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To Oxford, its professors, its students, its city, its
 history, its culture, its past, present, and future, and,
 of course, its Dreaming Spires.


To the Blavatnik School of Government, for serving as
 a place of a new phase of service, impact,
 and motivation.
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I wonder anybody does anything at Oxford but dream and remember, the place is so beautiful. One almost expects the people to sing instead of speaking. It is all like an opera.

WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS

Oxford still remains the most beautiful thing in England, and nowhere else are life and art so exquisitely blended, so perfectly made one.

OSCAR WILDE









Foreword
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I was delighted to be asked to write a foreword for this fascinating and important book. In a time when everything around us is changing rapidly, it has never been more crucial to consider the values upon which we want to base today’s policies and the society of tomorrow.

Undoubtedly, this book offers an important and timely discussion on the role of humanism in public policies, politics, and society. This comprehensive volume explains, in simple terms, how leaders can focus decision-making on people—on human dignity, rights, and responsibilities.

It clearly explains what humanism is and why it matters. It frames the discussion within the context of the technological revolution we are living through. It highlights the need for education, leadership, global cooperation, and a revitalized politics that responds to mainstream views rather than polarized extremes. Most importantly, it explores how we can instill these values in future generations.

In my view, we are experiencing a defining moment for leaders, in an era of disruption where effective delivery is vital. Technology is transforming our lives, creating new pressures but also new possibilities. Leaders must harness this energy to deliver practical and meaningful improvements—not to cause disruption for disruption’s sake, but to guide change through values; precisely the values that Iván and the contributors to this book clearly outline.

I hope this is not just a book to be read and enjoyed, but one that inspires action. If we want the future to reflect the values that this book champions, we must take action. We need to get involved. We must ensure that meaningful change is delivered through the values we share.

Thank you to Iván and everyone who contributed to this important work.

Tony Blair






Preface

In August 2022, at the end of my term as president of the Republic of Colombia, I received an invitation from Ngaire Woods, dean of the Blavatnik School of Government at the University of Oxford, to join the school as a transformational leadership fellow. This is an exclusive, invitation-only program designed to share experiences with professors and students and, at the same time, develop new projects with a transformational impact in the service of society.

When I learned about the program and its scope, I didn’t hesitate to accept. During such an important and necessary time of reflection and definition of new projects, like the one that follows the exercise of power, I found in Oxford, through its professors and students, a wonderful place to set new directions.

Over these three years of involvement with the university, I was able to establish the structure and goals of Fundación I+D [I+D Foundation] (Innovation for Development) alongside my wife, María Juliana, and a wonderful team of collaborators. During this time, I also wrote Our Future: A Green Manifesto for Latin America and the Caribbean, a book that proposes sixteen actions that, if taken by heads of state, can accelerate the path toward carbon neutrality1 in our countries and position Latin America as a leader in climate action. Most importantly, I had the opportunity to begin a series of conversations with professors, which have enriched my life and deepened my understanding of the reality in which our planet exists.

During these unique interactions with privileged minds, a question came to my mind: Where is humanism headed? When I told Karthik Ramanna, a professor of leadership at the Blavatnik School, that this question resonated with me and that I wanted to share it with professors from different fields to hear their opinions, the process of creating this book started. 

We live in a world driven by immediacy, constant device connectivity, information overload, misinformation, a fierce competition between anonymous users and impostors on social media, and, at the same time, incredible scientific advances. Never before have we had such democratic access to information, nor have we been more vulnerable to misinformation. Never before have we had such access to cutting-edge technology, yet at the same time, we see democracies increasingly threatened by sectarians, demagogues, and populists who can polarize and divide us for their electoral ambitions. Never before have we had so many tools to extend life and so many weapons to destroy it. 

Based on these perspectives, I began to wonder more often whether we are becoming more humane or whether we are drifting away from our natural tendency to act in the interest of collective progress and, in the same way, defeat many social ills that have, at different times, caused the bloodiest and most devastating moments in our history.

Humanism has many definitions. Some associate it with literature and culture as a field connected to science but distinct from it; others place it within the realm of classical knowledge. However, for me, the idea of humanism is linked to any thought, philosophy, or doctrine that affirms human dignity and advocates for its freedom, autonomy, and rationality in the context of historical and social change and progress.

It’s interesting to start from our right to define concepts and begin a conversation where we can discover common factors that motivate us to defend humanism across various fields of knowledge, cultures, and sensibilities.

That’s how, as I walked the streets of Oxford—a city shaped by the university and a university shaped by the city—the more I interacted, the more questions, analyses, and points of view began to surface. I felt over nine centuries of ideas and debates swirling in every direction, in a place where humility in the face of knowledge is a fundamental obligation.

Oxford is known as the “City of Dreaming Spires” because its majestic towers define a unique architecture that has housed many of the most distinguished minds in history. They have also been constant witnesses to debates that have shaped literature, medicine, astronomy, philosophy, science, economics, art, and music, among other fields.

The protagonists of this remarkable history that surrounds every corner of Oxford are its professors: real men and women who walk its streets without arrogance or pretension, with wisdom shaped by centuries of ideas and debates, where originality is increasingly difficult to achieve, but where the opportunity to innovate is never lost. As one professor told me: “I once proposed an idea convinced of its originality, and another colleague told me that the idea was good, but it had already been discussed in 1710.” 

At Oxford, professors blend in with the general public. It might be that in a bookstore, a café, a bar, on a walk, or simply in their dining halls filled with paintings and books, someone sitting next to us is recognized as the world’s leading expert in their field of knowledge, or perhaps a Nobel Prize winner, or even a future disruptor of knowledge. 

Every street in Oxford is lined with characters, professors, and students whose literary influence continues to spark discussion and controversy. You can trace the footsteps of Lewis Carroll and the creation of Alice in Wonderland; the poems and plays of T. S. Eliot and his spirit of innovation and rebellion; the provocative ideas of William Golding, who wrote Lord of the Flies to provoke debates about the human condition; the works of Robert Graves, who explored history and literature at Oxford to connect us to classical times; the different perspectives on religion, Christianity, and heroism in the writings of C. S. Lewis; the fantasy worlds crafted by Tolkien; and Oscar Wilde’s education, to name just a few. 

