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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  As far as we know, Confucius himself wrote no books, but his disciples made a collection of his sayings. Known in English as the Analects, from a Greek word meaning

  fragments left over after a meal, this anthology is our principal source for his teaching.




  The Analects also contain some personal glimpses of Confucius the man, caught in amber for all time. I hope they may serve to bring him to life for you as an alternative and engaging

  person in the following pages.




  For reference purposes, the Analects is divided into chapters and verses, not unlike the books of the Bible or the Qur’an. There are some slight variations between different

  translations of the Analects in English; the references in this book follow the system in the Penguin Classics edition (1979).




  References to chapter and verse in the Tao-te-Ching (The Book of the Way and its Power) attributed to Lao-tzu also follow the Penguin Classics edition (1963).












  INTRODUCTION




  Welcome to this book. In its pages you will find an opportunity to explore for yourself the practical wisdom of ancient China on the theme of leadership. The intention of both

  Confucius and myself is that by so doing you will take some significant steps towards your aim of becoming the best leader it lies within you to be.




  Until you picked up this book Confucius may have been no more than a name to you, so let me briefly introduce him here and explain why he has so much to offer you. If you would like to refresh

  your mind about his life and times, I suggest you turn to my brief biography of him in the Appendix.




  Confucius is the Latinized form of his Chinese name. That was composed of three elements: Kung, the family name; fu, a title of respect or honour not unlike ‘mister’ in

  English; and tzu, (zi) a title of honour which means ‘Master’. Thanks to a modern transliteration system, the Chinese today refer to him as Kung-Zi. You will notice

  that his disciples or students called him simply ‘The Master’. And in Chinese culture he is indeed considered a Master of Masters.




  If you look up Confucius in the reference books, you will find that he is usually classified as a philosopher. This is correct, but he is not a philosopher in the Western

  analytical sense. Like his near contemporary Socrates, he is really a practical philosopher. And his principal concern was to apply his clear thinking and learning to the immense task he took upon

  his own shoulders: to ensure that in the future China would have good leaders and leaders for good.




  And so Confucius was the world’s first great teacher of leadership. That, I know, is a bold claim; I shall have to wait until you have read the book to see if you accept it as true.




  It is only very recently that we have been able to appreciate the contributions of these two great teachers of leadership – Confucius in the East and Socrates in the West. What has made it

  easier to do so is my work (as yet unfinished) of assembling together for the first time the world’s universal body of knowledge about leadership and leadership development. And that has been

  made possible by a great discovery in the context of this field, namely the identification at last of the generic role of leader (see Chapter 1). It is in the light of that breakthrough that

  you will best be able to assess the value of what Confucius has to offer on this subject.




  A moment ago I mentioned the word role. Originally, role meant the part taken by an actor in a play. In our wider usage it now refers to a person’s characteristic or expected function. According to a common saying, it is the expectations of people that determine a person’s particular role in a human group or society. Note also a phrase

  introduced relatively recently into the English language: role model – a person who is regarded by others as an outstandingly good example of a particular role.




  It follows that your first step on the road to excellence as a leader is to be clear what the generic role of leader is, so that you will know what your people will be expecting from you.

  That is roughly what Confucius was attempting to teach the princes and government leaders of his day. But thanks to the fact that the role of leader is generic, you can translate his wisdom to

  apply to your present responsibility as a business leader. Do you see what I mean?




  That process, of course, is going to call for active participation on your part. Great teachers are also great leaders, and Confucius strikes an authentic note as a leader when he makes demands

  on us to play our full part in the creation of practical wisdom.




  

    

      

        The Master said, ‘I never enlighten anyone who has not been driven to distraction by trying to understand a difficulty or who has not got into a frenzy trying to put

        his ideas into words. When I have pointed out one corner of a square to anyone and he does not come back with the other three, I will not point it out to him a second time.’




        Analects, 11:8


      


    


  




  What I like about this saying is that it is an invitation to you and me to exercise our creativity: to build on ideas, explore possibilities and to make connections that

  Confucius himself – remember that he lived 2,500 years ago – could hardly have even dreamt of making. In this respect we are challenged to emulate Tzu-kung, one of his closest

  disciples, of whom Confucius said: ‘Tell such a man something and he can see its relevance to what he has not been told’ (Analects, 1:15).




  So you and I together have to complete the squares and triangles that Confucius begins with a single thought. Are you up for the challenge?




  If you respond to Confucius’ thought leadership in the way that Tzu-kung did in his day, I am completely confident that by the end of reading and reflecting on this book you will have in

  your keeping:
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          a clear vision of the generic role of leader – what you need to be, to know and to do.


