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CAPITALISM


TO


PEOPLEISM




PRAISE FOR THE BOOK


‘Ravi Chaudhry has brilliantly captured the need to reimagine our collapsing economic system with humanity and ambition. All great societal transformations require leaders, and all great leaders require wisdom and courage. Capitalism to Peopleism offers plenty of both.’


—Paul Polman, co-author, Net Positive; former CEO, Unilever


‘Ravi Chaudhry has given us a gift of wisdom and empowerment with Capitalism to Peopleism. He documents and guides the evolving nature of how we understand the current economic model and provides a roadmap for how we can put people right at the heart of the economic system.’


—Chris Coulter, CEO, GlobeScan; co-author, All In: The Future of Business Leadership


‘This book is a pathway from a world teetering on the precipice of self-destruction to a world in which humanity has solved critical problems. It calls for the most profound and yet simple transformation—from profits to people as the organizing principle for economics and social affairs. People, planet, profit is the golden key and Mr Chaudhry provides the way to combine all three to the benefit of all.’


—Jim Garrison, Founder and President, Ubiquity University; Director, New Paradigm Institute, Washington, D.C.


‘Ravi Chaudhry offers a visionary roadmap for transforming our global economic and governance systems. With incisive analysis and profound wisdom, he charts a course from the failings of modern capitalism to a more equitable, sustainable future. This is not merely a critique, but a masterful blueprint for action, challenging leaders to evolve from knowledge to wisdom and embrace a new era of “survival of the wisest”. Chaudhry’s concept of Peopleism provides a compelling framework for reinventing democracy and business to truly serve all of humanity.’


—Iain Patton, Founder, Ethical Team PR, U.K.


‘This is one of the most transparent and compelling analyses of the current state of leadership I’ve ever encountered. What I find particularly encouraging is the author’s optimism in suggesting potential ways forward. He extends an invitation to all leaders to recognize the growing power of collective wisdom and its increasing ability to address global challenges effectively, while valuing the unique contributions of each individual in the process. Ravi Chaudhry conveys it clearly: it is not too late for leaders to reconnect with the people, to reinvent what it means to be elected or appointed, and to understand that leadership is not about serving just a select few, but entire communities and the planet as a whole. We all share one family— humanity, and one home—our planet Earth. It is time to shift from capitalism to peopleism.’


—Dr.hc. Violeta Bulc, Founder and Curator, Ecocivilisation Movement; former Deputy Prime Minister of Slovenia; former European Commissioner


‘Capitalism to Peopleism is a ground-breaking book that challenges the status quo and presents a visionary path forward. It offers profound insights into the failures of current systems and introduces Peopleism, a transformative governance model rooted in equity and sustainability. Essential reading for leaders and change-makers, it empowers individuals to shape a better future with wisdom, compassion, and inclusive leadership.’


—Tomas Björkman, Founder, Ekskäret Foundation, author, The World We Create: From God to Market


‘Capitalism to Peopleism leverages Ravi’s vast experience in leadership and consulting to guide readers through a journey of self-discovery and societal evolution. This ground-breaking book challenges the status quo, addresses the existential crises facing our world, and advocates a shift from outdated capitalist principles to a transformative model of Peopleism.


Drawing from historical and contemporary contexts, Chaudhry presents a compelling vision of a future dominated by wisdom-led leadership and compassionate governance. He empowers readers with the tools to foster collaboration, bridge the divides, and champion the rights of all. Capitalism to Peopleism is a clarion call for change, inspiring seasoned leaders and aspiring change-makers to prioritize people and the planet over profit. Let’s join Chaudhry in shaping a future that aligns with our shared values and aspirations. Our journey towards transformative leadership starts here.’


—Joshua Chimakula Ngoma, Founder and Chief Enabler, Enterprising Africa Regional Network (EARN); author, It’s Time for Africa: Embracing Our Ancient Roots and Charting a Prosperous Tomorrow


‘Capitalism to Peopleism is a work of incredible original thinking, ‘inspiring a leadership transformation’, before human civilization runs out of time. Ravi Chaudhry reveals how everyone can access the wisdom inherent in each of us and help co-create a ‘Safe New World’ for all of us. An essential read for those who care about their future.’


—Rinaldo Brutoco, Founding President and CEO, World Business Academy, USA


‘Capitalism to Peopleism resonates deeply with the core values of the Globally Responsible Leadership Initiative. This transformative work champions the principles of responsible leadership, ethical governance and sustainable development. Chaudhry’s call for integrating human-centric values with economic and political systems aligns seamlessly with our mission to foster globally responsible leaders. His concrete proposals for democratizing democracy and fostering inclusive, equitable societies are not only timely but essential for addressing today’s global challenges. This book is a must-read for anyone committed to creating a more just and sustainable world.’


—John North, Executive Director, Globally Responsible Leadership Initiative, South Africa


‘Capitalism to Peopleism is one of the most significant books of our time. It distils how humanity stands at a watershed moment in history, defining the leadership and governance models needed to create a world that works for everyone. An extraordinary book that bridges the author’s unparalleled experience, practice, and wisdom, charting the path to a Wisdom Economy that serves the well-being of every individual, organization, society, and our natural environment. This book is a must-read for every aspiring and accomplished leader.’