The “Dreaming Spires,” as the University of Oxford is known, began offering higher education in 1095. Over the centuries, it has been organized into colleges or schools, such as Merton (1274), University College (1280), Balliol (1282), Exeter (1314), Oriel (1324), and Queen’s College (1341). Its classrooms have been attended by remarkable minds such as Thomas Hobbes and Jeremy Bentham, who influenced the ideas of the state and society; scholars like Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of the internet; Isaiah Berlin, one of the most important political thinkers of the 20th century; Iris Murdoch, a prominent philosopher and thinker focused on morality; Ida Mann, who revolutionized ophthalmology; Stephen Hawking, a physicist who changed how we view the cosmos; political figures including Margaret Thatcher, Tony Blair, and Indira Gandhi; and notable economic thinkers like Adam Smith, who studied at Balliol College from 1740 to 1746. All of them, along with hundreds of brilliant students, have made Oxford a place where the influence of history is deeply felt and leaves a strong impression on visitors.

This vast wealth of knowledge and personalized education thro­ugh tutoring make Oxford a place where learning, innovation, and the drive to find answers and solutions to humanity’s most important challenges thrive.

For all these wonderful reasons, I wanted to visit the “Dreaming Spires” and talk with its professors about the future of humanism and our major challenges as humanity, from different angles, disciplines, perspectives, and goals.

Creating a list of brilliant minds was challenging, and I couldn’t rely on selection methods that would lead me to categorize my conversation partners. Therefore, there is some arbitrariness in how I organized the list of my interlocutors, with the Blavatnik School of Government, my alma mater at Oxford, holding a special place among the professors I spoke with for eighteen conversations on the future of humanism.

This book, titled Strength and Truth: Conversations in Oxford on the Future of Humanism, features philosophers, astrophysicists, neuroscientists, architects, musicians, historians, entrepreneurs, physicists, sociologists, economists, and politicians who, in their roles as teachers, draw on the past to envision the future. They enrich their specialized approaches with a broad view of life, where culture shapes and motivates them toward their own idea of excellence.

These conversations are not meant to be scholarly dialogues, but rather human, reflective discussions, and therefore imperfect and changeable when faced with the questions raised. Each encounter was characterized by admiration, amazement, debate, similarities, and differences, always with the goal of giving the reader a sense of thought and reflection on the present and the future. 

Each interview teaches us lessons and is not meant to lecture or hold a dogmatic view, but it opens our minds to the vastness of the thinking of those at Oxford who want to contribute to a society that remains true to its humanistic goals. 

During this process, I was asked many times why I wanted to write a book of conversations. My answer was always related to the idea that conversation is an art, a privilege, and a pleasure—especially when it occurs without premeditation, spontaneously, and without calculation, but in an authentic way. 

The coat of arms of the city of Oxford features the powerful phrase “Fortis est veritas,” which clearly translates as “The truth is strong.” Humanism constantly seeks the truth about our progress and our place in the world, promoting better societies and striving for human excellence to overcome major existential challenges. The defense of humanism must be an ongoing symbol of our inherent strength, helping us understand how to become more resilient in our ethical and moral foundations. 

I invite you, then, to enter these “Dreaming Spires” inhabited by men and women whose strength lies in the pursuit of truth and who, through the course of history, encourage us to be humanists in all areas of knowledge so that our essence enables us to create a better world. 

Iván Duque Márquez 

Bogotá, February 2025



1This describes a situation in which the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions of an organization, company, or country are offset by removing or reducing GHGs, leading to a net zero balance.
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Chapter 1
 Karthik Ramanna 

Transforming Without Imposition: Leading With Vision in Complex Times
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Professor Karthik Ramanna is one of the University of Oxford’s lead­ing professors on government affairs. In this interview, we discuss ethical leadership, pluralism, artificial intelligence, and transformative education. He argues that leadership is not about imposing but rather about serving with integrity and building communities capable of leaving the world better than they found it. A meaningful conversation about values, education, and the impact of building from diversity.

One of Professor Ramanna’s great achievements is having consolidated the spirit of the Blavatnik School of Government at the University of Oxford. Hundreds of students of all ages, backgrounds, and circumstances share the philosophy Ramanna instilled at the school when he was its director: refraining from taking a stance on anything.

Certainly, in the building we have procedural rules that are humanistic and rules about how we organize ourselves that are similar to a kind of liberal democracy,” he explains, concluding his message by saying that the School functions “like the United Nations.”

A British-American of Indian origin, Ramanna is an economist who listens quietly, undisturbed by anything, as if he were savoring a glass of wine. When he speaks, he offers definitions that are as simple as they are profound, like his definition of leadership: “Leaving things better than we found them.”

With these principles, the Blavatnik School of Government motivates its students, consistently reminding them that “this is their home” not only throughout their master’s studies but for the rest of their lives. This cultivates a feeling that, as they work to change the world, they can always come back to Oxford, a university established 929 years ago, to renew their knowledge.

During the conversation, we debated the morality of politics. In my view, politics can be amoral, but he argued that it was immoral. Ramanna settled the disagreement by saying that when he was director of the master’s program, he “deliberately” chose not to adopt a definition on anything because the goal was to create all the guarantees so that people from all traditions “could come and participate in the discourse.”

This interview was the first I conducted for this book, which I had many doubts about because of its ambitious scope. I am grateful to Karthik Ramanna for giving me, as he does with his students, the confidence needed to proceed with the following interviews, through which Latin America and the Caribbean will learn for the first time about the University of Oxford’s vision of humanism.


      

Oxford, United Kingdom, January 23, 2023

IVÁN DUQUE MÁRQUEZ (IDM): I have admired and learned from your entire career and have analyzed your leadership. Could you briefly tell me how you define leadership? I would appreciate a simple answer, please.

KARTHIK RAMANNA (KR): The clearest and simplest definition I have found is this: leadership is leaving things better than we found them. Naturally, there are more complex and rigorous definitions from a social science point of view that we could explore. However, what truly resonates with me is simply this: leaving things better than we found them. This idea opens up the potential to interpret leadership in many different contexts.

It can be observed that this definition specifically separates leadership from what we call positional power or positional authority, because exercising leadership does not require being in a role where one controls resources, such as a budget, or having an impressive title.

No matter where someone is in an organization or systemic hierarchy, they have the ability to leave a situation better than they found it. How they choose to exercise that power depends on the context. For example, someone might step into a situation where it’s clear what they want to achieve or do to improve the scenario, and they can express that because the setting allows for it. Alternatively, they could enter a situation where, regarding their previous point, they might say: “Well, the people here really just need a lot of kindness.” So, they might say: “I came to do X, Y, and Z, but that’s not really what’s important. What’s important now is to be kind.”

IDM: Let’s explore that further, the definition you just shared with me about leaving things better than you found them. In your opinion, what are the most important qualities a leader should possess?

