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INTRODUCTION



CREATIVE DESTRUCTION, DESTRUCTIVE CREATION


Until recently, disruption was a bad word, plain and simple. The 1928 edition of the Oxford English Dictionary defines it as “The action of rending or bursting asunder; violent dissolution of continuity; forcible severance.” Linguists know that the meanings of words often change over time. They may be subject to what language historians call amelioration, a change from pejorative to neutral or pleasant. For instance, in the days of Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1343–1400), the Oxford English Dictionary tells us that the word nice meant “foolish, silly, simple” or “ignorant, senseless, absurd.” By about 1500, however, the meaning began to undergo amelioration, morphing at this time to “requiring or involving great precision or accuracy.” By the 1800s, nice meant “kind and considerate, friendly.” More frequently than amelioration, words undergo pejoration, a linguistic downgrading from positive to pejorative. Take silly. Go back to Chaucer again, and it essentially meant “happy, blissful, blessed.” Over the years, it got uglier, coming to mean “empty-headed, senseless, foolish.”


In the case of both nice and silly, the amelioration and the pejoration took hundreds of years. The amelioration of disruption, however, happened almost instantly and pretty much because of the way one man, Harvard professor and business consultant Clayton M. Christensen, used the word in a 1997 book, The Innovator’s Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail. In this volume, Christensen coined the phrase disruptive innovation, which describes something new that creates new markets and new relationships between businesses while simultaneously displacing old markets as well as the leading firms and products associated with markets. Disruptive innovation is creative destruction—or, if you are on the wrong side of the disruption, destructive creation. In 1997, thanks to Christensen, the word disruption was itself disrupted, undergoing an instant amelioration to something good, positive, and productive.


The amelioration of the term disruptive is recent, but the concept behind creative destruction and destructive creation is as old as humankind. The discovery of fire, for instance, disrupted everything about human life—both for the better (warmth and light through the cold, dark night) and for the worse (get too close to the fire and you get burned). Anyone who has raised a child from infancy, or even just knows someone who has, understands that one of the most consequential and dramatic days in a family’s life is the day the baby stops crawling, struggles to stand, and then begins to take his or her first steps. To watch the process of those first steps is to witness disruption in its post-Christensen sense. Each step is a disruption of the status quo we call “standing.” Each step is a falling forward—the coordinated use of gravity to defy the painful consequences of gravity. Each of us who learns to walk learns an act of disruption.


Disrupting the status quo with every step is a common human attribute. Carrying such a disruption into other human activities can be an uncommon human attribute, the lofty province of heroes and geniuses. We admire and envy the disruptors among us because they represent the best, the most spectacular achievements of which human beings are capable. The disruption that is two-legged upright walking takes you from place to place. The kind of disruption created by history’s great disruptors takes all of humanity from place to place. In the process, it destroys certain features of society and civilization while creating new ones. Creating new possibilities usually requires clearing away some of the old.


This book profiles fifty disruptors, from Confucius, who lived in the sixth century BCE, to Elon Musk, who was born in 1971. The disruptors in this book are drawn from the fields of philosophy and religion, art and literature, science, technology, enterprise, education, society, and popular culture. By definition, they are all innovators, because all disruption (in Christensen’s ameliorative sense of the word) is, perforce, innovative. But not all innovators are disruptors, because not all innovations are disruptive. The IBM Selectric typewriter, introduced in 1961, with its interchangeable typing element (its “typeball”) was highly innovative, but it did not disrupt the market for typewriters—even those that had the traditional individual rising and falling typebars. The advent of the personal computer was a disruptive innovation, which rapidly destroyed the market for typewriters. Both innovators and disruptors make and build. But disruptors also change how we think, act, do business, learn, and live. The most profound disruptions change civilization itself. And in this book you will meet fifty creators of just such disruptions. Some of the names will be familiar, others not so much.


My chief criterion for choosing disruptors for this particular Hall of Fame is that the candidate’s disruption or disruptions (many disruptors produce more than one—they just can’t help themselves) unarguably transformed philosophy, religion, art, literature, science, technology, enterprise, education, society, or popular culture sufficiently to leave a mark on civilization, on the way we live and think and experience the world around us. I have no illusion that my selection will settle any arguments. On the contrary, I expect it will start some. That’s fine with me. But remember that fifty human beings plucked from some 2,700 years of global history cannot possibly be more than a mere sample. I invite you to gather some of your own disruptive heroes, thinkers, inventors, and innovators. Maybe build your own book, blog, vlog, feature film, interactive game, or thought experiment. Perhaps start a club, a foundation, a religion, a cult, or a country. Or begin more modestly. Next time you walk your dog, pot-bellied pig, or ferret, walk him or her around the block counterclockwise or around a different block clockwise. We all need disruption.
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PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGION
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DISRUPTION:


Introducing education and teachers to civilization






Confucius


(C. 551 BCE– C. 479 BCE)


Active in China during the sixth century BCE, Confucius created the philosophy named for him. Confucianism may be regarded as a humanistic religion, which has served as the basis for society, government, and a simplified, virtuous way of life. Few individuals have been more influential in history, since Confucianism has influenced, even shaped, millennia of Chinese and other Asian civilizations from ancient times to the present. Mao Zedong was profoundly influenced by the teachings of Confucius. As a moral force, Confucius may be compared to any major Western religious figure, since the emphasis of his teaching was on living a life of virtue informed by extreme reverence for one’s ancestors. Where the subjects of rule and government were concerned, Confucius wrote of the moral responsibility of rulers, whose duty, he believed, was to be frugal and benevolent, embodying an inner harmony that would of necessity be reflected in the harmony of the people they governed.


As pervasive and influential as it has been, nothing about Confucianism is truly settled. As a body of concepts, the philosophy remains subject to lively debate and discussion. It is, therefore, a living body of thought. The breadth, depth, scope, and longevity of Confucianism would identify Confucius as a great disruptor, but the philosopher’s disruptive legacy is even more profound and elemental. He is generally considered the first teacher in the history of civilization—preceding Socrates by nearly a century—and so he brought to light the basics of the creation, propagation, and transfer of knowledge.


