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SUBROTO BAGCHI


THE TRUTH ABOUT LEADERSHIP


Leadership training camps, school elections, projects and teams… we have been through all that. You have leadership advice coming out of your ears. And yes, the pressure is hitting the stratosphere too: Everyone wants you to be a leader, and it would seem you are not going to get anywhere in life without ‘leading’ aggressively. But, wait. What truly is the essence of leadership? And why lead at all? Besides, if everyone leads, then who is left to follow? Management guru and nurturer of leaders Subroto Bagchi shares his ideas and experiences with you.


Like you, I have read many definitions of a leader. But the one from American futurologist Joel Barker is one of the simplest and most powerful ones:


‘A leader is someone others opt to follow to go someplace they would not go by themselves.’


In the first part, Barker suggests that the leader is someone others ‘opt to follow’. This means, leadership, to be lasting, cannot be pushed down. This idea of leadership rules out dictators and oppressors who may be in a position of power to get people to obey by force, coercion and fear. That is what a bully does. That’s ruling and not leading.
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We give our best when we ‘opt to follow’ another individual. As children, you may choose to follow parents at home, sometimes an older sibling, or a favourite teacher. Or it could be someone you may not know at close quarters but admire from a distance – captain of a sports team, an actor, a soldier, a business hero or a politician.


Here, let me present three such people I have learnt my leadership lessons from. The first is the biblical Moses who liberated the Jewish people from the clutches of the tyrannical Pharaohs of Egypt who had turned them into slaves. The second is William Wallace, a fearless Scotsman who fought cruel English rulers, and finally, closer home – our very own Mahatma Gandhi.


A leader can ‘part the sea’


Moses was born a Jew but was rescued and brought from the River Nile to the queen in the royal palace of the Pharaoh. No one knew of his true identity as a Jew, considered fit only for enslavement in those times in that land. He grew up a prince. He was to ascend the throne, but everything changed when, one day, Moses took up the cause of the slaves. When everyone came to know who he really was, he lost his claim to the throne. From then on, there was no looking back. Eventually, he led a revolt against the Pharaoh and took the Jewish people away from Egypt, and into freedom. The Pharaoh’s army went after the fleeing slaves, but legend has it that the sea parted for the fleeing populace, and as the army of the tyrant came after them, the sea closed in on the Pharaoh’s men. Moses took his people through an extremely difficult journey across the desert to their Promised Land, where the Jewish people lived as free men.


A leader can unite people


In medieval times, the people of Scotland lived in hierarchical tribes who decided their own rules. The English lords subjugated the Scottish people and, through sheer military might, brought great misery unto them. They taxed the Scots heavily. There was even an unimaginably cruel tax that every man entering into wedlock had to pay before being allowed to marry his bride. The Scotsmen were forced to endure all this because they were not united. They didn’t see themselves as one people and were a ragtag bunch against the affluent and well-armed English.


Then came a man called William Wallace who, deeply affected by the suffering of his people, revolted against the English. But he first had to deal with fear and cynicism among his own fellowmen to eventually give the English a solid fight. In the end, the Scottish people got back their self-respect, pride and glory, but William Wallace was captured and killed. He wasn’t the only leader in history who paid the price for his conviction by laying down his own life. The other notable man was our Mahatma.


A leader can carry people to a new tomorrow


Mahatma Gandhi’s transformational moment of truth arrived when a racist train conductor threw him off a train because he was travelling first-class in South Africa, which was then the epicentre of white supremacy. White people had colonized the country where the Mahatma had just arrived to work as a lawyer. In South Africa, among other rules that discriminated against non-white people, the latter weren’t allowed to travel by first-class. Gandhi didn’t hate the man who had just committed a hate crime. Instead, he began a mission against such racial discrimination. After South Africa, where Gandhi learnt about and practised non-violent protest against injustice, he returned to India where he took up the cause of millions of Indians. His long and lasting non-violent movement against the British Empire was key in leading us to independence from British rule.