—Peter Matthies, Founder, Conscious Business Institute; author, Plan BE: A Professional’s Guide to Authentic Success


‘Citizenship, Ownership and Leadership are the three pillars of any society. In the new era of planetary boundaries, resource and economic disparities and multi-cultural societies, reinventing what it means to be a citizen, an owner, a leader is what all countries should be working on. Ravi Chaudhry’s book aims straight at these pillars in a coherent, holistic exposé with clear recommendations for action. Such wisdom and experience are shining through his words. For readers outside India, his writings are doubly enlightening, since they are underpinned by Indian philosophy and practices, which the whole world ought to know better.’


—Marcello Palazzi, Co-founder and Chairman, Progressio Foundation and Leaders for Good Cooperative, Netherlands


‘Ravi Chaudhry’s admirable—and necessary—search for a holistic but achievable vision for national governance led him to the Gitanjali of Rabindranath Tagore, which envisages a State in which citizens enjoy access to learning, knowledge and skills; are encouraged to think and express their views honestly; and to display respect for all, whatever their race, gender, religion, caste, or other status. This is a splendid triad of socio-political virtues.


Ravi describes the ethos of the State he seeks, as ‘enabling every resident to pursue her quest to achieve her highest potential’. Facilitating the actualization of the potential of each person is the founding ethos of all great civilizations. The sole reason for the existence of any government is to enable the well-being of the citizens and other residents. If we distil that responsibility to its essence, it requires the State to provide equity, security, and sustainability, the last of which is, of course, intergenerational equity.


Ravi’s splendid book discusses these themes and unpacks their implications in today’s world. It is both timely and important at a time when narcissism and privilege have come to define the social systems of the advanced economies and are misdirecting those of many emerging societies.’


—Sean Cleary, Executive Vice-Chair, FutureWorld Foundation; Managing Director, Centre for Advanced Governance, South Africa


‘Ravi’s book is an essential read for anyone seeking a solution to the existential challenges we collectively face. His central thesis that we “must make way for the primacy of people and the preponderance of nature” should be everybody’s call to action!’


—Thierry Malleret, Co-founder and Managing Partner, Monthly Barometer and the Summit of Minds, France


‘Ravi Chaudhry raises a profound issue in this book. Given the unprecedented advances in science, technology and productive capacities, why is the world threatened by a growing array of existential challenges? He reminds us of a fact most often forgotten by both theorists and practitioners: economy, business and technological development are social institutions founded to promote the welfare and well-being of society in a manner that preserves the rich, productive capacities of the natural world which supports our existence.


When theory and practice are divorced from this objective truth, they undermine the very purpose for which these institutions exist. He points out the misuse and abuse of all forms of social power—economic, political and social—that undermines democracy, equitable development, and the security of all. He calls for leadership based on wisdom and time-tested universal values that are enshrined in our constitutions, but widely misapplied and misinterpreted in practice. Rather than lofty unattainable ideals, he asserts the value of these values as the essential wisdom needed by leaders in all fields to promote sustained peace, prosperity and sustainable development. The conclusions he comes to are of fundamental relevance to present and future leaders of business, technology and government.’


—Garry Jacobs, President, World Academy of Art and Science; Chairman and CEO, World University Consortium




Also by Ravi Chaudhry


Quest for Exceptional Leadership: Mirage to Reality (1st Edition—2011, 2nd Edition—2016)
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Dedicated to


Present and future global leaders in society and business who have the conviction and courage to uphold these timeless truths:




	The core essence of humanity that flows in each of us is essentially the same.


	Responsible leadership with good governance is the only way to ensure equitable and enduring growth for all.


	Credible and autonomous ‘oversight institutions’ are indispensable for genuine democracy and sustained societal prosperity.







An Invitation to ‘Shape Your Future before It Shapes You’




The world is moving so fast these days that anyone who says it cannot be done is generally interrupted by someone doing it…No one ever gets far unless he accomplishes the impossible at least once a day.


—Elbert Hubbard (1856–1915)1





A Personal Invite


The deficit of responsible leadership has been conspicuous for as long as one can recall, but it has always been accepted as a fait accompli by both: those who govern and those who are governed. However, the events of the last four years have stirred up the status quo and the fault lines of leadership are clearly visible. These events have not only shaken up but also awakened the people. Perhaps for the first time ever, most leaders in business, politics and society are deeply concerned about how these sudden twists could impact their future.


This book addresses the concealed anxieties of the leaders today and outlines a pathway to help them become better leaders and live better lives. It is about discovering one’s potential to be ‘the best of oneself’, while also becoming a catalyst to bring out ‘the best of everyone else’ whose lives one touches. This is the only credible way to partially neutralize the deliberate or inadvertent adverse consequences of past actions. Concurrently, this book also lays down the agenda for the leaders of tomorrow.


Though focused on leadership in business and society, this is a book for all of us, as our future is invariably determined by the decisions and actions of our leaders. At each step, we will take calls on what our leaders must do and what we as citizens and consumers need to do, individually and collectively, to shape our future before it shapes us.


While preparing for this endeavour, I thought it necessary to create conditions so that we can readily and naturally collaborate with each other. To start with, I have done four things:




	I have completely emptied my mind of all my past biases, beliefs, and assumptions, with no remnants of pre-conceived notions whatsoever.


	I am conscious that I am a product of my upbringing and my culture. I tend to notice only the things I think are important to me, and remember only those ‘important’ things. All others, I simply ignore. Even when I pay attention to the things I like, most of my attention is directed towards what I am looking at. I have resolved to start paying more attention to where I am looking from. Then alone can I take full cognizance of the perspectives of others. Then alone can I ask the right questions.


	I am nudging the adult in me to become a child once again, knowing well that a child loves everyone around her; a child is content and happy with what she has; and every child dreams. A child does not see any barriers and she believes everything is possible.