• • •


As with so many other figures of the distant past, little is known of the life of Confucius. He is believed to have lived from c. 551 BCE to c. 479 BCE in the state of Lu, modern Shandong or Shantung. The earliest written record of Confucius dates from four centuries after his death. According to these records, he grew up in the city of Qufu and was employed by the prince of Lu in a number of administrative roles, including as director of public works (503 BCE) and director of the justice department (501 BCE). He traveled extensively in China before returning to Qufu, where he established a school intended to disseminate the teachings of the ancients. In his conception of himself, Confucius created the role of teacher—not as the originator of new knowledge, but as the transmitter of existing knowledge. He also created the model of the ideal teacher, someone who opened the doors of his school to all classes of society, rich and poor alike.


Confucius’s thought may be divided into three major areas: Ethics, Politics, and Education. His teachings in the area of ethics are set down in the Analects (also known as the Lunyu), a work that was assembled in its present form sometime during the second century BCE. Confucius believed that the Supreme Power—perhaps a Supreme Intelligence, Supreme Being, or simply nature itself—sets the boundaries of each person’s life. Within those boundaries, however, an individual’s life is not predestined. People are responsible for their own actions and, most especially, how they treat others. Our span of life is fated—predetermined—but how we fill that span is up to each of us.


The social philosophy of Confucius is centered on ren, or “compassion.” The ethical person deliberately deprecates himself in practicing concern for others. As in many religions, those possessed of ren follow a form of the Golden Rule, which Confucius expressed in this formula: “What you do not wish for yourself, do not do to others.” Confucius taught that society is made harmonious by extending into society as a whole the harmonious structures of a well-run family. Roles had to be defined within the family and extended outward through neighborhood, community, political bureaucracy, guild, and even through philosophy itself (as a chosen “school of thought”). Social cohesion ultimately rests on the altruism of the individual, a quality that requires hard-learned self-discipline to achieve and maintain. Ritual, therefore, takes on tremendous importance and value as a means of instilling and maintaining discipline. In this sense, ritual is necessary to the survival of society.


Self-discipline is also at the core of Confucian political philosophy. A ruler must acquire self-discipline so that he may, with virtue and benefit, govern his subjects by his own example. His behavior toward his people, the philosopher wrote, should be regulated by an attitude of love and concern. Confucius did not believe that the compulsion of law was an effective tool for governance. Under pain of law, people will devote themselves to escaping punishment and therefore will fail to develop an inward sense of shame, a conscience. If a ruler leads not by compulsion but by virtuous example, however, and instills discipline through ritual, the people governed will acquire a sense of rightful shame, which will propel them voluntarily and eagerly into the embrace of the ruler.


Based on his expressed concerns, Confucius appears to have lived at a time in which political institutions had largely broken down. The problem, as he saw it, was the failure of the members of society to recognize and then live out their proper social roles. “Good government,” he said, “consists in the ruler being a ruler, the minister being a minister, the father being a father, and the son being a son.” To assume titles of authority without sufficient competence was, he believed, the source of social decay. One must be true to one’s role, even as one must be truthful in all things. Confucius called the absence of truth, the disconnection of facts from the words associated with them, zhengming, which describes a pathological severing of word from reality. Bring word and thing closer together, and you can begin to “rectify” the behavior of people. Do this diligently and thoroughly, and you will remold the prevailing social reality. A leader must be truthful in both desire and deed. “If your desire is for good, the people will be good,” Confucius wrote in the Analects. “The moral character of the ruler is the wind; the moral character of those beneath him is the grass. When the wind blows, the grass bends.”


The desire for good is the seed of de (“virtue”). Confucius conceived of de as a moral power by which a ruler wins a following, rather than compelling it. To be virtuous as a leader is to create a virtuous people, who will automatically emulate their ruler. Confucius did not rely on some supernatural force of virtue, but on an array of social rituals, such as toasting at meals, bowing in greeting, yielding the way to others, and exchanging gifts. Done correctly and faithfully, such ritualistic acts create the magic that is harmonious social order.


In society, Confucius saw the reflection of the individual. For this reason, he elevated education and study to a lofty place. He put little stock in inborn instinct or intuition, arguing instead for the value of understanding that is based on long and hard study. Study, however, was to be carried out not alone, but through the interaction of the student with a teacher. Indeed, the ideal student was the one who most faithfully emulated the words and acts of his teacher.


For Confucius, the teacher’s function was to be the living, speaking, acting memory of the very best acts and thoughts in history as carried into the present from the ancients. Lessons were wisdom transmitted from antiquity. In ancient wisdom was to be found the truth, and his job, as a teacher, was merely to convey that truth. Confucius recognized the essential subjects fit for study as morality, proper speech, government, and the refined arts, in addition to what he called the “Six Arts” (ritual, music, archery, chariot-riding, calligraphy, and computation). Chief among them all was morality.


In his writings, Confucius detailed his pedagogical methods. He did not lecture, but instead asked questions, recited passages from classic works of Chinese literature and philosophy, and proposed analogies to the subject at hand. This done, he would fall silent and wait for his students to work out the correct answers. His belief was that frustration was indispensable to learning. Once sufficiently frustrated, a student would be ready to accept a prompt from the teacher—a starting place from which to learn. This was the modest goal Confucius set for the teacher: to provide a starting place from which the student might learn.


The purpose of education was not to acquire knowledge for its own sake, but to acquire the mental elements that, together, create a person who is fit to perpetuate a harmonious, refined society. Each educated human being is to be a microcosm of social excellence, moving with grace, speaking with eloquence and correctness, and always exhibiting integrity.


If many of the precepts of Confucius strike us as self-evident and even pedestrian, it is because we ourselves have been brought up in a society that accepts the value of teaching. A society in which knowledge is not conveyed from one generation to the next seems to us inconceivable, precisely because Confucius and others like him invented the disruptive concept of knowledge as a definable body of intellectual material that must be acquired through education. The acquisition of this material, moreover, constitutes the very tissue of civilization. Without the likes of Confucius, the lives of human beings on earth might have stretched on across who knows how many millennia without direction or purpose, and our species, Homo sapiens—“Wise man”—would not be worthy of its name.
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DISRUPTION:


Bringing high-level strategy to war, business, and other aspects of human endeavor and enterprise





Sun Tzu


(544 BCE–496 BCE)


On an April 2001 episode of HBO’s The Sopranos, mob boss Tony Soprano (James Gandolfini) told his psychiatrist, Dr. Melfi (Lorraine Bracco), that he had been “reading that—that book you told me about. You know, The Art of War by Sun Tzu. I mean here’s this guy, a Chinese general, wrote this thing 2,400 years ago, and most of it still applies today! Balk the enemy’s power. Force him to reveal himself. You know most of the guys that I know, they read Prince Matchabelli”—he meant Machiavelli—“and I had [my wife] Carmela go and get the Cliff Notes once and—he’s okay. But this book is much better about strategy.”


