers so that they can concentrate on the exercise of their professional skills. Fleas need agents too, although they may be called by other names, such as employment agencies, interim management companies or even mutual trade unions. I am lucky, I have publishers whose interest it is to turn me into a brand of sorts, and I have a wife who acts as my agent and managing partner. I notice, in fact, that most of the electricians, plumbers and other independent craftspeople that we employ from time to time also have a partner who acts as the business manager.

This book will dwell on all these issues. It is, if I am honest, a mixture of memories and prejudices, although I would prefer to call them ideas and beliefs. They are the lessons of my life, because I think that you only truly learn by living – and then reflecting on the living. It doesn't mean that all the lessons are correct, of course, but taken together they have become my credo, my way of looking at the different worlds that I have mixed with, my hopes and fears for our futures, and my philosophy for life.

I am conscious, however, that in trying to draw lessons from my own life I am inviting comments such as 'it was easy for you' or 'would that we were all so lucky' or 'it's all very well for some, but not for most of us'. It has not felt easy, and still doesn't, but of course I did start with what some would call the advantage of a privileged education and, most crucially, I married an unusual woman whose fierce belief that we can and should shape our own lives gave me the courage to be a flea when I could easily have settled for a quiet career and early retirement and, no doubt, an early death after a boring life. Most people, anyway, would not envy me my current life of writing and speaking. It can be both lonely and frightening. Don't take my example literally, therefore, but regard this book as an encouragement to write your own script for a part in the very different world that lies ahead of us.
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