KR: Once again, the best article I’ve read on this subject is Daniel Goldman’s piece on what makes a good leader. It conceptually outlines five conditions that are necessary in a leader, although some might dispute them, and I think part of why I like them is because they are quite comprehensive. But what I notice is that, when I present these conditions to people, they can resonate differently with each person, and that’s because we tend to view these conditions through the lens of our own weaknesses. We say, “Ah! That’s the most important condition for leadership because it’s the part I find most difficult in myself or in the people who are currently leading me.”

These five conditions are quite comprehensive. Essentially, Goldman talks about the need to have a kind of self-awareness, empathy for others, the ability to motivate oneself and inspire others, and self-reflection. Self-reflection is different from awareness and self-consciousness, which are focused on how to restrain oneself.

Leaders must be able to adjust their restraint depending on the environment. If, in order to be truly effective, someone needs to be unrestrained, then they must be unrestrained; however, if the environment requires restraint, then they need to be restrained. This moderation differs from conscience. These are the conditions defined by Goldman; I believe they are quite comprehensive, and I use them as a framework when analyzing leadership.

IDM: Do you agree with Goldman, or could they also be called “Karthik’s rules of leadership”?

KR: I wouldn’t take credit for them because he did the heavy lifting. What I did was adapt them to the circumstances I’ve been examining. If I had to define what makes a good leader, I would say that the qualities I mentioned earlier are what I look for in people and try to develop in them. More importantly, I try to develop these qualities in myself whenever I find myself in different situations.



“If we don’t practice what we preach, we won’t have credibility or the ability to influence anything.”



IDM: Would you say, then, that leadership is an exclusively human condition?

KR: No, in fact, leadership is deeply unnatural to the human condition. The human condition can be seen as almost the antithesis of leadership because the human condition involves a kind of tribalism, a capacity for self-promotion or egocentricity, and if left to our most basic instincts, leadership would fade away. In reality, it is a learned skill, which is why I strongly believe in the need for leadership education in society, because it is not an innate human trait; it’s something learned that requires us to invest heavily in ourselves to develop it and to continually maintain it. We can spend ten years building “leadership muscles” only to be placed in a toxic environment or one that triggers our lowest instincts, causing those muscles to vanish. Therefore, developing and maintaining leadership demands significant time and effort; it even necessitates formal institutions and norms to preserve it.

IDM: Do you think humanism is in crisis?

KR: If we interpret humanism through Kant’s categorical imperative, then I would say that we are experiencing an amplified version of the challenge Nietzsche posed when he said that God was dead.

Basically, the conditions that shaped our ability to have those humanists, or the institutions and norms that defined our capacity to have those humanistic tendencies and instincts—which in the European context were based on Christianity and belief in the divinity of Christ—were dismantled by the scientific revolution and have been progressively dismantled ever since. In various parts of the world, as the scientific revolution has advanced, those conditions have been further broken down.

In that sense, the humanist tendencies that were preserved in the best interpretation of Christian doctrine in Europe are now facing a crisis. So, within those limits, I would say yes: humanism is in crisis.

However, there are other institutions that support humanism. The challenge, of course, is that there is a kind of adjustment process when one set of institutions declines and another comes to replace it. What happens during that transition—and this is what we’ve seen in these turbulent periods in earlier cycles of human history—is part of the challenge we face now.

I believe the additional layer we face is that the principles of humanism have been maintained in society throughout history due to what we call “the noble lie,” and we live in this information age where all human knowledge exists within this framework. It is hard to sustain a noble lie in the current context because we haven’t evolved to have it that way.

In that sense, it is a challenge to determine which institutions will support our humanistic tendencies in the absence of, let’s say, the ability to believe in something as fanciful or fantastic as, for example, the Christian dogma or any kind of religious dogma.


“We are experiencing an amplified version of the challenge Nietzsche posed when he said that God was dead.”



IDM: If we assume that humanism is in crisis and that leadership is needed to address the challenges of our time (climate crisis, polarization, violence, post-truth, etc.), what is necessary today, from an academic perspective, to overcome this crisis? What values and principles are essential for students to practice authentic humanistic leadership that can positively impact the issues I just mentioned?

KR: I would say that the most important thing that can be done in any type of community to develop leadership is to lead by example. The conditions of the community must reflect, at a minimum, those that we want students to be able to experience in the world. So, if we don’t practice what we preach, we won’t have credibility or the ability to influence anything. Yes, that’s where we have to start.

Once you have that, the question arises about what students tell us: “Yes, these principles and learning values are fine for this university, but once I go out into the world, you can’t expect me to abide by them. I’ll stick to those values when I’m in this building, which is like a temple, but when I’m outside, I won’t have to.” And that is the challenge posed by a very pragmatic aspect people consider, which begins with what a Leadership Development program like this one aims for: to equip people to be able to gradually create and recognize the conditions seen here as effective in other situations or environments where they must act.

They come here and tell us: “We are 140 people from sixty or seventy countries. We’ve only known each other for three or four months, but we’re already like best friends.” Then, I think we must have done something right. The challenge is to figure out how we can use this to effectively promote our programs in other parts of the world. We want students to reflect on these issues and consider which parts of this experience they would like to replicate. Each of them will take something different from this experience and apply it to their own context. And one of the reasons we tell them that this is their home—not just for the year they are here, but for the rest of their lives—is because we want them to come back here, to refresh them­selves whenever they need to, so that in carrying out their mission or the cultural transformation they aim to create in the world, they feel that they can contribute something from this experience.

IDM: Do you believe artificial intelligence is a tool or a threat to humanistic leadership?

KR: Neither, because artificial intelligence presents both challenges and opportunities. There is a version of artificial intelligence capable of doing for humanity what industrialization did. For example, for thousands of years, what mattered was being able to pull a plow in the field, but now that is not what matters. So artificial intelligence can change how post-industrial society is viewed.

In this sense, artificial intelligence could unleash human creativity and ingenuity on a scale we never thought possible. It will require a new type of education and new rules for organizing society politically. After all, the rules we have today were built on industrialization. Similarly, we will see these rules and norms evolve.

Some of the challenges you mention about humanism are as old as philosophy itself; they are timeless and have effectively endured the rise of technology. These challenges trace back to the very nature of reality and who we are, and to basic questions like what time is, what it means to have mass and energy, and so on. It is somewhat flippantly said that all Western philosophy is nothing more than a footnote to Plato’s Republic, and in that sense, once a treatise on these questions is written, these issues tend to remain consistent over time.

IDM: Speaking of exemplary leadership as you describe, I would like you to share examples of your favorite leaders, whether they are from corporate, public, political, or intellectual backgrounds.

KR: There are several leadership models I’ve found to be very effective in the contexts where they have been applied. Therefore, many of the examples I will share will focus on my life, and will not be people you know, but I have found them to be truly effective at leaving things better than they found them. I will provide some names, then.