	I am aware that I do not know the answers to all the questions that concern us. With utmost humility, I look forward to collaborate with a diverse group of stakeholders to ensure that the answers we are looking for will meet theirs as well as our aspirations.





With these premises, there is a much better chance that we will find the right answers to the many vexing questions that confront us all the time. We shall begin with a brief overview of what has happened since 2020.


Four Years of Persistent Challenges


The popular saying goes: ‘There are decades when nothing happens, and then there are weeks when decades happen.’2 Collectively, we have come through a series of such periods since 2020.


It is worth reflecting how something that did not exist until 2020, the Covid virus, acquired the inconceivable power to humble the entire might of the planetary economy that is worth US$ 85 trillion. Nothing that futurists could imagine had prepared humankind for such an overarching clutch of events that would leave a large majority of seven-and-a-half billion people so hapless and helpless for so long.


People in every nation were confined and isolated for long periods of time. More than a billion people were reported to have been infected with the disease and at least 10 million people lost their lives.3 Powerful governments found themselves incapacitated. Many of the best-managed corporations felt suddenly debilitated. The veneer of impregnable supremacy in virtually every domain developed cracks as the entire human race struggled to meet the persistent challenge of this miniscule adversary and its mutations.


Soon, it became clear that the adversary was not the issue. We would get a respite from the adverse effects of Covid, which eventually happened in 2023. The concern was that another adversary could appear at any time, either in the same incarnation or a different one and with even greater ferocity. The issue is whether we realize that these pandemics, as also acts of war or terrorism, and extreme weather events, are not accidents or results of planetary configurations, or random acts of nature, but more of a reprimand to the human race stemming from our collective misdeeds of the past.


It was, in effect, a forewarning of even more adversity. Worrying about Covid was bad enough, but the multiple spectres of wars, inflation, climate change, the perils of unrestrained Artificial Intelligence (AI), and many other dire concerns also continue to trouble us now. It is time to completely transform how we live, with a total revamp of the human relationship with nature as well as relationships among humans.


The Biggest Leadership Challenge Today


If we study history over the centuries, we find that sometimes calamities or catastrophes have led us to a better world. From the formation of small kingdoms to nations, and after the Second World War, to the formation of the European Union (EU), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and the worldwide phenomenon of globalization that enabled strangers in different countries to become friends and collaborate in joint ventures. But these transformations take time, and it always feels like things are at their darkest before dawn. Now, too, the world will move on. As always, the aftermath will inevitably lead to a new set of winners and losers.


Three hundred years earlier, the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution tore down the foundations of an ancient order. Seemingly permanent kings, religious heads, tribal chiefs and feudal lords were all thrown out.4 Since 2020, multiple new hammers have been chiselling our world once again. Naturally, our concern is where we will be in the new matrix of champions and also-rans.


We were all living our lives and running our businesses in relative stability, reasonably well. In a flash, the sense of continuity and familiarity which is the bedrock of our emotional security vanished. Virtually everything around us changed. But our past beliefs, prejudices and habits still stay with us, which make it difficult to accept the new reality. We develop a feeling of dis-ease. To ensure that the dis-ease does not become a disease, we have to review our beliefs, discard our prejudices, and change our habits. But that is not easy. We keep learning all the time and yet we do not change. For successful executives, ‘The past is never dead. It’s not even past.’5




This is the biggest leadership challenge today: the unwillingness or the inability to face reality.





Strangely, when one learns, one does not change. You change only when you absorb. Let me share an ordinary experience. I made myself a cup of coffee and added a little sugar. But when I sipped it, it was not sweet. Since I had not stirred the coffee, the sugar had not been absorbed.


Likewise, change happens only when the learning is absorbed. Till then, one is not even aware that one is unaware of the new ground realities.


A character named Mike in Ernest Hemingway’s novel The Sun Also Rises is asked how he went bankrupt.6 He responds, ‘First gradually, and then suddenly.’ The same fate awaits those who persistently disregard the new reality.


What Is the New Reality?


This is the end of the era of ‘business-as-usual’. You can feel the change. The silent brunt of Covid is likely to last for a long time. The embers of the wars in Ukraine and Gaza will not be doused soon. The uneasy relationship between the US and China is a constant source of uncertainty. Erratic supply-chains may drag inflation longer even as AI technologies hold the potential to severely lessen new job opportunities and give rise to unforeseeable problems. One thing is certain: the things that have changed could change even more, and the things that have not yet changed will also begin to change. No industry and business will be spared the impact. Some will disappear. Some will revive and recover. A few may thrive.


However, the ones that survive will certainly need to renew themselves. They must accept the new expectations from society. The unrelenting adversity experienced by billions of people over the last few years has awakened humanity to two stark realities:




	
Rapid acceleration of pre-existing trends such as automation and digitization, heightened surveillance from state and non-state actors, rising nationalism, a noticeable retreat from globalization, and a new amphitheatre of geopolitics, all of which could lead to unpredictable economic impacts; and


	
Unobstructed exposure of global fault lines such as the deficit of responsible leadership in business and society, irresponsible capitalism, worsening inequality, and lack of justice, all of which have brought to the fore the long-ignored and perpetually overlooked societal expectations from leaders.





It has become more obvious that capitalism as it is practiced today is concerned only with itself and is fixated only on profits and growth. It is blind or oblivious to environmental and social realities.




Corporate objectives and societal expectations are like the two tracks of a railway line; they seem to converge in the distance but in reality, they never do.