Beginning the day after the episode aired, sales of the book—more like 2,500 years old, by the way—exploded. Oxford University Press, publisher of the most authoritative English translation, instantly blew through its entire stock of 14,000 units. The publisher pulled the trigger on another 25,000 copies and took out a New York Times ad: “Tony Soprano fears no enemy. Sun Tzu taught him how. The Art of War. The book for bosses.”


And then there are these ripples and waves—




• From the 1960s through the 1980s, The Art of War became a reading staple for Japanese business leaders during the height of the postwar “Japanese economic miracle.” In 1980s America, which was staggering under a seemingly intractable recession, executives in search of a winning strategy bowed to Japan’s example and started reading Sun Tzu as well as books and articles adapted from Sun Tzu. Once again, pop culture showed the late twentieth-century preeminence of this 2,500-year-old military thinker when Gordon Gecko (Michael Douglas), corporate raider par excellence, trades Sun Tzu quotes with his protégé Bud Fox (Charlie Sheen) in the Oliver Stone film Wall Street (1987).


• On the softer side, The Art of War also inspired a raft of self-help titles, such as The Art of War for Dating: Master Sun Tzu’s Tactics to Win Over Women, The Art of Love: Sun Tzu’s The Art of War for Romantic Relationships, and The Art of Parenting: Sun Tzu’s Art of War for Parenting Teens.


• In 2002, Armed Services Editions, which shipped millions of books to GIs during World War II, was revived to send books to troops serving overseas. Among the first volumes sent? The Art of War. Following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Sun Tzu was also nominated as a strategic ally in books with titles such as The Art of War on Terror: Sun Tzu’s Art of War for Countering Terrorism.





• • •


Today the most familiar name in military strategy (eclipsing that of the nearest runner-up, the nineteenth-century Prussian Carl von Clausewitz) and among the most widely read business strategists (sorry, Malcolm Gladwell), Sun Tzu, the man, is a dim specter in the darkest shadows of distant history. There is disagreement on where in China he was born—perhaps in Qi, perhaps in Wu. Although they disagree on his birthplace, The Spring and Autumn Annals (official record of the state of Lu) and Records of the Grand Historian (a history of ancient China completed about 94 BCE by a Han official named Sima Qian) do concur that he was born late in what is called the Spring and Autumn period, roughly between 771 and 476 BCE. Both sources also identify him as a general and military adviser or strategist serving King Helü of Wu beginning about 512 BCE. The two histories suggest that Sun Tzu was a victorious commander, whose success moved him to write The Art of War. Sima Qian specifically cites the Battle of Boju, a great Wu victory over Chu in 506 BCE. The trouble is, however, that the Zuo zhuan, a text that predates the Records, gives history’s most detailed account of the Battle of Boju—yet makes no mention of Sun Tzu.


In any event, The Art of War gained its first notoriety and authority during ancient China’s Warring States period, which followed the Spring and Autumn period. As the name suggests, this period was an era of virtually continual warfare. It spanned 403 BCE to 221 BCE and saw seven nations—Zhao, Qi, Qin, Chu, Han, Wei, and Yan—all battling for control over eastern China. The Art of War was, in effect, a strategic manual for generals of this period.


A few anecdotes concerning Sun Tzu have been frequently repeated, although their historicity cannot be corroborated. In the most famous, it is related that King Helü tested Sun Tzu by ordering him to transform his harem of 180 concubines into troops. Sun Tzu took up the challenge, dividing the 180 into two companies and appointing as their commanders the two concubines he knew to be the king’s favorites. This done, Sun Tzu issued his first order: Right, face. When the ladies responded by giggling, Sun Tzu modestly turned to the king and said that it was the responsibility of the general—namely, himself—to ensure that soldiers understood the commands given to them. With this, he repeated his order. Again, the women giggled. Sun Tzu then issued his second order—for the immediate execution of both company commanders, the king’s favorite concubines. When the king objected, Sun Tzu patiently explained that if the general’s soldiers understood their commands but failed to obey, the officers were to blame. Moreover, once a king appointed a general, it was the general’s absolute duty to accomplish his mission—even over the objections of the king. With that, the women were summarily put to death. Sun Tzu appointed their replacements, and Right, face, as well as every subsequent order, was obeyed with precision and alacrity from that point on. Sun Tzu had turned a harem into an army.


That the book exists and is genuinely ancient is beyond doubt. But by the twelfth century, some Chinese scholars questioned the very existence of Sun Tzu, regarding the legend of this strategic genius and author as either an error of confusion with other commanders or an outright fiction.


• • •


In the end, the historicity of Sun Tzu the man matters less than the disruption created by the concepts collected in the brief book that bears his name. Consider: Mao Zedong credited his 1949 triumph over Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalists in the Chinese Civil War to The Art of War (at least in part). This assigns to the book a key role in the birth of a Communist China, the single most disruptive world event in the postwar era until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.


The Art of War without doubt influenced Mao’s thinking about asymmetric, or guerrilla, warfare, which has been the dominant mode of armed conflict since the end of World War II. Ho Chi Minh ordered a Vietnamese translation of the book, which he distributed to all of his military officers. Ever since its wartime encounters with Japan, North Korea, and North Vietnam, the United States military has made The Art of War required reading for all officers.


The truth is, however, that the book is first and foremost a study in applied Taoist strategy—an emphasis on naturalness and “effortless action” to assert one’s will in the world—and only secondarily a work of military strategy. The ease with which the book has been adopted from military applications to an array of civilian uses is evidence that The Art of War was conceived as a book of persuasion, of winning hearts and minds, of Taoism—applied to war, but also applicable to every other aspect of life and work. When Sun Tzu wrote “Every battle is won or lost before it is ever fought,” he was clearly setting the battle space not in the field but in the minds and imaginations of those engaged. The action finally fought out was almost superfluous because, as Sun Tzu saw it, the outcome was virtually inevitable.