        

      




      

        	

          [image: ]


        



        	

          the encouragement to apply those principles in your day-to-day work as a leader.
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          a deeper understanding of human nature and what people expect of their leader.
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          the opportunity to review, confirm or amend your own set of values as a leader.
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          a firm grasp of the global body of knowledge concerning leadership and leadership development – the basis of effective leadership in any

          international context.


        

      


    


  




  Apart from these personal benefits, I believe this book is important for a global reason. Now that China is assuming such a dominant role among the nations of the world, the big question is

  this: will China adopt the somewhat flawed Western models of hegemony, or will it be true to its own moral tradition – the tradition that begins with Confucius and which I outline for you in

  this book?




  To end on a personal note, in 2005 the People’s Republic of China kindly appointed me their Honorary Professor of Leadership, making me the first non-Chinese person in history to be

  offered the mantle of Confucius. It is an honour I cherish, and this book is but a small token of my thanks.












  PART ONE




  THE GENERIC ROLE OF LEADER
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  WHAT IS LEADERSHIP?
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  ‘Listen to all, pluck a feather from every passing goose, but follow no one absolutely.’




  Chinese proverb




   




  For Confucius, clear thinking and good leadership go hand in hand. And central to clear thinking, he believes, is what he called the right use of names – the words we use

  to denote objects of thought, such as the words by which a person, animal, place or thing is known, spoken of or addressed. Confucius, however, doesn’t advocate a striving for precision for

  its own sake. What he is after is clarity of expression, not a scrupulous precision. ‘It is enough’, he says, ‘that the language one uses gets the point across’ (15:41). He

  is essentially a practical thinker.




  

    

      

        Tzu-lu said, ‘If the Lord of Wei left the administration [cheng] of his state to you, what would you put first?’




        The Master said, ‘If something has to be put first, it is, perhaps, the rectification [cheng] of names.’ [The two uses of cheng in Chinese

        are distinguished only by intonation.]




        Tzu-lu said, ‘Is that so? What a roundabout way you take! Why bring rectification in at all?’




        The Master said, ‘When names are not correct, what is said will not sound reasonable; when what is said does not sound reasonable, affairs will not culminate in success . . . Thus

        when the gentleman names something, the name is sure to be usable in speech, and when he says something this is sure to be practicable. The thing about the gentleman is that he is anything

        but casual where speech is concerned.’1 (13:3)


      


    


  




  Following this guidance from the Master, we need to be clear from the outset what the names leader, leading and leadership mean in English. As we shall see, failure to

  undertake this initial step has led to much confusion among many contemporary writers on the subject of leadership – especially in the United States, the world’s greatest publisher of

  such books.




  As far as I know, these English names had no equivalent in Chinese as spoken and written 2,500 years ago. In modern Chinese there are words used for leader and leadership, but the

  images behind them do not tie up with those that give their English counterparts their distinctive and recognizable meaning.




  Languages do, of course, borrow words from each other. The vast majority of English words borrowed from Chinese are ordinary loan words with regular phonetic adaptation, such as chop suey

  (Cantonese tsap-sui, meaning miscellaneous pieces). But losing face, a phrase so firmly established in the English vocabulary that the average Englishman is totally unaware of its

  Chinese origin, is more than such an ordinary loan: it fills a real gap in the English language, just as does the borrowed French word morale.




  In the last two or three decades, other languages, which – like Chinese – have no native equivalent to the English word of leader, have done the obvious thing. French,

  Spanish, Polish, Finnish and Japanese, for example, have invisibly imported leader into their own lexicons.
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  Although Confucius didn’t have a name for it, he certainly had a concept of a general role in human affairs concerned with direction, one that was distinct from the more

  specialized roles, functions, trades or professions occupied by the larger majority of men.




  Confucius relates this nameless generalist role to being ‘a gentleman’. When he wasn’t engaged in study or thought (the other acceptable occupations), a gentleman contributed

  to society in this way.




  The Chinese name junzi, which is usually translated into English as gentleman, originally referred to the son of a ruler (jun meaning ruler; zi meaning

  son), and therefore one destined to be a man in authority. Jun originally referred to an ancient state sovereign, the governor or ruler. Traditionally, the firstborn son of such a ruler

  would be educated and cultivated according to the highest standard of knowledge and ethics. So they were often the moral models for others. The word junzi therefore came to be used for those

  people who have honourable traits and achievements, civilized men of high moral principle.