All this has exposed the fragility of our global economy, our frail public health structures, and our deeply corrupted systems of governance. The burden of this mis-governance does not much impact the well-off, it is borne primarily by the poor and the marginalized communities. Societies need a bigger meta-story. People are yearning for meaning in their lives. Organizations that realize the importance of having a higher purpose will benefit themselves and their stakeholders. One has to create a purpose, share the purpose, and live the purpose with humility and continuous reflection and introspection. There can be no divergence between one’s organizational purpose and one’s personal commitment, nor between a leader’s personal agenda and the aspirations of society.


Leaders that embrace these ideas in what they think, what they say, and what they do are likely to emerge as the new winners in the next decade. The heartening part is that this process is neither difficult nor unlikely. Quite effortlessly, it leads one to the intuitive discovery that ‘when you change the way you look at things, the things you look at also change’.7 This realization makes it naturally easy for leaders to relate and collaborate.


A Rare Watershed Moment in History


The world today is traversing a ‘watershed moment’, a definitive moment in history that completely changes the future trajectory of the human race. It is a divider in time and space beyond which the things that mattered till now will never be the same again. It is a moment when history ceases to determine our future.


Usually, a watershed moment is recognizable in hindsight—for instance, the gradual transitions from the Hunter-Gatherer Economy to the Agricultural Economy, followed by the Industrial Economy, leading to the Information Economy and thereafter to the Knowledge Economy. Humankind is now on track to transition to a new era of the Wisdom Economy. We are perhaps the first members of the human race who are able to recognize a watershed moment as soon as it arises. This is an exceptionally precious and rare occasion that bestows on us a collective opportunity to consciously choose the type of future we want. It is a choice that comes once in many lifetimes. To make the best of it, for all of us, we must recall two important truisms:




	There is nothing inevitable about our future. We have access to a multiple array of resources to influence it. We can even outline the detailed contours of our future and take charge of our own destinies.


	We have been used to incremental change so far—often two steps forward and then a step backward and a step sideward. This won’t suffice anymore. This is a time for big leaps, a time for transformational change.





At this watershed moment, we must raise relevant and fundamental questions deep within ourselves and answer decisively: What do we want our future to be? Let us call it a ‘Safe New World’. This book is an earnest attempt to provide clarity on what we should seek and how.


The Legacy of Huxley’s Brave New World and Orwell’s 1984


Aldous Huxley and George Orwell were both intellectual giants and prolific writers. Huxley’s Brave New World,8 written in 1932, and Orwell’s 1984,9 written in 1949, were both speculative fiction, projecting what the future may look like. It is a coincidence that the future both these books portrayed was a dystopian one. Each one used a different context and a different script but, in substance, both the novels focused on complementary, overlapping warnings. Many reviews rightly emphasize that the authors wrote their books in an attempt to try and prevent the imagined dystopias from coming true.


Somehow the world today has become a mix of the futures that Huxley and Orwell vividly highlighted: authoritarian regimes, unmitigated surveillance, indiscriminate social stratification, the ever-present risks of nuclear war, biological and chemical weapons, human control through bio-engineering and psychological conditioning, and similar other dire scenarios.


Even though Huxley specifically warned, ‘This is possible: for heaven’s sake, be careful about it,’ and Orwell explicitly cautioned against leaders who tell blatant lies and asked us to ‘reject the evidence of your eyes and ears’, it did not help.10 I wonder if the portraits of the future in science fiction and speculative fiction, while they imagine alternative trajectories, actually make those futures possible.


However, if a dystopian future can come true, so can a non-dystopian one. Somehow, many of our writers and philosophers have tended to dwell more on the ills of civilization rather than on its potential virtues. Is it because predictions of bad news and sad outcomes sell better? Or is it because publishers believe that pessimism is serious philosophy and optimism is just wishful, impractical imagining? In either case, the Latin proverb, ‘Fortis imaginatio generat causum’ (A strong imagination begets the event) holds true.


In my submission, I have refrained from using the term ‘utopia’ because that implies an unattainable, idealist state. I sense all of us will be content with a meaningful, collaborative, sustainable and a genuinely equitable future.


A New Narrative for a ‘Safe New World’


It is in this context that this book takes on the task of creating a new, contemporary narrative that will enable humanity to venture beyond the ‘Brave New Worlds’ envisaged in the last century. We shall all work together to outline the vision for a ‘Safe New World’ for humanity:




	A world that is safe to live in, and peaceful for everyone, everywhere;


	A world that is safe for all to learn, to question, and to reason;


	A world that is safe for everyone to think, to dream, and to speak without fear;


	A world that is safe from pandemics and deadly diseases;


	A world that is safe from famines, terrorism and wars;


	A world that is safe for children, women and all minorities; and


	A world that is safe for all the species that sustain eco-balance and life on Earth.





Are We Asking the Right Questions?


It is not unusual for successful and wealthy people to believe that they know the answers to all the questions of life. However, the unacknowledged reality is that all the questions have changed quite suddenly. And yet, the erstwhile beliefs and prejudices continue to hold sway. What we know continues to be an impediment in being open to what we do not know.




To find the right answers, we must ask the right questions, and then keep questioning the questions till we have fully understood every aspect of the new reality that envelopes us.





What are the top-of-the-mind questions doing the rounds since 2020? If you ask the least well-off, the four billion people, over half the world’s population, with little income, no savings, no stable jobs and uncertain prospects, you discern a palpable sense of resignation. Their frustration is fraught with simmering anger: ‘Why us again? Why us every time? Is poverty our eternal destiny?’