Leaders take us somewhere we wouldn’t go by ourselves


Moses, William Wallace and Mahatma Gandhi represent the idea of purpose. They were leaders people ‘opted to follow’ because these men held up the idea of a different future, a future with purpose. In the case of Moses, it was their own land for the Jewish people. For Wallace, it was death over indignity, and freedom for his fellowmen. For the Mahatma, it was securing a free India through non-violent means. None of these three leaders hoisted themselves on their people. They found the purpose on their behalf, and their fellowmen rallied around.


But here is the question:


Did the slaves breaking their backs, carrying stones and building the Great Pyramids, their women and children tormented along the way, not know freedom was their right?


Did the Scottish tribesmen, united in grief but divided by small differences, not know their collective might to confront and rout the unjust English lords?


And did we, millions of Indians, not know that a free India was better than a life of servitude under centuries of foreign yoke?


Yes, we all did.


But the leader was missing: that someone who would tell people to go someplace they wouldn’t go by themselves.


What does it take to be a Moses, a Wallace or a Gandhi?


For starters, it takes the all-important need to develop the Power of Vision – the ability to imagine a future that doesn’t exist today, but a future that one believes can come true. But then, we must deeply believe in it, commit to it, be willing to fight for it against a bigger force. It requires us to rally fellow beings around it, and sustain our energy for the long haul, because real change takes a lifetime to take shape.


Leaders are not people who get angry about or excited about a cause for just a day, a month or a year. True leaders are people who know that anything good, anything worthwhile, takes a long time to achieve or change. For that, people must opt to follow them. That is why there must be a purpose, the promise of a better tomorrow. That promise is what creates common ground, brings people together and electrifies everyone into action. But what is this electrifying vision? Must all vision be grand? And does the term ‘leader’ mean only great people history remembers and we revere?
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Leaders see things differently


The word 'vision' has its origin in Latin ‘videre’, from which came the French word ‘visio’ and then the English word ‘vision’, to denote an apparition. The term has been used for the ability to see, the ability to think or plan for the future, with imagination and wisdom. This ability to ‘see’ a better future, as the three previously told stories show, could well be a deeply personal experience.


That raises another big question: Shouldn’t someone who can lead others first be able to lead his or her own self?


Think about it. What does it take to lead your own self?


That difficult-to-define thing called character? The ability to stay the course you chart? The capacity to receive knowledge? Yes. But in an even larger measure, it is the ability to create a personal vision for yourself, the idea of what or who you want to be.


Having worked in the corporate world that took me all over the globe, I have spent a lifetime meeting, listening to and learning from many great practising leaders across different fields of work. As I write this for you, my personal universe has shifted. I no longer work in the Information Technology industry, where I spent most of my life. I now work with school dropouts who need to learn a skill to find work as drivers, security guards, carpenters, electricians, sewing-machine operators and suchlike. These are very ordinary people, but one can learn extraordinary life-lessons from them, lessons in leading oneself.


Come, meet some of my heroes from my new world.




Why must you know about Muni Tiga?


Muni Tiga was born in a remote tribal village of Odisha to a family of seven siblings. She grew up tending cattle. But while the cattle grazed, Muni Tiga would take her books out of her bag and study under the shade of a tree. Fellow villagers who saw this ridiculed her. Why should a girl be reading? She was just another tribal girl. Muni persisted. As she grew up, she had to attend a high school that was a good 30 kilometres away from her village. This meant she had to wake up early and leave home by 7 a.m., riding her bicycle along the forest paths. This got tongues wagging. What kind of a girl was she, who risked her and the village’s reputation by haring off to a faraway school all by herself?


Amid all this, her father died. Muni Tiga decided to take charge. For this, she first needed to take hold of – lead – her own destiny. Someone told her about a Government Industrial Training Institute in Bargarh. Muni went on to study there, completed a two-year course in electronics and joined the Indian Railways where, today, she hauls the Shatabdi Express as a locomotive pilot.







Why is Anima M. a star?