One example that comes to mind is a man who served on my thesis committee at MIT and has become a close friend. He is a professor at that university, with strong political opinions, and he has very solid approaches to his research and a well-developed conceptual framework for analyzing the world.

But what I’ve learned most from him, and what I believe has had the greatest influence on my profession, is that despite his strong views and his genius for expressing them, he has been a champion of critical thinking. More than anyone else of his generation, he has promoted a culture of objective and critical thinking and the expectation that scholars in our discipline should demand the highest standards of rigor in their thinking, both from themselves and from each other.

Another name you are familiar with is Ngaire Woods.11 She is an example of how an organization like Oxford, which has existed for 900 years and believes it knows everything, after eleven attempts to establish a school of government and thinking it was no longer necessary, decided to try again, and here we are. Making changes within an organization built to resist change isn’t easy. Not only do you have to deal with that, but also with the “tall poppy syndrome,” which involves criticizing, attacking, or resisting someone simply because they are successful. So, how do you build a culture of excellence in a context that is strongly resistant to change?

All of this demands incredible tactical skill, immense patience, and, as mentioned earlier regarding Goldman, self-control in various situations. Incidentally, he is another individual who excels in a specific context.

Driving change in organizations that strongly resist it: this exemplifies a good leader.

IDM: How can a school of government become a training center for humanistic leaders who can bring positive change in government while navigating an amoral activity like politics?

KR: I’m not sure that politics is amoral…

IDM: Well, perhaps we shouldn’t generalize, but in many cases, it has become amoral worldwide, and we see this with autocratic regimes.

KR: So, it’s immoral rather than amoral.

IDM: I believe it’s amoral because politics is handled in some respects as if there were no battle between good and evil or between right and wrong. Many students want to be idealistic, want to return to public service, and make meaningful changes in society. However, in practice, they have to navigate amoral politics, since many rules of the game resemble the Wild West, with no transparent system of checks and balances.

KR: I disagree with the premise of the question, but let me highlight elements that resonate with me. I will say that our goal is not to create humanist leaders because humanism is a very specific philosophical dogma. There are civilizations as old or older than Christianity that have different perspectives or that would not define themselves as humanist in the same way. So, at our School of Government, we are very careful not to take a stance on anything. Certainly, we have procedural rules that are humanistic and rules about how we organize ourselves that are similar to a kind of liberal democracy. That is how we operate, much like how the United Nations requires certain structures to function.

But just as there are member states of the United Nations—which reflects a kind of implication of the Treaty of Westphalia—that are not democracies and do not embrace humanism, many of our students come from traditions or hold personal views that are contrary to humanist principles. So, we don’t have an opinion on this; that is, we bring together people we believe are committed to a life of public service, and we want to create the conditions for them to teach and learn from each other.

Now, it may be that, during their time here, those who come from non-liberal traditions or who are, let’s say, outside of what we would traditionally recognize as humanism, absorb elements of it, which is great. However, it’s not something we adopt as part of our philosophy.

So, yes, we do have a procedure, or at least I have taken a very procedural approach to this issue. Some professors here might have a different view. They might say that we should actually have an opinion on abortion or climate change, or that we should express our views on same-sex marriage. In my own research, I obviously have very strong opinions on climate change, but when I am the director of the MA in Public Policy, I don’t express them. I am a different person. When I serve as director, I intentionally avoid taking sides because my goal is to create an environment where people from all backgrounds can come and participate in the discourse. But that has been a design choice, that’s all.

IDM: What is the most important humanistic leadership tool that a school of government can provide to a student today? Or, if I may be more specific: what is the added value of leadership training that the master’s degrees you have developed offer to an Oxford student compared to one from Harvard, Wharton, Cambridge, or elsewhere?

KR: That’s a great question. In our view, we stand out in three ways: first, we have a significant international diversity, so we don’t impose a dominant national ethic in the classroom. I know that many nationalities are also represented at Harvard, but the ethic in the Harvard classroom is the American ethic. Here at Oxford, you never walk in and assume that the Westminster system is the dominant ethic. There is no dominant ethic here.

The second is not to segregate the program by experience. Therefore, the president of a country is in the same class as a twenty-two-year-old student, and we believe that this intergenerational learning is extremely valuable.

And the third is to deliberately create a blank space in the curriculum (about ten hours per week) for students to decide how best to use their time, rather than us determining it for them.

IDM: My final question: For you, who have trained leadership students at Harvard Business School and government students at the Blavatnik School of Government, which type of leadership will have a greater impact on the future of society: public or private?

KR: You can’t build a functioning society without both private and public leadership. I’d add a third component to that formula, which is civil society. It’s not that one is more important than the other. It’s like trying to build a tripod with only one or two legs: it won’t work because you need all three legs. Each one does different things, but they’re all essential, even for society’s basic functioning.


“Artificial intelligence could unleash human creativity and ingenuity on a scale we never thought possible. It will require a new type of education and new rules for organizing society politically.”



IDM: One more question: Do you believe that books on leadership written by “non-leaders” have an impact on students?

KR: Written by “non-leaders” in the sense of books written by academics?

IDM: Yes.

KR: In a way, the challenge with books written by leaders is what we call “selection bias”: they tend to see things from their own perspective. It’s like I always say: “You can be a great case writer but never write a case about yourself because you’re never going to be truly objective about it.”

Certainly, one can tell their autobiography and story from their own perspective, which is their lived experience. But from the perspective of trying to study something, objectivity becomes important. You don’t have to be an academic to be objective, but you do need to have critical thinking skills, including the ability to be your own best devil’s advocate while writing.

One thing the mentor I mentioned taught me is that when you write a book or an article, every word must justify itself. You need to review your writing and ask, “Do I need this here, or can I remove it?” In that sense, the key is to develop that objectivity that allows you to say something meaningful about your subject. I believe that’s what truly matters.

IDM: Professor Ramanna, I believe this has been a great first session for a book that aims to do exactly that—foster leadership in the unpredictable yet exciting times of the contemporary world. I sincerely appreciate your contribution to Strength and Truth.



1See the following interview.








Chapter 2
 Ngaire Woods

Educating for Service: a School that Makes a Difference in the World
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Professor Ngaire Woods is the dean and founder of the Blavatnik School of Government at the University of Oxford. Visionary and passionate about public service, she tells us about her commitment to ethical, humane, and transformative leadership. A conversation that invites us to rethink politics as an act of dignity and to train leaders who change the world by serving others.

When she takes a break from her role as Dean of the Blavatnik School of Government, where she teaches the Global Economic Governance course, another of Professor Ngaire Woods’ passions is sailing.