If you look at the ignored minorities, you can still hear the reverberating echoes of ‘I can’t breathe’, ‘Black lives matter’, ‘Dalit lives matter’, ‘Jin, jiyan, azadi! (Woman, life, freedom!)’, ‘This religion is better than that’ and other similar slogans from all over the world. You wonder: Where is racial justice? Where is social justice? What happened to education justice? And whither climate justice?


If you ask small business entrepreneurs and owners of service-sector industries that create 60 to 80 per cent of the employment in a nation, they wonder, ‘If capital is not accessible to us, supply chains are choked, globalization is in retreat, and inflation is at a peak, how long before our fortunes start reviving?’


If you ask big business, their concern is, ‘How can we cut costs even as we digitize person-to-person interactions, automate processes, and discover new, relevant business models, employing as few people as possible all along?’


As regards political leaders, you don’t have to enquire, heads of authoritarian regimes as well as many professed democracies are using the opportunity to strengthen surveillance and hegemony, and deepen the ‘deficit of democracy’.


Political analysts remind us that human history is an unremitting saga of discords and accords among nation states. At this juncture in the 21st century, when existing multilateral institutions, including the United Nations (UN), are virtually moribund, and when the strong winds of nationalism, protectionism and ‘my-country-first-ism’, are blowing across all continents, one encounters more discord among nations than at any time since the Second World War. The Russian attack on Ukraine, a sovereign nation, in February 2022, and the Israel–Palestine war, which began in Gaza in October 2023, have cast a dark pall on mankind’s hopes for a gradual, peaceful convergence of political differences and ideologies.


There has been an ongoing dialogue on how we can make G-20 leaders genuinely, collectively accept that no country or region can hereafter be an island of seclusion; we will either all grow, or we will all perish. The G-20 summit in Indonesia in 2022 was dubbed as G-19, since Vladimir Putin, the president of Russia, did not attend. Putin and Xi Jinping, the Chinese president, both skipped the G-20 summit in India in 2023, making it a G-18. Though the African Union was invited to join this grouping to provide a greater voice to the global south, the outcome did not convey a sense of urgency to collectively acknowledge and address the perennial challenges the planet continues to face: ecosystem collapse, nuclear menace, technology’s dangerous trajectory, financial exclusion and inequality. The emphasis was more on how not to challenge any member’s stated positions and sensibilities. Other than making a few prosaic, high-sounding declarations, no common grounds were identified to make a decisive push towards a more united, better world.


This planet belongs to all of us. Territorial ambitions or military actions may create a façade of transient superiority for a nation but eventually, everybody loses. It is still within our capabilities to reverse course and begin envisioning a new charter to usher in a ‘United Nations of Earth’ in the ‘Safe New World’ that we envisage. The potential upside for both, those who lead and those who are led, is enormous.


The rays of light that provide hope in this endeavour are the ones emanating from a rapidly growing mass of people’s organizations, civil society, a few business leaders and new groups of volunteers miraculously sprouting all over the world. They are generating a new agenda and the new contours of leadership required in the third decade of the 21st century. These are the millions of people determined to demolish the demons of today and tomorrow. They all believe in this axiom:




The obstacles to shaping our future lie not outside but within ourselves.





Confronting the Global Divide and Governance Deficit


The well-off, barring a few, are capable of surviving all challenges. But for the less well-off, 53 per cent of the global adult population (about 2.8 billion adults that own a meagre 1.1 per cent of the planet’s wealth), life will not continue as usual.11 For them, better days seem far away. Grave deprivation is the norm; concerns about getting a job (or if they have one, retaining it), discrimination, forced migration, and the devastating consequences of natural disasters—one or more of these worries continuously pervade their lives.


Most economic commentaries and forecasts still tend to focus primarily on GDP forecasts, along with a generous sprinkling of the impact of geo-political risks on stock markets, currencies and asset valuations, while the vast majority remains stuck in a decades-old time capsule of stagnant wages and a dismal quality of life.


One seldom comes across a study that attempts to forecast the per capita income growth rate for the less well-off, the ones who make up 80 per cent of the population, which I believe should be the key criterion of the impact of the implementation of most of the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in every country.12 The usual classification of ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries is misleading. One country may be wealthier than another but to say that it is now ‘developed’ and therefore no longer ‘developing’ has an ironic connotation that these countries need to do nothing about their problems of inequality and poverty.


Irrespective of the average per capita income of a nation, as long as the gross income differential between the top 10 per cent of the population and the bottom 40 per cent, known as the Palma Ratio,13 collectively exceeds 2, which roughly corresponds to a Gini co-efficient of 0.35, in my view, that country must be considered a ‘developing’ country on any measure of social equity. Based on this criterion, there are only five countries in the world today with a Palma Ratio of less than 2.0 that can be called equitably developed: Iceland, Czechia, Norway, Slovenia and Sweden.14 China with a Palma Ratio of 5.03 and the US with a Palma Ratio of 5.19—corresponding to a Gini coefficient of about 0.48—have a similar level of social inequity. The corresponding figure for India is not readily available.


Regrettably, the fact that the richest only get richer and the poorest only get poorer is now looked upon as an inevitable consequence of economic growth. There is a serious apprehension that these feelings of inequity and insecurity will no longer be confined to the less well-off 80 per cent of the global population. Acceleration in the usage of new technologies such as AI, robotics and the Internet of Things is instilling fear among many people who are at the top 20 per cent of the income bracket. Meanwhile, a spate of unimaginable economic, social and political events continues to add fuel to the raging fires of ‘lack of trust’ and ‘absence of hope’ in most nations of the world.