Even after seven decades of Indian independence, we live in a society where the most important event in a girl’s life may be to be married off and away by her parents well before she is ready for it, or able to express her own opinion and will. Anima M., from the town of Berhampur on the border of Odisha and Andhra Pradesh, was one such girl who was given away in marriage when she was all of eighteen. A year later, her husband died. For a widowed girl that young, losing a husband is not the only tragedy. She is blamed as the harbinger of bad luck, who brought misfortune to the boy’s family. A far bigger problem is that a young woman who becomes a widow loses her identity in a society that recognizes her only as someone’s wife. When she loses her husband, she neither belongs to her husband’s family, nor to her parents’.


Anima decided that the only way she could carve a new identity for herself was by acquiring a skill. She enrolled at an Industrial Technical Institute and learnt dress design. Then she decided to set up a small tailoring business and, today, she runs a boutique in Berhampur. Anima employs – leads – nine people, and whenever she can take time off, she goes to teach at the institute that gave her a new life.





The stories of Muni Tiga and Anima M. are uplifting examples of great personal leadership, and the ability to rise above the present and see something worthwhile in the future, which bestows the power to overcome existing excruciating circumstances. Which reminds me to tell you about an all-time favourite author of mine you must read when you are a young adult. His name is Viktor Frankl, and his story goes back to the Second World War in the 1940s.


Say hello to a special author


Victor Frankl was a psychiatrist in Vienna. During Adolf Hitler’s campaign to exterminate people of Jewish origin, he was, like millions of others, hauled up, herded into a cattle train and sent to a concentration camp. These barbed-wired camps were in inhospitable places where the prisoners were starved, tortured, maimed and gassed to death. This has come to be known as the holocaust, one of mankind’s most shameful deeds in all history, during which more than six million people died. Viktor Frankl, a neurologist and psychologist, was one of the few survivors of this torment and, in a heart-wrenching book, went on to write about his experience during this horrible incarceration. The reason I choose to introduce Frankl to you is that his account, and more so, his conclusion, has inspired thousands of great leaders the world over. Frankl studied the psychology of prisoners who gave up and died even before the Nazis killed them, those who were sent to the gas chambers, and those who survived. What was common to everyone who lived through this hell? In those who survived, Frankl found two things could be picked out: they had an unfinished task on hand, or they had something uplifting to look forward to. These constituted a sense of purpose that gave them the larger-than-life power to deal with the extreme conditions of their everyday life.


A leader is someone who leads by thought


Larger-than-life. That is what our mental image focuses on when we think of leaders, thanks to what we have read in history and what we witness in the present. We think a leader is always someone who must be surrounded by thousands, if not millions, of people. But, actually, the essence of leadership is not about physically commanding one’s way into the battleground or an election rally. It is about what impact we make on ordinary people’s lives so that they can go into a future, a better future – a place they couldn’t have gone by themselves. This brand of leadership is not about the capacity to lead numbers. It is about the ability to lead with thought, in order to implement that thought.


The world needs ‘thought’-leaders ahead of just valiant men and women who fall into the more popular notion of leadership, where a leader is surrounded by thousands of men and women, galvanizing them through powerful oratory and call for action. Leadership is not always about numbers, but about an idea that can change the course of a life, an event, a nation, a world.


Often, leaders are not born, they seize the moment


The story of Uttam Singh of 2 Rajputana Rifles, a battalion chartered with seizing Tololing back from the Pakistan Army, isn’t your everyday tale of valour in the face of the enemy. It goes back to the long, unusually harsh winter of 1998 that spilled over to 1999. Taking advantage of a reduced vigil, the Pakistani Army penetrated the Indian side of the border between India and Pakistan, and took over control of Tololing, Three Pimples, Tiger Hill and Point 4895. Of these, Tololing provided them the vantage point from where all movements of the Indian troops could be seen, without obstruction, down below, from a higher plain. This strategic position could have given them the line of fire and the capability to cut off all access to National Highway 1D, handicapping the Indian Army and weakening control of the Siachen Glacier.


Tololing is at an altitude of 15,000 feet; the wind speed goes up to 70 kilometres an hour and the temperature falls to minus 5 degrees centigrade, which, with the wind chill factor, feels like minus 15. The oxygen level at that altitude drops down drastically and makes all movement laboured, even for the best trained soldiers.