  Later on, junzi came to have even wider meanings, such as a good person or a good husband. By the day of Confucius, the word gentleman – much as in English – had come to be

  used in a wider cultural sense, signifying a civilized and moral man. Yet it had quite lost its connotation of a person who could be regarded as set above others by personal qualities, one who is

  thus fit to lead and model the best behaviour to others.




  Apart from rulers and their sons, in ancient China there was a class of men who constituted what in England would be called the gentry. Usually they came from families who had acquired the

  dignity of having surnames – Confucius came from the Kung family – and they were eligible for office in the higher administrative or military hierarchies of their states. Taken as a

  whole, Confucius argued, their function is to contribute to the direction and control of society. As the picture begins to emerge from the Analects of that generalist role – what you

  have to do and what you have to be – it is clear that Confucius is really talking about leadership as we know it today. Hence this book.
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  In ancient China, a highly specific role in society – or the person who performed it – was known as a vessel. It is a metaphor the Chinese drew from everyday life: a

  vessel is a hollow receptacle designed to hold liquid, such as a cask, cup, pot, bottle or dish; in other words, it tends to have a self-evidently specialized function. Vessels used in sacrificial

  rites in temples were commonly made of jade, a hard stone usually green in colour:




  

    

      

        Tzu-kung asked, ‘What do you think of me?’




        The Master said, ‘You are a vessel.’




        ‘What kind of vessel?’




        ‘A sacrificial vessel.’ (5:4)


      


    


  




  Incidentally, the obvious interpretation here, that Confucius judged Tzu-kung to be suited by interest, aptitude and temperament to become a priest in one of the great state temples, cannot be

  correct. For we know that Tzu-kung, whom we have already met in the Introduction, did not become a priest. In fact, he was the only one of the three best-known disciples of Confucius to survive

  their Master. He went on to have a distinguished career as a diplomat and a merchant. By calling him ‘a sacrificial vessel’ here, I think that Confucius probably meant that Tzu-kung

  – like himself – had been called by Heaven (or as if by Heaven) to be what William Wordsworth called ‘a dedicated spirit’ a man set aside for a high

  purpose or special destiny.




  The leader or gentleman is not a vessel in the sense of being limited to a highly specialized function, as Confucius makes clear (2:12). Interestingly enough, however, even in those days men

  tended to be highly esteemed only if they had some specialist knowledge or skill, like a master builder or musician. Such proficiency granted them a local reputation, if not fame, in their own

  profession, and without it they were hardly rated by their neighbours. When one of Confucius’ neighbours drew attention to his lack of this sort of reputation, the Master replied with some

  humour:




  

    

      

        A man from a village in Ta Hsiang said, ‘Great indeed is Confucius! He has wide learning but has not made a name for himself in any field.’ The Master, on

        hearing of this, said to his disciples, ‘What should I make myself proficient in? In driving? Or in archery? I think I would prefer driving.’ (9:2)


      


    


  




  Confucius, it seems, was a practical man when it came to the kind of menial work that servants do around the house or on the land. He had acquired these skills, he once explained to Tzu-kung,

  because: ‘I was of humble station when young’. But that was a mere accident in his case; he did not expect all gentlemen to possess the same competencies. ‘Should a gentleman be

  skilled in many things? No, not at all’ (9:9). He himself had ‘never been proved in office’ – that is, he had never made his name as a specialist in

  government: ‘That is why I am not an expert in any one field’ (9:7).




  The distinctive use of the word vessel to mean a specialist is also found in the Tao-te-Ching (The Book of the Way and its Power), the central Taoist text ascribed to Lao-tzu, the

  traditional founder of Taoism. Thought to have been originally written as a guide for rulers on how to be a sage – Lao’s term for a truly excellent leader – it serves as the

  classic introduction to the Tao (the Way), a concept shared widely by Chinese thinkers, including Confucius, in China at that time.




  There is some doubt if the Master Lao (meaning old man) ever really existed as an individual person, as opposed to being the personalized name of a tradition. Either way, it is clear that

  Confucius had much in common with Lao-tzu. Hence there is at least some poetic truth in the ancient legend that in his younger days he once made a long journey to meet Lao-tzu and received

  instruction from him, apparently in the proper conduct of rituals.




  Lao-tzu argues that in contrast to vessels – specific work functions that have names, like individual trades and crafts – the role of the ruler is innominate, or nameless. He

  compares it to a block of uncarved jade hewn from a quarry that also lacks a name.