The Edelman 2024 Trust Barometer reveals that 63 per cent of government leaders, 61 per cent of business leaders, and 64 per cent of journalists and reporters are believed to be purposely trying to mislead people by saying things they know are false or gross exaggerations.15 This ‘lack of trust’ between those who govern and the governed, and the accompanying ‘absence of hope’ for a better future, are the two prime viruses in our society today. Governments do not govern fairly, and the ‘good governance deficit’ continues to mount. Incrementalism and mere tinkering with policy frameworks does not work. A transformational shift is necessary in the way nations are governed.


The Quest for a Truly ‘Democratic’ Democracy


When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991 and the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, it was widely accepted that the West had won the Cold War and capitalism had finally defeated communism. In the words of Sami J. Karam, American publisher and author:




This sweeping statement was only partially true. If one took capitalism and communism as the only two protagonists in the post-World War II struggle, it was easy to see that the latter had suffered a mortal blow. But there was a third, stealthier protagonist situated between them—a system best identified today as cronyism. Even if capitalism did win over the other two contenders in 1991, its victory was short-lived. In the years that followed, it is cronyism that captured an ever-increasing share of economic activity. The distribution of power and money around the world makes it amply clear: cronyism, not capitalism, has ultimately prevailed.16





Cronyism is a partnership of convenience; a collusion between business elites, government officials and regulators with the specific intention to confer unwarranted or unjustifiable benefits on private entities at the expense of public interest. This is usually done surreptitiously through preferred treatment in awarding government contracts, hidden incentives or higher tariffs, and often blatantly through policy formulations that make competitors irrelevant. This collusion makes a mockery of both democracy in government and competition in business, and has detrimental short-term and long-term effects.


After 1991, there was widespread expectation that capitalism would bring about the long-promised prosperity for the masses but capitalism did not live up to its promise. The real issue has not really been capitalism versus the socialist market economy; it has been more about ensuring that governments, in at least the constitutional democracies, actually function democratically. In a clearly elitist quest for the rights of the few, we have let a nexus of the well-off hijack virtually all norms of democratic functioning.


Whatever the prognosis, people have been raising fundamental questions: Can capitalism survive? Is the capitalism that has evolved a product of democracy as it has evolved? The question then becomes: ‘Can true democracy be revived?’




How can we rediscover the fundamental tenets of democracy to seek a transition to ‘democracy as it should be’—for the people, not merely of the people and by the people. The latter two characteristics can never be sufficient conditions for a truly ‘democratic’ democracy.





This is the broad framework issue that the book addresses.


Is Responsible Leadership a Mirage?


We all live under the same sky but each of us has a different view of the horizon. Some of us may have a wide, broad view while others have a narrow, partial view. Some are conscious that the view they have is, at best, limited while quite a few assume, with characteristic over-confidence, that they have the entire view.


In all this viewership, an important aspect often gets neglected. What is the lens through which one is looking at the world? We are not referring to a Western perspective or an Oriental standpoint. It is not even a question of whether it is an elitist view or a bottom-of-the-pyramid perspective. The vital concern is whether the view is taken from the standpoint of one who is seeking personal gain or whether it is a holistic view aimed at addressing societal concerns.


There is a widespread public perception that those who lead belong to a self-centred, closed-circle, highly networked strata of global society who tend to think alike, irrespective of the country they live in and regardless of their own background. It is as if this is an essential pre-condition to join this small, exclusive decision-making group in the world that openly proclaims: conform or quit.


It could be argued that this is not entirely true. Indeed, there are quite a few exceptions. Regardless, what can no longer be ignored is that the chasm between the well-to-do and the rest has grown unremittingly, and the gap between ‘what is’ and ‘what could be’, or ‘what should be’ continues to become larger. There is a widespread cognizance of this gulf and yet no sincere attempt has been made to foster worldviews that could catalyse shared, corrective actions.


Noticeably, most of the leaders who have led us in the last few decades were unable to align themselves with societal expectations. They promised but barely delivered. They sought power and fought for it but, after securing power, displayed little responsibility or accountability. Barring a few individual exceptions, they collectively failed in country after country. Responsible leadership has become a mirage.


The dominance of the role of the corporation is incontestably perceived as a major handicap in transitioning to a better world. To shift from ‘shareholder primacy’ to ‘planetary primacy’, part-time ‘corporate social responsibility’ (CSR) must give way to ‘socially responsible corporations’ (SRC)—a shift from CSR to SRC.


A New Magna Carta—A Global Charter of People’s Rights


This book identifies discernible signals that humankind has taken the first decisive steps in changing the course of future history. It is a call to create a new Magna Carta, a new Global Charter of People’s Rights that will need to be enshrined as a non-alterable and inflexible component of every constitution in the world—a 21st century enunciation of how citizens hereafter will demand to be governed. Those in power may just have two choices:




	Willingly and transparently initiate serious work for improving the lives of the less well-off and create new benchmarks of inclusive development; or


	Be prepared for an unpalatable or even unthinkable fate.





There is a small time-framework for the heads of states—both democratically elected or heading dictatorial regimes—to voluntarily change course before the people they lead force them to do so. This book attempts to carve a new path and portray the constituents of a new policy framework. It explores in depth what the leaders today can do, without losing power, and how they could do it.