War as practiced by Western armies has generally been about killing people and breaking things. Sun Tzu suggested that warfare was really about moving hearts and minds, thereby asserting personal will, or the will of the sovereign, with the smallest cost in lives and treasure. Taoism has been called a philosophy of parsimony, of doing the most with the least, of achieving one’s ends while doing the least harm in the process. The truly disruptive impact of The Art of War should be measured by the degree to which it brought ancient Chinese Taoism to a wider range of the human family, from Mao Zedong to Tony Soprano.
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DISRUPTION:


Challenging religious authority, creating a Reformation that shifted issues of faith, morality, and even government from institutions to individuals





MARTIN LUTHER


(1483 –1546)


On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther—a monk, theology professor, biblical translator, and ecclesiastical composer—sent Albert of Brandenburg, Archbishop of Mainz, Germany, a momentous letter: ninety-five “theses” challenging the authority and morality of the Catholic Church’s practice of selling forgiveness of sin: “indulgences.” That day is today commemorated by Protestants worldwide as Reformation Day. It has long been believed that, on this same day, Luther also nailed his Theses to the door of All Saints’ Church and other churches in Wittenberg. It is by no means certain that he ever posted the document in this manner, but, if he did, it was not until sometime in November.


On the face of it, Luther had nothing more than a bone to pick with his church, the Church of Rome. He was a theologian, after all, and thus predisposed to finely parsing articles of faith. In fact, the entire dispute may well have been aggravated by the monk’s chronic and apparently intractable constipation. He himself referred to “a secretus locus monachorum hypocastum”—a toilet—where he contemplated, one fateful day, a theological problem as intractable as the difficulty with his bowels. Luther included an account in a sermon, which the British playwright John Osborne portrayed in his 1961 play Luther. As rendered by Osborne, the monk preached to his congregation:


Who’ll speak out in rough German? . . . It came to me while I was in my tower, what they call the monk’s sweathouse, the jakes, the john or whatever you’re pleased to call it. I was struggling with the text [from the Epistle of Paul] I’ve given you: “for therein is the righteous of God revealed, from faith to faith; as it is written, the just shall live by faith.”


Osborne’s Luther relates how, sitting on the toilet,


he seemed to sense beneath me a large rat, a heavy, wet, plague rat, slashing at my privates with its death’s teeth. . . . And I sat in my heap of pain until the words emerged and opened out. “The just shall live by faith.” My pain vanished, my bowels flushed and I could get up.


• • •


Get up Martin Luther did. He realized the truth in Scripture, that the just shall live by faith alone, not by paying any church or any priest for forgiveness. All a sinner needed was “my sweet redeemer and mediator, Jesus Christ,” not an institution corrupted by money.


After his revelation, Luther realized that his reading of the Bible simply could not be reconciled with the practice of the Roman church. For Luther, a sinful believer in God is made righteous by faith in God’s mercy, not through his own good works or his money. Luther’s epiphany was much more than a theological dispute or a fit of constipation—if the message of Christ is that believers can turn directly to God through prayer at any time, then there is no need for priest or church or any other middleman. Not only did this challenge the Catholic Church, the most powerful religious and political force on earth at the time, it challenged the very concept of organized religion and of the nations, societies, and civilizations based on it. Luther’s message was that under God, all people of faith are equal; the individual’s relationship to God is supreme; and the individual conscience of a person of faith is the ultimate and unimpeachable source of morality and right versus wrong.


The implications of Luther’s argument were vast and enormously disruptive. Luther’s beliefs affected not just how religion was conceived and practiced in the Western world, but the role of law and ethics in societies, and even how governments were created and knocked down. Historically, the Protestant Reformation launched by Luther’s Theses unleashed more than a century of war in Europe. The continent was riven with religious conflict that began in 1524 and culminated in the cataclysmic Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648). Violent disputes between Catholics and Protestants continued sporadically into the twentieth century, most familiarly in “The Troubles,” a low-intensity civil war that wracked Northern Ireland from 1968 to 1998.


• • •


Born on November 10, 1483, in Eisleben, Saxony, Martin Luther was the child of a prosperous family. Martin was educated at the University of Erfurt, from which he received a master’s degree in 1505. His father wanted him to become a lawyer, and Martin dutifully enrolled in the law school at Erfurt. But the already headstrong young man quickly left, complaining that the study of law was the study of “uncertainty.” What the young man demanded was truth, certain truth, and so he dived into philosophy. When this field failed to satisfy him, he turned finally to religion. The story Luther himself tells is that while returning to Erfurt on July 2, 1505, he was very nearly struck by a bolt of lightning. The close call provoked him to cry out “Help! Saint Anna, I will become a monk!” And so he dedicated himself to the Augustinians. Ordained in 1508, he was chosen by the dean of the newly founded University of Wittenberg to teach theology, and in 1512 he was awarded the degree of doctor of theology.


A monk-turned-professor, Martin Luther was also a zealous preacher and proselytizer. His Theses were rapidly printed in pamphlet form and as placards. During 1517, several hundred copies of the document were printed and, thanks to the rapid rise of the movable-type printing press, introduced by Johannes Gutenberg less than seventy years earlier, the document was soon widely broadcast across Germany and Europe. The Wittenberg-based artists Lucas Cranach the Elder and his son Lucas Cranach the Younger painted several portraits of Martin Luther that were widely reproduced. Colleagues of the theologian circulated admiring stories about him as well. Thus, it was a combination of the ideas and the personality behind the ideas that gave the Reformation its early momentum.