The only way the Indian Army could regain control was by taking arms and ammunition up the hill to where the enemy was. This operation required carrying equipment during the dark of night, storing it right under enemy base and returning stealthily.


In the month of June, the Commander of 2 Rajputana Rifles was given six nights to execute the operation. Fifteen tonnes of ammunition needed to be carried to as close as 200 metres of the enemy, over six moonless nights, in complete secrecy. Once the ammunition was in place, the army could launch a surprise attack. To make things even more challenging, the Commander was running with only half the strength of soldiers. It was an unbelievably difficult task.


That is when carpenter Uttam Singh, a non-fighting member of the battalion, walked up to Major Bhanwar Singh Rathore and volunteered to go up with the soldiers to dump ammunition. Everyone was shocked at his audacity, and everyone laughed. They had an additional reason to ridicule him: Uttam Singh was night-blind.


But Uttam Singh wouldn’t budge. He said that he might be night-blind, but he could always be roped to the soldier in front. There was a hushed silence, and then everyone stood up and cheered. Uttam Singh, tied to a man in front, became the hero, a mascot, a leader who electrified every soldier there. Fifteen tonnes of ammunition was taken up and, without the loss of a single life, the Army staged an assault to recapture Tololing.


Uttam Singh demonstrated the exceptional quality of ‘situational leadership’. Sometimes, an unlikely candidate for leadership transforms into someone iconic, someone whose words and actions turn the tide. Among the folklore surrounding the Siachen War, Uttam Singh became a legend.


Like Uttam Singh, many ordinary people, unlikely heroes who live anonymous lives, prove that leaders are not born, but often they are made by the situation – and their response to it. They come forward, take charge, rise – and break the myth of ‘superman’.




A leader stands for something


In Vadamalapuram, a tiny hamlet in Tamil Nadu, was born Govindappa Venkataswamy on 1 October 1918. His routine was to wake up at dawn to take the family buffalo to graze. Then he would go to a school where there wasn’t even a blackboard. The teacher asked the children to flatten the river sand they brought in and write on it with their fingers. One day, little Govindappa was startled by the sound of loud wailing in the neighbourhood – a young woman had died giving birth to a child. Deeply saddened, he decided that one day he would be a doctor to save his people from such tragedies.


And a doctor he became.


Upon his graduation, he joined the British Indian Army as a gynaecologist. But fate had other things in store. Afflicted with a rare form of rheumatoid arthritis, Dr Venkataswamy’s fingers and toes became badly twisted. He was discharged from the Army. Not daunted by this huge setback, he went back to medical college and studied to become an ophthalmologist. He was deeply disturbed by the fact that India was the blindness capital of the world, and much of it was ‘avoidable blindness’, especially among the poor. When they developed cataract, an age-related condition, ignorance and lack of access to medical facilities led them to loss of sight and income. They became dependent and destitute. In villages, there is a saying: ‘A blind person is a mouth with no hands.’ Dr Venkataswamy decided to fight this scourge.


He re-trained his fingers to hold surgical instruments and returned to surgery as a government doctor. At fifty-eight, upon retirement, instead of hanging up his scalpel, he decided to set up the thirteen-bed Aravind Eye Hospital using whatever resources he had. Today, it has become one of the world’s largest eye hospitals, where 50 million patients have been seen and more than six million operated upon – of which 70 per cent pay whatever they can afford to, and many, nothing at all. The money earned from the 30 per cent ‘paying patients’ is enough to afford the treatment for those who cannot pay. In 2017, Aravind stands tall among its peers for not just eye-care but several medical and management breakthroughs.





A leader is stirred by empathy for people


Twenty-two years after Dr Govindappa Venkataswamy was born another man in Bangladesh (then East Pakistan), Mohammad Yunus. Though surrounded by poverty, Yunus was an active, outgoing and ambitious child. He fought many odds and setbacks, including his mother’s mental health problems. Yunus went on to study economics and won a Fulbright Scholarship to study in the USA. He could have stayed on to lead a comfortable life there, but after Bangladesh was liberated in 1971, he returned to help reconstruct his poor and war-torn nation.
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