I do not believe that our collective wisdom will be incapable of finding solutions to the persistent problems that plague us. There is adequate knowledge to articulate what needs to be done, but the enduring reluctance of leaders to take the requisite actions is the root cause of the continued malaise. This will not last long. The leaders who wish to remain in power must volunteer to transcend from a state of indifference to a state of concern, with a commitment to implementing workable solutions. As they do so, they will be surprised to see how the future unfolds, not only for themselves but for all of humankind. By leading this transformation, they will become the proud pioneers in a global turn-around story; generating better lives and livelihoods, and shared, collective human happiness.


Quintessence of the Book


This book identifies the simultaneous emergence of two interrelated and interdependent phenomena. The first is the transition from the Knowledge Economy to the Wisdom Economy which, in its wake, is prompting a multitude of fundamental changes in how we govern and how we are governed. This triggers the second phenomenon, the initiation of the pioneering concept of ‘Peopleism’, a system of governance that sensitively collates and meets the collective aspirations of all citizens, within sustainable resource parameters.


This book spawns a ‘think-reflect-do’ agenda to reorganize and synergize our collective, unused potential. ‘One could be a pessimist by dint of reason or an optimist by force of will.’17 Our endeavour is to choose a path from the perspective of a pragmatic ‘possibilist’ and a realist. The present reality is not being ignored; the focus is on visualizing a better reality than we have today.


It is an invitation to all leaders, and to all citizens who think they deserve better leaders, to join this quest—not just to imagine the future we yearn for, but also to create a path to get there. It is not about fantasizing a utopian world; it is about gathering courage and conviction and working relentlessly to mould our destiny into the shape we want. It is about not letting our future cave in under the legacy of history or the tyranny of custom. It is entirely up to us, people all over the world, to choose to ignore the possibilities or actually make it happen. But let us remember that while it may not matter as much to us, it will matter a lot to the coming generations.


Undeniably, we are all strangers to our future, more so now as we enter a new era when the forces of change are gathering momentum against the forces of status quo at an unprecedented pace.


This book identifies multiple silver linings that while we transition to a new future, we have, for the first time, the means to be consciously cognizant of many favourable scenarios that could emerge. Let us choose a scenario we really crave for and happily transition to the ‘Safe New World’, where every person matters. It is, after all, our future. The future of our children and grandchildren.


_________________________


Author’s Note:


This book uses the terms he, she, and they as well as his, her, and their interchangeably—to reflect inclusion of all genders.




PART ONE


Facing Reality


Outlining a Vision




Chapter 1


Paucity of Responsible Leadership


The State of Our World Today




To lead people, you have to understand them.


To understand them, you have to be close to them. To be close to them, you have to love them.


If you don’t love them, you cannot lead.


—Mother Teresa (1910–1997)1





Civilization: A Story of Human Progress


The history of civilization is the history of the unfolding of human progress; the story of bridging the chasm between what we are and what we can be. It is the story of human achievement and also the story of human folly. Planet Earth, as we know it today, comprises eight billion people living in 196 sovereign states. For centuries, all activities and efforts of individuals, institutions, corporations, governments and inter-government organizations have been aimed at making ‘progress’.


What Do We Mean by Progress?


I look upon progress as a civilizational advance that leads to a tangible and sustainable improvement in the lives of a vast majority of people living in a particular community or nation. In today’s context, this would refer to the whole world. Fundamentally, it implies an improvement in key measurable indices such as education, health, livelihoods and quality of life in a society that offers all individuals complete freedom to achieve their aspirations, as long as they are in sync with societal norms and they respect nature. This can happen only when there is a dominant preponderance of integrity, a culture of transparency, and an incorruptible system that ensures justice for all.


There are also other dimensions of progress rooted in one’s faith or traditions. Sustainable progress is contingent on mutual trust and respect for diversity of all kinds. Progress is multidimensional. You feel it more than you see it. Progress is a consequence of change, but every change does not guarantee progress.


Progress is a trajectory. An upward trajectory is easily sensed because it makes each tomorrow better for a large majority. But the trajectory does not always go up, it also goes down. When it does so, it is no longer progress as it results in stagnation or the deterioration of lives and livelihoods.


When we take a wide overview across millennia and compare our chaotic, frenzied existence today with the ignorance, brutality and diseases suffered by ancient people, we have reason to be quite satisfied. However, while the averages seem very attractive, the lowest rungs of our society are still only marginally better than those people millennia ago.


While no one should denigrate or dilute the achievements of the human race over the millennia, a sensitive mind is understandably concerned about whether the direction of our progress is good enough, whether it is holistic enough, whether it is as inclusive as it can be.


The Role of Leadership in Our Lives


All of us, everywhere, are primarily a product of the collective leadership that directly or indirectly influences who we are, what we have become and what we can be. The policies and frameworks put in place by the collective leadership, and the mechanisms to implement them, largely determine how different entities and nations are stacked on the progress index over the centuries. It is important, therefore, to have a clear understanding of the role of leadership in determining our future.


Many experts tend to make the art and craft of leadership sound easier than it is in practice. Typically, they fail to take cognizance of the multitude of powerful forces, often conflicting with one another, that leaders have to contend with all the time. While ‘win-win’ outcomes are most desirable, the pressures of lobbies and personal agendas often lead to painful ‘win-lose’ choices.


The world often resists real change and resists it hard. The lives of great leaders confirm Machiavelli’s observation that, ‘Nothing is more dangerous or difficult than introducing a new order of things.’2 The photographs of Abraham Lincoln in his final years depict the toil and pain etched into his face. ‘Lincoln cared deeply and the price he paid was high. But leaders working far from history’s grand stage have the same burden. Their aims may be more modest, but so are their means, so they often have to fight very hard for what they care about.’3 This is a key operating attribute of leaders: ‘what they care about’.