Rome did not take the challenge lying down. In June 1518, Luther was summoned to stand trial in Augsburg on charges of heresy. Under intense interrogation from the papal envoy Cardinal Thomas Cajetan, Luther refused to renounce his assertions. In 1519, Charles V (1500–1558) became the new Holy Roman emperor and swore to protect the Catholic Church against the likes of Luther. Nevertheless, Luther persisted in believing that he could reform the Catholic Church from the inside. He wrote a series of three works, considered foundational texts of the Protestant movement. The central of the three, “On the Freedom of a Christian,” held that a “Christian is a free lord of all, subject to none. A Christian is a dutiful servant of all, subject to all.” In these two sentences, Luther liberated the Christian believer from all arbitrary earthly authority, religious or secular—though he explicitly renounced armed rebellion. In January 1521, Pope Leo X excommunicated Martin Luther. Four months later, Luther was compelled to defend himself before Charles V. He told the Holy Roman emperor that he would take back his words if—and only if—scriptural fact could be shown to disprove them. To act against his own conscience, he told the emperor, was a thing he could not do: “Here I stand. God help me. Amen.”


Unimpressed, Charles V issued the Edict of Worms, banning Luther’s writing and proclaiming him an outlaw of the empire.


But Luther was not alone. Frederick III, prince of Saxony, arranged for Luther’s “abduction” as he journeyed back from Worms. Frederick had the theologian brought to his Wartburg Castle, where, under the prince’s protection, he continued to write—albeit under a pseudonym. In the space of ten months at Wartburg, Luther wrote various statements on issues relating to the Reformation, and he also worked intensively to complete a German translation of the New Testament. In contrast to the many error-ridden translations that others had made from the Latin text, the scholarly Luther used the ancient Greek testament as his source. His was the first translation from the original Greek to the German—and it was a masterpiece of literary translation. Printed in 1522, his New Testament was both a spiritual and commercial success, even though Pope Leo X’s excommunication of Luther the previous year had effectively banned his writings, including his biblical translations.


Despite his having been declared an outlaw, Luther returned to Wittenberg in 1522. Having been excommunicated from the Catholic Church, he considered himself freed from his monkish vow of celibacy. In 1525, Luther married a former nun, Katharina von Bora, with whom he raised a family of six children. In 1526, the Reformation enjoyed a political triumph when the Imperial Diet (the legislative body of the Holy Roman Empire), meeting at Speyer, issued a decision that allowed princes and states to determine for themselves whether to remain Catholic or become “Lutheran.” This opened the way for the creation of the first officially sanctioned Lutheran churches and “Protestant” schools.


As the Reformation gained traction, Luther, recognizing that the religion he had fostered was populist rather than dictated by a clergy, embarked on an effort to educate Germans in the principles of Christian belief. In 1529, he wrote and published a “Small Catechism,” aimed at informing the common layman, and a “Large Catechism” for the new Protestant priesthood.


• • •


Remarkably—and despite his excommunication, Luther persisted in clinging to the hope that Protestantism would reform the Catholic Church and remain unified with it. During the summer of 1530, a nervous Charles V convened an imperial diet in Augsburg, hoping to avoid the breaking apart of the Holy Roman Empire. Because the emperor had both outlawed and banned him, Luther dared not attend the diet. Instead, Luther deputized his friend and colleague Philip Melanchton to represent him. At Augsburg, Melanchton made a valiant but doomed effort to earn Catholic recognition of the Protestant denomination—which was not formally named Lutheranism until 1597. Nevertheless, the result was no victory for Charles V, either. With the Islamic Ottoman Empire aggressively threatening all of Christian Europe, and especially his own Habsburg (Austrian) regime, Charles did not dare risk the political unity of the Christian states. Accordingly, he granted Protestants religious freedom in exchange for the military participation of the Protestant states in the Ottoman-Habsburg wars.


While Luther made this critical political headway, he turned his attention to translating the Old Testament directly from Hebrew into German. Completed in 1534, the result was another literary masterpiece. What the King James Bible of 1611 would become to the English language, the Lutheran translation of the Old Testament of 1534 became to the German tongue: a source of innumerable sayings and idioms intimately woven into the fabric of the common language.


This is evidence of the pervasiveness of Luther’s translations. More than any vehicle before them, his New and Old Testaments conveyed Christianity to people of virtually every class, bringing to practical fruition his dream of creating a Christian religion unmediated by a corrupt and corruptible institution and clergy.
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DISRUPTION:


Creating the novel, a radical literary form for “ordinary” people





Murasaki Shikibu


(c. 973–c. 1014)


Westerners tend to believe that they know who wrote the first novel: the Spaniard Miguel de Cervantes (1547–1616), who published Don Quixote in 1605. In fact, Cervantes was beat by several centuries. Murasaki Shikibu, a lady-in-waiting in the court of Emperor Ichijo- during Japan’s Heian period, wrote The Tale of Genji some six hundred years before Don Quixote. There is ample reason to call this literary masterpiece not only the world’s first novel but the world’s first modern novel. It is, the great Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges said, “written with an almost miraculous naturalness.” This quality of naturalism helps define a novel as unique, compared to a play or an epic poem. It is literature brought down to earth. As Borges wrote, The Tale of Genji is “what one would quite precisely call a psychological novel,” a book of emotion, motivation, and character. When the modern Japanese novelist Yasunari Kawabata became the first Japanese writer to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1968, he remarked in his acceptance speech that The Tale of Genji is “the highest pinnacle of Japanese literature. Even down to our day there has not been a piece of fiction to compare with it.”


Little is known of the world’s first novelist, not even her “real” (personal) name, since Murasaki Shikibu is a descriptive “court” name. It is believed she was born into the Fujiwara clan, and may have been Fujiwara no Takako, the daughter of a provincial governor, who had a reputation as a scholar. Her intelligence was such that her father allowed her to study alongside her brother, so that, unlike the vast majority of Japanese females, even of high birth, she became acquainted with the classics of Chinese literature, greatly admired in Japan.


In her early twenties she was married to a distant relative, with whom she conceived a daughter who was born in 999. Her husband died in 1001. Sometime after this, she was invited to live in the imperial court of the Emperor Ichijo in what is today Kyoto. Some authorities believe that another of her relatives, Fujiwara no Michinaga, who was the regent and power behind the imperial throne, invited her in 1006 to become the lady-in-waiting, companion, and tutor for the Empress Shōshi. It is further believed that she already had a reputation as a writer—she composed poetry—and was known for the brilliance of her conversation. From the time of her arrival in the imperial court and for the next two years, we have a vivid picture of her life as a lady-in-waiting. She kept a meticulous diary, in which she revealed herself as essentially dissatisfied with the frivolity of the court, which, she wrote, focused on everything but the governance of Japan.