She says she enjoys doing it against the wind, getting close to it, hitting it, and maneuvering the ship as it heels. It can be challenging, but if the navigator is flexible, there’s often a chance to pause and ask whether they really need to go from point A to point B today, instead of heading to C, where conditions are better and the trip can be faster, more comfortable, and more rewarding. And so, on another day when the wind is calm, set off on the route to B.

These are the lessons inspiring the Blavatnik School of Government and are taught to lawyer Woods’ students, whom she advises to “not go against the grain.”

She also tells them that “when you see a brick wall that shouldn’t be there, don’t keep throwing yourselves against it, because it’s useless; study it carefully, find out which brick you can remove to make the wall collapse, and then do it and see how the wall falls.”

She established the Blavatnik School of Government twelve years ago after visiting many countries and experiencing their unique characteristics, including those of her home country, New Zealand. During her travels, she observed a widespread desire among communities to be better governed.

“Everyone wants those who govern, whether in a small town or a huge country, to be even better leaders,” she says. The reason for this demand is that a “small improvement” in the public sphere can have a positive impact on the lives of millions of people, “while a large improvement in a company has a smaller impact.”

This School of Government has the benefit that its students come from many different places. Although they initially see certain situations as foreign, during debates they start to see them as their own.

They learn, then, that the problems of different countries are often similar and that, therefore, “governing means finding people who are prepared to take responsibility for what they do and for those around them, and empowering them to turn that responsibility into action,” she argues.

It is not a responsibility that is “limited to feeding and clothing people,” but rather one of recognizing their dignity and “creating soc­ieties in which all people are allowed to have human dignity.”

Ngaire Woods appreciates the efforts of 190 governments to support the Sustainable Development Goals, which are to be achieved by 2030, but she lamented that, at the time of our conversation (January 2023), hundreds of thousands of people were dying of hunger, and many children lacked electricity in their schools.

Having written her doctoral thesis on sovereign debt restructuring, Ngaire is well aware of the consequences for poor countries that default on their debts. “It’s brutal,” she says, because the effects are food and energy shortages. However, she argues that the world has the power to overcome these obstacles through cooperation.

The type of student the Blavatnik School of Government considers ideal is someone eager to serve others, not one eager to lead. A servant of the community, not of themselves. This is how the school’s founder described it during an interview where she navigated uncertain public policy issues without faltering.

      

Oxford, United Kingdom, January 24, 2023

IVÁN DUQUE MÁRQUEZ (IDM): I’ve opened the umbrella of humanism in this book of interviews. How do you define humanism from your perspective as a leadership trainer?

NGAIRE WOODS (NW): I know we academics often respond to questions with questions, but I’m being very honest when I ask you, Iván: what do you mean by humanism in your project, in broad terms? I’ll share my thoughts later, because humanism can have many different meanings.

IDM: My reflection is that what has distinguished academic work, especially at Oxford throughout its history, is the ability to reflect on how to improve society based on human conditions. I believe this is one way to define humanism, and today it may be declining because we tend to rely more on data and science rather than returning to the most basic human principles.

NW: Yes, now I fully understand. At Oxford, people often use the word “humanity” to refer to all aspects of the study of humanism, as you define it. What we’re talking about in the humanities is the examination of all the ways humans express their humanity, including history, the arts, archaeology, as well as the history of song, the history of culture, or the history of novels or drama. For me, all of that is extremely important, and I say this as a social scientist because the social sciences focus on averages. We look at the center of the normal distribution curve and say, “Look, on average…” The arts focus on the extremes of the normal distribution curve, which are very important for understanding what people are like: not their cost of living, but how they’re experiencing it. Are they angry? Are they miserable? Do they have aspirations? And I think if we don’t know who we are, there’s no point in collecting data.

Growth is meaningless if we don’t understand who we are and where we’re headed. For me, the humanities are about discovering where we come from, who we are, who we want to become, and what our ideal self looks like—not just as individuals, but also as a community and society.

IDM: Early in my career, I had a professor who used to say, “If you want to be a politician, nothing can be indifferent to you,” and, in a way, for a humanist, nothing is indifferent. But this is a question for Ngaire Woods, who made the creation of a school of government at the University of Oxford possible after so many attempts by others. How has the expectation that the Blavatnik School of Government would play a major role in humane policymaking developed over the past decade, and what motivated you to make this the cornerstone of this particular project?

NW: My motivation was partly because, during many trips around the world, I’ve met many communities, and I believe they all share one common desire: they want to be better governed. They all want the leaders who govern them, whether in a small town or a large country, to have even stronger leadership. I think it’s worth pausing to reflect on why that is. A small improvement in government can impact the lives of millions, while even a significant improvement in an individual business or community organization tends to have a smaller effect.

Regarding your question about the role of humanism in all this, good governance isn’t just a dry exercise in economic reasoning; it involves finding people who are prepared to take responsibility for their actions and for those around them, then empowering them to act on that responsibility. This responsibility goes beyond simply feeding and clothing people; it also includes seeing others as human beings and respecting their dignity. That’s the goal for me.

IDM: The School of Government may be Oxford’s most modern school after 900 years of history. How would you describe the ideal student at the School in terms of the skills they will gain here and apply to society?

NW: My ideal student is someone who wants to serve others. Not someone who seeks to lead, but someone who seeks to serve. Someone with empathy and the intelligence to synthesize ideas and find the best way to serve people.

I was once told that the more you know, the less you observe, because, since you think you know everything, you stop seeing what’s really there. And I think there’s some truth in that. We have to learn that the more we know, the more often we need to be silent, open our eyes, open our ears, open our hearts, and look at things we may not recognize or be able to categorize because we can be blinded by our desire to turn everything into something we understand.

IDM: If you’ll allow me to revisit those qualities of an ideal student, what are your thoughts on the ideal political leader you’d like to see in your students, especially considering the challenges of our time, such as climate action, equality, and possibly migration?

NW: The ideal political leader possesses three key attributes. First, they are there to serve a purpose and support the community, not themselves. Second, they do so with integrity, which means considering the fairness of their actions, and sometimes it involves not acting to be liked but to be trusted. Third, they must be competent, which I define as knowing what you don’t know and how to find it out. This trait—understanding your gaps in knowledge and seeking information—is very important in public leadership because, as a former president, you know this, there are so many issues to make decisions about that it’s impossible to know everything. However, if you are a bright and well-educated person, you will have some knowledge about nearly everything, which can sometimes be risky. Therefore, knowing what you don’t know and how to find it out is, in my view, truly essential.


“No matter how charismatic, brilliant, or visionary a person might be, they accomplish nothing if they work alone.”