However, traditional leadership literature tends to focus on leadership attributes in myriad ways, such as leadership guided by one’s vision, leadership focused on achieving articulated goals, leadership to create motivated teams, leadership to generate a culture of perpetual innovation, leadership to foster equity and justice, leadership to create first-rate new leaders, and so forth. There is also an emphasis on the leader’s accountability for the tasks he sets for himself.


Despite all this, the rankings of national or corporate leaders do not take these attributes into account, they are primarily based on empirical criteria expressed in percentages—most of them money indices measured in gross terms—with relatively scant regard, at least until recently, for equitability or fairness.


In the post-Second World War period, spanning almost eight decades, many parts of the world grew up in an era of eternal hope, abundant optimism, and the confidence that we all control our own destiny. Today, no matter where we live, we feel enveloped in a fog of complexity and are tossed around by the winds of uncertainty. We are driving, but our windshield is muddy. It appears we have more misgivings about the next few years than those felt by any human generation before us. Have our leaders let us down? Is it true that most of them don’t really care about us? If so, why is that?


I could identify three relevant clues in historian and thought leader Yuval Noah Harari’s analysis of the present times:4




	Liberal thought flourished on the basis that human beings are rational individuals, democracy was founded on the idea that the voter knows best, free market capitalism believed that the customer is always right, and liberal education was meant to teach students to think for themselves. All these hypotheses are no longer valid.


	Individuals in general and leaders in particular do not realize that they actually know far less than they think they know. We rely on the expertise of others for all our needs. We treat knowledge in the minds of others as if it were our own. Cognitive scientists Steven Sloman and Philip Fernbach call this ‘knowledge illusion’.5



	Most people tend to be locked up in the echo chambers of like-minded friends and self-confirming news-feeds from social media where their beliefs are constantly reinforced and seldom challenged.





We take collective solace by saying that unthinkable events are the new norm. It does not even occur to us that these developments are unthinkable only in our ‘knowledge illusion’. Our views are shaped by our ‘communal groupthink’.


The thinker Nassim Nicholas Taleb introduced the term ‘black swan events’ for high-profile, hard-to-predict, rare events that are beyond the realm of normal expectations.6 We must acknowledge that Covid was not a black-swan event. We knew that a coronavirus pandemic was imminent. Epidemiologists had been cautioning about such a pandemic since 2003, and a coronavirus detection technology was patented in the US in 2006, but most of us chose to disregard the signs.7


It is our reaction to the pandemic that had more of the black-swan characteristics. We panicked and over-reacted on the need to take short-term steps and under-reacted on vital long-term measures. We kept people in the dark by denying the equally severe outcome of Covid, long after initial cure, now referred to as Long Covid (or post-acute Covid syndrome). This has put at risk the health of surviving generations all over the world. It is estimated that as many as 17 per cent of patients who get Covid go on to develop post-acute Covid syndrome.8


As far as climate change is concerned, we had dire warnings as early as 1988.9 But most of us ignored them and now we continue to ignore their impact. To choose to be ignorant is never bliss. It is an invitation to bring forward an imminent calamity.


Could better leadership have avoided some of the hardships we faced and the threats we encounter today? This is not to apportion blame or point fingers but to ensure that we now choose a path that never lets our leaders lower the trajectory of our progress hereafter. This decade offers us a once-in-many-lifetimes opportunity to reshape our destiny; an opportunity to completely transform ourselves, our families, our communities, and help evolve a new thought process in all those who lead us.


The Future of Democracy


Many of us rejoiced in the latter years of the 20th century when the Berlin Wall fell, the Soviet Empire fragmented, and capitalism defeated communism. Much to our dismay, capitalism is now well on track to defeat democracy.


David Runciman, professor at Cambridge University, urges in his book How Democracy Ends that we better take seriously the idea that democracy may come to an end at some point.10 According to him, this is not pessimism, it is realism. He argues that:




The beginning of the 21st century is a lot like the end of the 19th century—financial crisis, technological change, rising inequality and populist revolt. Concentrations of wealth and power have always been a perennial feature of democratic life; what is now different is that even the control of technology is with large dominant entities. Complex problems demand technical solutions. But powerful, international elites have scant interest in the concerns of ordinary people. The new tech monopolies virtually permeate the whole world and directly and effectively influence most of what we do or don’t do, and how we live.





Many elected leaders devalue the virtues of democracy and may continue to do so till it becomes an empty idea.


Runciman provocatively asks: Can you imagine a post-democratic America? It will call itself, he says, ‘a democratic country while behaving like a country that doesn’t know what it is anymore.’ He lays out three possible alternatives to democracy: pragmatic authoritarianism China-ish), epistocracy (rule by enlightened elites) or ‘liberated technology’ (hail, robot overlords).11


None of these options holds any appeal. This book is an endeavour to look for other acceptable and feasible alternatives before it is too late for us, the residents of this planet, to get our leaders to reinvent how they lead.


The Impact of Wealth Concentration


Pope Francis has repeatedly warned that, ‘Terrorism grows when there is no other option, and (will do so) as long as the world economy has at its centre the god of money and not the person. This is fundamental terrorism against all humanity. And as long as inequality grows, so does the political influence of the rich.’12


The evidence that concentrated wealth contributes to concentrated power suggests that reducing inequality becomes more challenging even as it becomes more urgent. A vicious cycle of rising disparities has taken deep roots across the world; this is not what one would expect of enlightened, democratic leadership.
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