Given the length and complexity of The Tale of Genji—modern English translations comprise 54 chapters across well over a thousand pages—it is widely assumed that Lady Murasaki began the work before she came to court. Doubtless, however, much of it is based on what she saw and heard while she was the empress’s lady-in-waiting. Yet the tale it tells is unmistakably a work of fiction. Its hero, Genji, does not exist in history. In the novel, he is the son of a fictional emperor and his favorite concubine, Kiritsubo. Although a Korean wise man at court foretells a wonderful future for him, Genji’s mother, the object of great envy in the court, falls ill and dies young. The emperor becomes obsessed with a new concubine and demotes Genji to the status of commoner. This is not only a key turn in the plot of the novel, but a breakthrough in literature, marking the novel as a literary form that, even when devoted to court life, is not about just the highborn—those nearest to the gods in status—but the concerns of the “ordinary” man and woman. The Tale of Genji’s invitation to its readers to identify closely with the narrative and characters creates a level of vicarious intimacy between author and audience that is almost absent in other literary forms at the time.


Genji grows into a handsome and accomplished young man who enjoys great success as a lover but is feared by some at court as a potential rival for imperial favor. Much of the novel concerns his amorous adventures and eventual return to power within the court. The longest section of the novel details the growth of Genji’s influence and how he orchestrates the rise of his children and grandchildren in the imperial administration.


Unlike the works of the ancient Greek bard Homer, which were composed and delivered orally, The Tale of Genji was written down—yet it was meant to be shared, read aloud to groups, serially, over long periods. The original manuscript is lost, and the novel survives in a twelfth-century transcription. Doubtless, innumerable audiences relished the individual tales, but they were eager most of all for the window the novel provided into the life and mind and heart of the imperial court.


Like any good novel, The Tale of Genji is a vision of life in a particular time and place. It conveys the human values of that time and place, as well as the thoughts and motives of characters, not just their outward actions. In this, Lady Murasaki set a high literary standard not reached in the West for many centuries, and not equaled until the rise of the English novel in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Although the line from The Tale of Genji to the modern novel is hardly unbroken, the impulse common to most great works of fiction—namely, to convey the sheer living complexity of life—is abundantly present in this first novel.


• • •


Of Lady Murasaki’s later life, following the death of Emperor Ichijō in 1011, little is known. Some believe she left the Imperial Palace to live in retirement and seclusion in a convent, where she devoted her declining years to religious study and to Chinese literature. She may have sensed that the days of imperial rule were numbered and, with it, the decadent life of the upper class. The overthrow of imperial rule by the samurai and the creation of the shogunate’s feudal military government would indeed come, but not until 1192, long after Lady Murasaki’s death. Whether or not she wrote it as a kind of elegy to a life she believed was doomed to pass, her Tale of Genji not only created the novel, but serves as an early monument to Japanese as a written rather than as a predominantly oral language. In this sense, her work of fiction may be regarded as the birth of Japanese history written by a Japanese writer in Japanese, rather than the dominant court language, Chinese. Through her book, she left the world an intimate portrait of Heian Japan, the last and perhaps most glorious period of classical Japanese history and culture.
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DISRUPTION:


shaping the aesthetic, intellectual, and spiritual currents of the Renaissance in a challenge to the traditions and received wisdom that held sway throughout the middle ages.





Leonardo da Vinci


(1452–1519)


The period we call the Renaissance—fourteenth through seventeenth centuries in Europe—gave its name to the polymaths who created it. The phrase Renaissance man evokes a type of genius that the fifteenth-century Italian humanist, author, poet, philosopher, architect, master of languages, priest, and part-time cryptographer Leon Battista Alberti (1404–1472) described this way: someone who “can do all things if he will.” Alberti and others of the era did not conceive the ideal of the polymath as a mere showoff. Rather, the ideal was walking, thinking, showing that human beings possess a capacity for limitless development.


The word renaissance is French for “rebirth,” and it refers specifically to the rediscovery of classical (mostly Greek and Roman) philosophy and science, which had been suppressed as pagan and all but lost during the Middle Ages. Among the ancient philosophers rediscovered during the Renaissance was Protagoras (c. 490 BCE–c. 420 BCE), who is best remembered for having proclaimed “Man is the measure of all things.” During the Middle Ages, such a statement would have been heresy, since God and the changeless moral law of God were the measure of all things, the ultimate source of truth and value. In reviving the formulation of Protagoras, the thinkers of the Renaissance sharply distinguished themselves and their age from the religion-bound philosophers of the Middle Ages. The focus became human-centric: humanistic.


No symbol of the Protagoras formulation is more powerful than the one created by the ultimate Renaissance Man, Leonardo da Vinci. Drawn by the artist in 1490, “Vitruvian Man” depicts a male figure in two superimposed positions, his arms and legs apart inside both a square and a circle. It is both an artist’s study of ideal human proportion and the superimposition of man upon nature, showing that the human being fits the universe so perfectly that it may serve as its very measure. More than a representation of a perfectly proportioned nude figure—perfect because it fits a mathematical model of nature—“Vitruvian Man” is a demonstration that nature is perfect because it fits humankind. Man, not an invisible God and not churchly interpretation of that God, is the measure of all things. This belief was the core of Leonardo’s genius and the summation of his life’s work.


• • •


It is helpful to think of Leonardo’s work as having a summation, given how dazzling its scope and breadth are. Through the centuries, Leonardo was considered chiefly a painter. His Mona Lisa and Last Supper are the most iconic artworks of the Renaissance—perhaps in all of Western history. But he was also an architect, inventor, technologist, and precursor of the modern scientist.


His inventions and scientific work are contained mainly in his notebooks, some 13,000 pages of manuscript material, which were not only unpublished in his own time, but written in mirror-image cursive script. Whether Leonardo wrote in this manner from a motive of secrecy or because he happened to be left-handed and therefore found it easier to write backward, we cannot know. But the technique kept most of his inventions, observations, and theories from wide distribution for centuries. Only in relatively recent times has the full extent of his cross-disciplinary disruptive genius been appreciated. Drawings and notes on human flight, designs for a helicopter and a fixed-wing glider aircraft, many advanced engines of war—who knows what effect these expressions of his innately futuristic imagination would have had if more of his contemporaries had seen them?