IDM: One of the topics you’ve worked on extensively is governance, especially its connection to ethics. You also come from a country like New Zealand, where ethics are highly valued and deeply ingrained in people’s identity. How do you think humanism can help address the moral challenge of creating more ethical politics, fostering more ethical political discussions, and maybe building a more ethical public administration?

NW: Where do ethics and our moral compass come from? Each of us—as a parent, as a policymaker, as an academic, or as a community member—needs a moral compass, and we can ask ourselves where it originates. I remember reading something very simple: children will treat others the way they are treated. If you yell at your children, they will yell at others; if you hit your children, they will hit others; if you cheat in front of your children, they will cheat on others.

For some people, the answer to my question about where their moral compass comes from is religion; for others is family; and, for others still, is both. It’s very important. It’s what it’s meant to be… It’s what makes human beings good—that moral capacity to reason and to enjoy doing things for others. And it’s striking to me that, in the 21st century, people are writing books about how the true source of human joy is doing things for other people, serving others. And there are business leaders treating this as some kind of extraordinary revelation. Sometimes it takes people a while to understand this, but we must get there.

IDM: You mentioned something very profound. The way you treat your children will shape how they treat others. You are a mother, an academic, and a visionary who has led the School of Government at Oxford to become one of the best in the world. What values apply to your life as a mother, as an academic, and as a leader who wants to see these principles embedded in your students’ DNA?

NW: Though it’s not easy to summarize, I can put it this way: each of us is what we choose to be, and I mean each of our actions, not what we say. As a result, each of us is infinitely capable of improvement because we can always enhance our actions. By doing this every day, we can become better people. And by creating the right conditions for people to do good, we make it easier. Whether in government, within an organization, at Oxford, in Great Britain, in an international organization, or around the world, we must create the conditions for people to be the best version of themselves, or to improve.

IDM: In one of our early conversations, you mentioned something I still recall vividly: your passion for sailing. What has sailing taught you about policymaking?

NW: What I love about sailing is that you can try to sail against the wind, navigate through a strong current, and bump, crash, and make the sailboat heel. It’s uncomfortable, difficult, and the sailboat doesn’t go very fast. If you’re rigidly determined to go from A to B at that exact time and on that specific day, you’ll often find yourself bumping into the wind, which is very uncomfortable. If you’re a little more flexible and ask, “Do I really need to go from A to B today? Why don’t I just go from A to C instead, where the wind and tide are with me? I’m moving quickly, comfortably, and easily, and I’ll get where I want to go.” That, to me, is very important. I tell students—and this is one of my life lessons—when you see a brick wall that shouldn’t be there, don’t keep throwing yourself at it because it’s useless. Study it carefully, find out which brick you can remove to make the wall collapse, and then remove it and see how it falls.

You have to go with the flow, so to speak. Don’t get into unnecessary fights, don’t make unnecessary enemies, and don’t swim against the current without a reason. Sometimes you need to, but always try to go along with it. And that’s very important at Oxford because this place is 900 years old, and there are all kinds of things done in very peculiar ways. If you try to do everything your own way, you’ll burn out. So, by understanding where you’re going with the flow of the place, you learn from it and, sometimes, find that it’s actually much better.

IDM: So, how would you define leadership? I believe you’ve said something very profound about the lessons you’ve learned while sailing. Tell me how you define leadership and, perhaps, what leadership skills you think come from humanism, science, and data-driven analysis to help create what you want to achieve as the ideal student at the School of Government in Oxford.

NW: My view of leadership has evolved significantly over time. Twenty years ago, I would have said that a good leader must have a strong vision, be charismatic, and be a good speaker, among other qualities. Now, the first thing I consider is how skilled the people they manage to attract to work with them are and how effectively they mobilize their team, because I’ve realized that no matter how charismatic, brilliant, or visionary a person might be, they accomplish nothing if they work alone. The essence of great leadership is the ability to attract talented people who share the same mission and are willing to go the extra mile, and then there’s the ability to mobilize them so they can work together to achieve their goals. That’s what true leadership is all about.

That’s why, all over the world, I see people looking at political leaders or CEOs with awe, saying, “Wow, look at that guy!” I believe we should focus more on their accomplishments, which means examining their teams. Have they made the right choices? Do they have a strong team? Are they guiding it properly? Do they have the courage to replace the wrong person with the right one when they’ve made the wrong decision?

IDM: I think you’ve raised a very interesting point: being able to motivate others to perform at a high level and recognizing failure both require a lot of humanity because they involve putting yourself in someone else’s shoes. Do you believe this can be taught, learned, or is it somehow innate? In other words, can we develop that sense of leadership, and how does the School foster it?

NW: I believe we can all learn this every day, and we need to keep doing it, but once we reach that point, the leader can’t rest on their laurels. It surprises me that a very good leader can become a very bad one because they develop the habit of trusting their own judgment and making their own decisions. And the more everyone around them supports them because they think they are wise, the more they form that habit and, in fact, get worse.

Good leadership involves continuously listening to others, staying in sync with them, and humbly accepting their input, even if you believe they might be wrong.

The really interesting aspect and major benefit of the Blavatnik School is our diverse international group of students, because sometimes it’s easier to see things from a distance than up close. People often joke that it’s much easier to notice someone else’s family issues than their own. You might look at your neighbors and call them terrible parents or criticize how badly their children behave. The same thing happens with countries. Many of our students start out thinking, “Oh, that country has huge problems. Isn’t it terrible that they do A, B, or C?” But after engaging with people from that country and talking with them, they realize that their own country has similar issues and challenges, and they are more alike than they initially thought. That other country only appeared different at first glance.

If that student is from Colombia and learns to see things like a Briton, a Russian, a Chinese, or a Nigerian, this might seem very strange to them. But actually, what they’re learning is to see things differently than before. In Colombia, there are many diverse people—people with different life experiences—that require the ability to observe and understand unfamiliar perspectives. My hope is that the students at the School will continue to learn how to listen to what isn’t familiar and how to see what is unfamiliar to them.


“Good governance involves finding people who are prepared to take responsibility for their actions and for those around them, then empowering them to act on that responsibility.”



IDM: So, one of your obsessions, and perhaps one of mine as well, is whether we can defeat corruption and improve our governance and transparency in all public administration processes. What do you think are the values, principles, or tools of humanism that can help accelerate the defeat of grand corruption in government?

NW: Beating corruption in governments is simpler than people think. Let me explain. I think only a small number of people are truly corrupt; they cheat almost unconsciously, perhaps because they learned to do so early in life. It surprises me how adults teach their children to cheat and then wonder why those children turn out to be thieves. However, I believe it’s easier to fight corruption because humans are naturally tribal. Most of our actions aren’t based solely on personal interests; instead, they depend on what we think others are doing. Most people want to act like others unless they deliberately choose to be different.