  Likewise, the Way itself – which the sage both follows and exemplifies – is also nameless. For a name in Taoist thought is always the name of a specific thing; it distinguishes one

  thing from another. But the Way has no limits or boundaries. Therefore to give the Way a name – or set of names – would run the risk of restricting it at the level

  of unconscious assumptions as to one function or kind of work rather than another. Like the wind, the Way is no respecter of definitions or boundaries. Nor does it have the self-consciousness that

  comes with having a name, not to mention a reputation.




  As we have seen, it is specialist expertise in named functions that tends to bring honour, fame and glory upon a man’s head. Therefore the Way – lacking a name – is essentially

  humble. Like water, it always falls to the lowest level where it comes to rest. In relation to the myriad creatures




  

    

      

        It gives them life yet claims no possession;




        It benefits them yet exacts no gratitude;




        It is the steward yet exercises no authority. (51:116)


      


    


  




  The sage, occupying a generalist role that has no name and reliant on the nameless Way, is presented as being entirely self-effacing in relation to his people. In particular, he makes no claim

  upon them for any reciprocal kind of reward or recognition. He gives freely and constantly, yet expects no reward – not even the reward of being noticed:




  

    

      

        The sage benefits them yet exacts no gratitude,




        

          

            Accomplishes his task yet lays claim to no merit. (77:185)


          


        


      


    


  




  Therefore, like the rough block of marble with no name and thus no cause for pride, the truly excellent leader exemplifies humility. Humility derives from a Latin word

  which has as its basis humus – the earth. The Old English equivalent was lowliness: thus Jesus describes himself in the English Bible as being ‘lowly in spirit’ that is,

  without self-pride or haughtiness. Perhaps in this context self-effacing is a better term. A justly famous expression of this inner spirit of lowliness comes in Chapter 17 of the

  Tao-te-Ching:




  

    

      

        

          The best of all rulers is but a shadowy presence to his subjects.




          Next best is the ruler they love and praise;




          Next comes one they fear;




          Next comes one with whom they [despise or] take liberties with.




          Fail to respect and trust people, they will fail to show respect and trust.




          [The great ruler] talks but little.




          When his task is accomplished and his work done




          The people all say, ‘It happened to us naturally.’


        


      


    


  




  That same spirit – the willingness to put one’s ego into the background – is still a hallmark of excellence. It doesn’t spring, however, from the fact that one’s

  generalist role lacks a name, as Lao-tzu and Confucius believed. For in English that universal role does have a name: leadership.
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  In Old English the noun lead meant a path, way, road or course (as of a ship at sea). It is by origin a journey word. Thus to lead means to show

  others the way, especially by going out in front. A leader is the agent or doer that does the leading.




  Incidentally, the verb in Old English is in the causative form, so it means to cause or make others to go on a journey. But the assumption hidden in the word leading is always that others

  will be following freely or willingly, of their own accord. There is no hint of the use of force to compel others to move against their will. Once you get out a gun and threaten people to make them

  go with you, you have stepped out of the domain of leadership.




  Indeed, it is as if the very fact of the leader going ahead and showing the way is enough to make the others follow. It is probably the case that for humans, being social beings, the instinct to

  follow a leader in the literal sense is buried deep within our genes. Vestigial as it may be, here we share something in common with all living creatures that flock together and like to move as one

  body. As the Chinese proverb says,




  

    

      

        Not the cry but the flight of the wild duck,




        Leads the flock to fly and to follow.


      


    


  




  Usually at the level of people – groupings of persons – there is more to it than simply animal instinct. We are more complicated than sheep. A leader in human society is one who is

  voluntarily followed because others perceive in him or her an ability to lead the way forward in that particular context or situation. Thus leadership in its first

  sense means just that. For the suffix -ship in English – as in words like craftsmanship or horsemanship – indicates the presence of ability or skill.




  But the suffix -ship is ambiguous – hence the reason why so many American writers have been confused by the word leadership. For it can also mean a position, office or

  status, as it does in chairmanship or dealership. In this second sense, leadership refers merely to those who happen to be occupying positions as heads of groups or organizations,

  communities or nations. Thus we talk in this generic way about the leadership of a particular industry or trades union, or the leadership of a particular political party. Whether or not those we so

  refer to in this kind of general use actually demonstrate leadership in the first sense – the ability to lead – is, of course, an entirely different question.




  In fact, it is arguably more often the case than not that those who are leaders in the second sense – holders of leadership positions – lack the quality of leadership in the first

  sense. Plutarch, the Greek writer of the second century CE, described the unfortunate Roman politician Gaius Antonius, elected to the highest office in Rome, as ‘a man

  with no aptitude for leadership in any direction, either good or bad’. And it was said of the Roman emperor Galba that everyone thought he would make a great emperor until he actually

  occupied the office.