• • •


Leonardo da Vinci was born on April 15, 1452, in Vinci, a town in the Tuscan republic of Florence. He was born out of wedlock to Ser Piero Fruosino di Antonio da Vinci, a prosperous notary, and Caterina, a peasant woman. His father married four times, unions that produced a dozen half-siblings, who were born over a long span of time—the last when Leonardo was a middle-aged adult of forty.


Little is known of his childhood, except that he was educated in mathematics, geometry, and Latin. He himself related an illuminating incident from his youth in which he was exploring in the Tuscan countryside, where he found a cave. Although terrified that it might be the lair of some monster, Leonardo wrote, his irrepressible curiosity compelled him to venture inside. Whether or not this memory was real, it seems a fitting emblem for Leonardo’s life. He dared to explore, whatever trepidation he may have felt.


From 1466 to 1476, Leonardo was an apprentice to the great artist Verrocchio (Andrea di Cione, c. 1435–1488). The artist’s workshop was staffed by some of the greatest painters of the Italian Renaissance, including Domenico Ghirlandaio, Perugino, Botticelli, and Lorenzo di Credi. This gave Leonardo an unparalleled artistic education. In 1472, his apprenticeship culminated in his membership in the Guild of Saint Luke, certifying him as a master artist. Leonardo felt such an affinity for Verrocchio, however, that he continued to collaborate in his workshop until 1476.


Nothing definite is known of da Vinci’s activity and work for the next two years, excepting a record showing that he was charged with, and ultimately acquitted of, the crime of sodomy. In 1478, he moved out of his father’s house and was commissioned to paint an altarpiece for the Chapel of St. Bernard in Florence’s Palazzo Vecchio. He was subsequently commissioned in March 1481 to paint The Adoration of the Magi for the monks of San Donato a Scopeto, also in Florence. But he left both works incomplete when Lorenzo de’ Medici, in whose palace Leonardo may have lived, sent him to Milan. Lorenzo had commissioned him to create a silver lyre as a peace offering to the powerful and notoriously combative Ludovico Sforza, Duke of Milan.


Leonardo did more than make the delivery. He promoted his services to Ludovico—less as a painter (a competence he barely mentioned) than military engineer, which suggests much about how the artist thought of himself. He worked in Milan from 1482 to 1499, creating in this city the Virgin of the Rocks (for the Confraternity of the Immaculate Conception) and The Last Supper (for the monastery of Santa Maria delle Grazie). The latter was commissioned by Ludovico about 1495 and took some three years to complete. The humanity of Leonardo’s depiction of the moment when Jesus informs the twelve apostles gathered for the Passover seder dinner that one would soon betray him was a breakthrough, unprecedented in its dramatic vividness. Tragically, however, the artist’s impulse to innovate doomed the masterpiece to early decay. He tried a new technique for the mural, painting with tempera and oil on dried plaster instead of painting a genuine fresco, a work on fresh plaster. He lived to see the beginning of the severe flaking that, despite modern restoration, severely mars the painting today.


• • •


Ludovico Sforza was a great patron of the arts, best known for commissioning The Last Supper. But this was an epoch in which Renaissance men dealt with other Renaissance men, and so Sforza called on Leonardo to design the dome for Milan Cathedral and create a giant bronze monument showing Ludovico’s predecessor, Francesco Sforza, astride his horse. When Sforza was overthrown and imprisoned by French forces during the Second Italian War (1499–1504), Leonardo lit out for Venice, whose doge employed him not as an artist but as a military architect and engineer. The onetime sculptor and painter set to work designing innovative fortifications to defend the city from seaborne attack.


Returning to Florence in 1500, Leonardo was housed by Servite monks at the monastery of Santissima Annunziata, where a workshop was set up for him. He created the cartoon—the full-size stencil used to lay out a fresco—for The Virgin and Child with St. Anne and St. John the Baptist. The work drew crowds of admirers to the monastery. But like so much else that Leonardo started, the work, now housed in London’s National Gallery, was left unfinished.


The peripatetic Leonardo moved on to Cesena in 1502, seeking employment with Cesare Borgia, cardinal, military commander, bastard son of Pope Alexander VI, and the ruthless inspiration for Niccolo Machiavelli’s The Prince. Determined to secure Borgia’s patronage, Leonardo created a map of Imola, Cesare’s stronghold, showing how to defend it. At the time, almost any map was an innovation—as mapmaking was largely a mystery and maps very rare—but a map created specifically for strategic military purposes was all but unknown. Leonardo gave Borgia a secret weapon—and Cesare Borgia hired the artist as his chief military engineer and architect. On his orders, Leonardo next created a map of the Chiana Valley in Tuscany, which Borgia used as a guide in planning the formidable defenses of his territories.


In 1503, Leonardo was on the move again. Over the next two years, he worked on The Battle of Anghiari for the Signoria in Florence. The work itself is lost, known today only through a copy by Peter Paul Rubens, but widely believed to be hidden behind the wall bearing a fresco by Vasari. Judging from the Rubens copy, it was a fresco of intense energy and action, in which the anatomy of clashing men and their horses in the most violent conflict was portrayed with meticulous accuracy. After he completed the fresco, Leonardo returned to Milan in 1506, was back in Florence the following year, and then again in 1508. His old age was spent, in part, living in the Vatican, under the patronage of Pope Leo X from 1513 to 1516. After King Francis I of France recaptured Milan in 1515, he commissioned Leonardo to make a mechanical lion that walked forward and opened its chest to reveal a cluster of lilies—fleurs-de-lis being the French heraldic emblem. King Francis’s mechanical lion, though designed, was never constructed.


In 1516, the artist, now in the service of Francis, moved to a manor house, Clos Lucé, near the royal Château d’Amboise, in the Loire town of Amboise. Here he lived out the final three years of his life. He died at Clos Lucé on May 2, 1519. He was sixty-seven.


• • •


Leonardo’s artistic legacy is relatively small, just two dozen works—though the authorship of some additional paintings and drawings is disputed and at least seven major works are known to be lost. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, much of the fascination with Leonardo turned from his paintings to his inventions. This fixation culminated in 1994 when Microsoft founder Bill Gates purchased the Codex Leicester, a 72-page notebook that is just one small part of the roughly 13,000 known pages of Leonardo’s visionary journals. At $30.8 million, the highest price ever paid for a book, Gates believed he had acquired a bargain.