Here’s a simple example: when there are paper towels in a bathroom and you put up a sign that says “80% of people only take one,” you’re not actually instructing people to take only one. And in practice, people only take one. Subconsciously, humans want to do what everyone else is doing. So, if people believe most others are cheating, many will cheat—most of them, not all; there are always some angels who never cheat, no matter what, and always some corrupt individuals who are corrupt regardless. But most people do what they think everyone else is doing. That’s why the virtuous circle in Finland or New Zealand means that most people believe no one else is cheating in government, and that’s why they don’t cheat.

Whereas, if you’re in a government where most people think everyone cheats and therefore it would be foolish not to cheat, then the role of leadership is crucial because the leader must change the norm. That’s what Lee Kuan Yew did in Singapore: he changed the norm. He said, “Actually, people aren’t cheating in the government, because if they are cheating, even if they’re my best friends, they’ll go to jail.” So, by changing the norm, it becomes accepted as ours, and that’s what sociologists call “the logic of appropriateness.” For example, when people wonder whether they should take out their umbrella, they look out the window: if everyone else is carrying one, they take theirs out, and if no one is carrying an umbrella, they leave theirs at home. It’s not logical, is it? It would be more logical to check the weather forecast.

IDM: So, are we doomed to have immoral politics, or will we eventually get better politicians?

NW: No, neither is inevitable. We must create the conditions for better politics and establish circumstances that enable people to be their best as citizens, voters, and politicians. We are at a point in history where we permissively let the worst conditions occur, and I would point to the unregulated use of algorithms to spread not only fake news but also the worst types of violence and pornography to our children.

This is a bit extreme, but we wouldn’t allow our children to attend a school where teachers strip naked in front of the class and participate in sexual acts, would we? Yet, we think it’s okay for unregulated pornography to flood our children’s cell phones all day and all night.

It breaks my heart what we’re doing to the young people of the next generation because it’s as if we’re taking away the world’s healthy food and drowning them in candy, which will make them sick. That’s what we’re doing to their brains by flooding them with self-feeding information. The algorithm just personalizes what catches each person’s attention. We all know our focus can be drawn to things we’d rather not see. Taking that unintentional attention and then, without regulation, overwhelming it with content through algorithms is disastrous.

We must create conditions for human beings to be rational because that’s what makes us human, that’s what makes us good: the fact that we can think morally and decide where we want to go, what kind of parents we want to be, what type of society we want to live in… And all of that is rational and intentional. In the algorithm-driven world of social media, such intent is lacking.

IDM: To what extent should we teach principles of moral philosophy in the age of post-truth and algorithm manipulation? To what extent can the time a student at the School of Government spends on such moral philosophy reflections positively influence better policies in the future?

NW: I want to use the analogy of tobacco. For many years, governments spent a lot of money telling us not to smoke for public health reasons, while tobacco companies spent a hundred times more promoting how glamorous smoking was. The tobacco companies weren’t foolish because they sold huge quantities of cigarettes.

I believe it’s unlikely that teaching moral politics and promoting moral citizenship will succeed without addressing the overwhelming amount of information that floods people, including misinformation and the unintentional wave they live in. We must focus on both, or it will be like the 1970s with tobacco, when a small ad would appear saying tobacco was harmful, followed by countless images of glamorous women smoking. When we consider where people’s attention is—and I’m not just talking about those under thirty—everyone’s focus is on that small device called a cell phone, which contains thousands of images and pieces of information that hold their attention for hours without them intentionally seeking anything specific.


“In the 21st century, the true source of human joy is serving others.”



IDM: Yesterday, I was talking with Karthik Ramanna, and when I asked him about the leaders he admired, he named you for your ability to persuade his team to make the right decisions about how to improve society from the School’s perspective. Do these kinds of reflections keep you up at night?

NW: Some of the issues we’ve discussed concern me overall. Honestly, what keeps me up at night the most is feeling like I should have done better, that I haven’t met my own standards, or that I haven’t been the person I want to be. I strongly believe in being intentional, and I’m very aware when I’m wrong.

IDM: Shifting to a topic related to public policymaking, and considering the challenges we will face in the coming years, do you think the Sustainable Development Goals are real and achievable, or are they just the same old benchmarks we want to prove to ourselves we’re going to fight for but never actually reach?

NW: I would say two things about them, one positive and one negative. The positive is that there’s something magical and inspiring about the fact that almost every country in the world agrees that these are the goals they should strive for as leaders. That’s really powerful because there are so many differences between human beings, between communities. In international politics, there’s a lot of finger-pointing. People love to point at other countries and say, “You’re terrible because…” But despite all those differences, it’s very significant that almost all of humanity was able to create the Millennium Development Goals and the Sustainable Development Goals. They’re definitely a bit messy because they result from negotiations among more than 190 sovereign governments, but it’s very inspiring that they all managed to agree on the core objectives, and that’s something we should hold onto. These seventeen Sustainable Development Goals are something the entire world has agreed upon, regardless of whether they are communist, capitalist, left-wing, right-wing, religious, non-religious, small, large, traditional, modernist, colonized, or colonizing governments. That’s something very valuable.

Regarding my negative view of the issue, I want to say that not enough progress has been made; in fact, we witness social emergencies related to development every day. Let’s look around the world, not only at developing countries but also at wealthy nations, and ask ourselves: How many children went to school this morning hungry? How many children, even in this country, live in freezing homes and haven’t had breakfast before going to school? The answer is: too many. How many children even attend school? Even in my home country, New Zealand, only six out of ten children attend school the required number of days each year. Speaking of a food crisis means that there are still many people worldwide who are dying of hunger. Concerning the energy crisis, a large portion of the population lacks electricity in their homes or schools, for example.

That’s the human side of the entire world of development goals, while the economic side is tied to the debt crisis, which is starting to overwhelm countries as the dollar strengthens, and interest rates increase. I wrote my doctoral thesis on sovereign debt restructuring. I am very aware of what happens to poor countries when they can’t pay their debts, and it’s brutal, but it’s manageable. All three issues are solvable. There’s no food shortage globally, no energy shortage, and no lack of liquidity to handle the debt crisis. The world has everything it needs in those areas. The only thing missing is cooperation. So, we must work together.