  Confucius observed the same phenomenon in his own time and place, which suggests that it is a universal problem:




  

    

      

        ‘What about men who are in public life in the present day?’




        The Master said, ‘Oh, they are of such limited capacity that they hardly count.’ (19.20)


      


    


  




  Does this mismatch between holders of the office of leadership and leadership ability matter? Clearly Confucius thought that it did. Otherwise why would he go to such lengths to sow the seeds of

  a new kind of leadership in China, providing advice for the sages of tomorrow?




  Does it matter today? Of course it does. More so, in fact, because the consequences of the lack of leadership in public life – in politics and business life, not least in that form of

  economic management we call banking – reverberate throughout the world. In our complex and interdependent world, vulnerable to disruption, few things are more important than the quality and

  credibility of leaders.
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  In all cultures and languages, positions of leadership in fields such as military, business or sport have specific names, and their responsibilities are usually well known. One

  metaphorical term that we use for them – not exclusively, of course – is roles.




  English borrowed the word role from the old French, where it reflected a metaphor drawn from the theatre. The roll of paper upon which an actor’s part was written became in time the part

  itself, and then, by a further extension, a person’s characteristic or expected function in life.




  The key word here is expected. For it is a set of social expectations that more or less defines a person’s role. For example, we expect waiters, policemen or doctors to behave in certain

  ways, and these expectations clarify their roles. Such expectations attach to and help to define all the highly specific roles of leadership that have names – what musicians, for example,

  expect from a conductor, troops from their commander, or citizens from their president.




  My principal contribution in this field has been the discovery of the generic role of leader, a prototypical role that underlies all the forms that leadership takes in the various fields

  of human enterprise. It applies as much to communities and nations as to working groups and organizations, although in these more diffuse settings it is sometimes difficult to make out its

  presence. As an introduction to understanding this generic role, let us look briefly at the earliest recorded leadership metaphors known to man – the model of shepherd and sheep.
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  The earliest surviving example of human writing – inscribed in cuneiform on a Sumerian clay tablet in Mesopotamia over 3,000 years before the birth of Confucius –

  reads: Soldiers without a king are sheep without their shepherd. It is the first example of a type of proverb – one that appears in many languages – testifying to a universal

  sense of need for effective leaders in any area of human enterprise. Why the need? Some clues are to be found by observing an Eastern shepherd at work.




  Sheep were first domesticated long ago in the East by trading on their natural herd instinct to follow their leader – the dominant ram. The shepherd substituted himself for the ram, so to

  speak, and led the sheep by going ahead. Rather more effectively than the ram, he was able to lead them to distant pastures and sources of water. In desert conditions these daily journeys could

  sometimes cover many miles in a day. The Eastern shepherd, incidentally, made no use of dogs, except as guard dogs at night.




  The shepherd would be careful to keep the flock together as a cohesive whole, for there is safety in numbers; he maintained some sort of order, especially on the move where there is a danger of

  stragglers. As a Russian proverb says: Without a shepherd, sheep are not a flock. For predators were always watching and waiting for their opportunity to try to scatter the flock in order to

  pick off their victims one by one. A good shepherd, people noted, is the one who is willing to lay down his life to protect his sheep from lions, leopards, wolves or hyenas.




  The shepherd came to know his sheep as individuals: he could distinguish them by their faces and could call them by name so that they would come to him. He washed and cleaned their wounds and

  dealt with their ailments, carrying a weak lamb on his shoulder if necessary.




  You can see that the role of shepherd – the prevailing image of leadership in the ancient world – breaks down into three primary and overlapping

  functions: task – feeding the sheep, usually by leading them from in front on a journey to pasture; group – keeping them together as a whole flock; and individual

  – caring for each individual sheep or lamb. These three functional areas of activity are in fact common to all work groups and organizations – organizations are simply larger and more

  complicated work groups.
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  Work groups are more than the sum of their parts – they have a life of their own. If a group stays together for a certain period of time, it begins to develop a group

  personality, distinguishing it from all other groups, even within the same organization or field. In the latter case, this distinctiveness is sometimes called the corporate culture.




  Yet, as different as you and I may be, we are both going to feel hungry and tired by the day’s end: we have needs in common. There are three sets of need present in all working groups and

  organizations:
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          the need to accomplish the common task;
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          the need to be maintained or held together as a working and cohesive group or team;
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          the need that individuals bring with them into the working group by virtue of being individual persons.
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