The Codex focuses on Leonardo’s musings about water—about tides, eddies, and dams, about engineering water, and about the relationship among water, the moon, and the sun. In other manuscripts, Leonardo delved deeply into the nature of light, of anatomy—both human and animal—geology, botany, mapmaking (which he pioneered to an astounding degree), astronomy, alchemy, mathematics, and geometry.


It is, however, the inventions, the acts of pure innovation drawn and written about in his journals, that most excite our imagination. In his Lives of the Artists (1550 and 1568), the painter, architect, and biographer Giorgio Vasari mentioned Leonardo’s “designs for mills, fulling machines and engines that could be driven by water-power.” Vasari cited in particular his “models and plans showing how to excavate and tunnel through mountains without difficulty, so as to pass from one level to another; and he demonstrated how to lift and draw great weights by means of levers, hoists and winches, and ways of cleansing harbours and using pumps to suck up water from great depths.” Writing years after Leonardo’s death, Vasari was most interested in the mechanical ideas in the notebooks. Then and now, others were attracted by the array of war machines, which included assault vehicles, antipersonnel cannons that could shower the enemy with stones, a giant crossbow, breech-loading artillery capable of continuous fire, a multi-barrel precursor of the late nineteenth-century Gatling gun, and a diving suit to be used by a man to sabotage ships below the waterline. These designs had been commissioned by warlike princes and kings. Closer to our own time, the main attraction has been Leonardo’s futuristic visions of flight. He designed a parachute that was never made, let alone tested, but that would almost certainly have worked, and a hang glider, based on his careful studies of bird and bat wings. This design also seems airworthy. More radical, because it departed from nature, was Leonardo’s human-powered “aerial screw,” a helicopter design based on a principle at least as old as Archimedes.


In his notebook, da Vinci captioned his drawing for the aerial screw with this comment: “If this instrument made with a screw be well made—that is to say, made of linen of which the pores are stopped up with starch and be turned swiftly, the said screw will make its spiral in the air and it will rise high.” The far-seeing aerodynamic theory behind the design was sound. Leonardo’s sketch was for a machine that compressed air to obtain flight, which is the principle by which modern helicopters fly. His comment shows that he also understood that the practicality of his invention depended on the material used and the energy available. This observation, alas, also identifies the two reasons why his disruptive dreams were so rarely translated into full-scale three-dimensional reality during his lifetime. The materials available in the sixteenth century did not combine the lightness of weight and the durability necessary to achieve flight. Not only were the available materials limiting, so were the available forms of energy. For some inventions, wind, water, or animal power could be harnessed. But for flight, the only available energy was human, and it was woefully insufficient.


In the end, Leonardo da Vinci’s disruptive vision was a focused dream, a pattern for innovation, a way of imagining. It supplied pieces of a future—pieces, however, insufficient in themselves to build that future.


Hundreds of years later, machine guns, diving suits, helicopters, and much of the rest were invented. Leonardo did not inspire these, but, in hindsight, we recognize today that he could have, had his notebooks become known earlier and more widely. No matter. Leonardo’s greatest innovation was himself as a presentation to the world—and, to the eye of history, the archetype of the Renaissance man, one who can indeed “do all things if he will.”










OEBPS/Images/9781454930341_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781454930341_004.jpg





OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




	Contents





		Cover



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		1. Philosophy and Religion



		Confucius (c. 551 BCE–c. 479 BCE)



		Sun Tzu (c. 544 BCE–c. 496 BCE)



		Martin Luther (1483–1546)









		2. Art and Literature



		Murasaki Shikibu (c. 973–c. 1014)



		Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519)



		Walt Whitman (1819–1892)



		Frank Lloyd Wright (1867–1959)



		Jackson Pollock (1912–1956)









		3. Science



		Archimedes (c. 287 BCE–c. 212 BCE)



		Galileo Galilei (1564–1642)



		Isaac Newton (1642–1727)



		Gregor Mendel (1822–1884)



		Louis Pasteur (1822–1895)



		Sigmund Freud (1856–1939)



		Marie Curie (1867–1934)



		Albert Einstein (1879–1955)



		Richard Feynman (1918–1988)









		4. Technology



		James Watt (1736–1819)



		Samuel Colt (1814–1862)



		Otto Lilienthal (1848–1896)



		Frederick Winslow Taylor (1856–1915)



		Nikola Tesla (1856–1943)



		Leo Baekeland (1863–1944)



		Henry Ford (1863–1947)



		Guglielmo Marconi (1874–1937)



		Clarence Birdseye (1886–1956)



		Alan Turing (1912–1954)



		Tim Berners-Lee (1955– )



		Kevin Mitnick (1963– )









		5. Enterprise



		Steve Jobs (1955–2011)



		Jeff Bezos (1964– )



		Elon Musk (1971– )









		6. Education



		Johannes Gutenberg (c. 1400–1468)



		Margaret Mead (1901–1978)



		Benjamin Spock (1903–1998)



		Salman Khan (1965– )









		7. Society



		Toussaint Louverture (1743–1803)



		Dorothea Dix (1802–1887)



		Karl Marx (1818–1883)



		Jacob A. Riis (1849–1914)



		Mohandas Gandhi (1869–1948)



		Margaret Sanger (1879–1966)



		Martin Luther king, JR. (1929–1968)



		Branch Rickey (1881–1965)



		Alfred Kinsey (1894–1956)



		Betty Friedan (1921–2006)









		8. Popular Culture



		Louis Armstrong (1901–1971)



		Ted Turner (1938– )



		DJ Kool Herc (1955– )



		Madonna (1958– )









		About the Author









  

    Landmarks



    

      		

        Cover

      



      		

        Copyright

      



    



  



OEBPS/Images/9781454930341_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781454930341_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781454930341_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781454930341_L01.jpg
STERLING
New York

An Imprint of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc
1166 Avenue of the Americas.
New York, NY 10036





OEBPS/Images/9781454930341_cvi.jpg
50 PEOPLE WHO
CHANGED THE WORLD
ALAN AXELROD