I was dismayed at Davos this year that, amid a development emergency caused by the food, energy, and debt crises, this was not on the agenda. The war in Ukraine, sustainability and climate change were discussed, and I think the countries that generally promote international cooperation are very preoccupied with geostrategic issues right now. On one hand, there is the Russian invasion of Ukraine and concerns about their own security; on the other, their politics and economy. When I look at the United States, European powers like Germany or France, the United Kingdom, or other G7 countries, I rarely see them pay so little attention to international cooperation as they do now. However, we are in a developmental emergency that can be addressed through international cooperation, or at least that international cooperation can significantly ease it.

IDM: What you just said is very insightful, and I completely agree. In fact, in all my interactions with students at the School of Government, I’ve noticed a shared desire to leave a lasting impact. Regarding this, what is the legacy that sets the Blavatnik School of Government apart—built by you from the ground up, where you brought top academics—in comparison to other schools of government worldwide?

NW: I don’t expect this to be a distinguishing factor; in fact, I want all forms of government to reach this crucial goal: to inspire exceptional individuals to serve the public and support them in their efforts. In the 21st century, the major issues we face—such as climate change, security, and development crises—are challenges that no society can solve without its government taking proper actions.

A government can’t solve all these problems, but it must clearly define the minimum it must do to address them, and it must do it effectively. For that reason alone, we need at least some of the smartest, most resilient, determined, and innovative people in each of our societies to enter government, in elected offices and in public service. That’s what I hope the legacy of this school will be. I want it to influence how we raise aspirations for public service and how we nurture and empower those involved.

Let’s remember that forty years ago, in most countries, public service was seen as noble. In nations fighting for independence and post-colonial rule, it was regarded as noble; it was part of nation-building. For countries affected by World War II, it was part of the post-war reconstruction. And in countries that became democratic, it contributed to building the new democracy. There was a time when public service was truly considered noble and worthy of appreciation and aspiration, and we need to nurture that spirit.

IDM: Wonderful, Ngaire. I truly enjoyed this conversation.






Chapter 3
 Paul Collier

Leaders Willing to Leave Their Comfort Zone for a Common Purpose
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In this conversation, Paul Collier, professor of Economics and Public Policy and one of the most influential thinkers today, reflects on the importance of leadership during crises, the power of personal sacrifice, and a practical approach to addressing social and economic issues, as well as the connection between reducing carbon emissions and economic growth in developing countries—an insightful conversation about justice, purpose, and action.


Although he was born in South Yorkshire—one of the less prosperous counties in England—and is a professor of Economics and Public Policy at the Blavatnik School of Government at the University of Oxford, Paul Collier believes he is better recognized in Germany than in his native England.

Collier took part in the discussions and offered his professional expertise during important, yet necessary, decision-making processes following the reunification of the two German states after the fall of the Berlin Wall.

And since he grew up in an English county known for its steel production, which is also home to several famous cutlery brands, such as those from Sheffield—the capital of South Yorkshire—my interviewee has firsthand knowledge of the complexities involved in the world’s transition to clean energy.

Collier emphasizes the importance of establishing a “social pact” before countries move toward decarbonization. He gives the example of a town in Germany that had always depended on mining, but which, thanks to a national agreement, was assured a decent standard of living during the transition to more efficient and less polluting economic activities.

The political sacrifice made by the German government in that mining decision exemplifies the leadership power of Volodymyr Zelenskyy. According to Collier in this interview, the Ukrainian leader “has decided to tackle his country’s rampant corruption” and “has fired his corrupt ministers, including his corrupt chief of staff.”

These were “greedy people,” and for that very reason, they were expendable in Zelenskyy’s eyes. Thanks to this and other measures, he gained the support of world leaders such as German Chancellor Olaf Scholz.

Having been named one of the “world’s greatest thinkers” a few years ago by the prestigious American magazine Foreign Policy, my interviewee struck me as remarkable for the simplicity of his approach in such complex times.

He speaks of “shared purpose,” which means “the duty to contribute,” just like Zelenskyy’s case, whose message to the nation at the start of the war was: “If you are a man of fighting age, it is your duty to contribute to the common good. You must join your local militia and be ready to fight.” And that is what people did.

The interview discusses Brexit and other referendums, where, unfortunately, voters often “vote as if they were participating in a riot.”

Toward the end of our conversation, I asked Paul Collier whether the Sustainable Development Goals proposed for 2030 will be achieved. “I don’t think there’s even the slightest chance,” he replied, “because no one is willing to make those sacrifices.” He based his answer on the fact that, for example, it is the wealthiest countries that should be closing their coal-fired power plants, not the poorer or developing countries.

This message is essential for Latin America, where common sense rather than populism disguised as good intentions should guide the public policies of the governments in power. This is based on another insightful discussion I had in Oxford.

      

Oxford, United Kingdom, January 25, 2023

IVÁN DUQUE MÁRQUEZ (IDM): Professor Collier, you have dedicated much of your work over the past decades to understanding the root causes of poverty, the quality of democracy, and the evolution of capitalism. To what extent do you think it is necessary to revive humanism in policymaking and government actions to be more proactive in fighting poverty, strengthening institutions, and moving toward a more conscious form of capitalism?


PAUL COLLIER (PC): What we need to rediscover is a practical willingness to come together and address real, urgent problems. Instead of starting with grand ideas, it’s better to focus on practical solutions: tackling carbon emissions and how the world can reduce them, as well as considering the role that middle-income countries, especially Africa today, can play in this effort.

As you point out, Africa has a role in reducing global carbon emissions. However, the main challenge for the continent is catching up to other parts of the world. Over the past 50 years, Africa has fallen far behind in terms of prosperity levels achieved by other regions.

You did an excellent job in Colombia by achieving a period of rapid economic growth, and that quick growth is a well-known requirement for swiftly lowering poverty. Africa, with very few exceptions, hasn’t experienced that. What do we see if we examine where rapid growth has occurred in Africa? Rwanda, Ethiopia, to some extent Senegal, and, honestly, not much else. Therefore, the challenge or priority for Africa is to achieve rapid growth, which can then be used to improve the living standards for ordinary people.

However, the approach to reducing carbon emissions cannot come at the expense of that social objective. This presents a real challenge: How can we find a balance between the need to cut carbon emissions and the goal of increasing economic growth? Where is the point of compromise? The answer is that Africans are unlikely to prioritize carbon emissions reduction, so we need to identify areas with no trade-off.

Let’s consider where there wouldn’t be a trade-off, which is where it makes sense for Africans to move toward carbon-free energy generation. Here’s a practical example of a society facing this challenge, a struggle that is growing even as we speak: South Africa. That country has a major coal-producing region, located mainly in the KwaZulu-Natal area, a political power center heavily influenced by former President Jacob Zuma, who arguably did more damage to the South African economy than almost anyone else I can think of.
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