Tällberg, June 1998.


BUSINESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS-

THE ROLE OF LEADERSHIP.

introduction by A.P. de Geus

· In today’s world of immediate perception through information technology, it becomes unbearable to live with the knowledge of flagrant violations of Human Rights. We have made already the step of breaching the sacred “sovereign power” of the nation-state and interfering with national leaders not to commit the very worst of crimes against humanity. We are, even, very close to setting up international Courts of Justice.

· In this climate it is understandable that many of us are in a hurry - “Where are the (strong) leaders who will put an end to these violations?”

· (International) business is seen as strong and powerful, so the temptation is great to talk about the role of (business) leadership in imposing (?) ethical values.

· A dead end: by implication an antagonistic approach. The use of power, especially power coming from the outside is unlikely to be an effective way to create change for ethically more desirable policies inside a nation state or whatever community. Change can only come from the inside or from above. And the latter is only possible if that Nation-State is a (voluntary) member of an over-arching institution that has the power to demand ethical behaviour from its members.

· Clearly, we are living in a world that is beginning to need a new, higher hierarchical level of power above the Nation-State. We need Leaders to lead the Leaders.

· How is this new hierarchical level going to come about? Will it be by design? Or by evolution? How will it look- from where will it come? How and from whom is it going to get its power to act, to set standards and to impose them?

I offer three starting hypothesis:

1. that the most significant population explosion that has taken place on earth since about the middle of the last century is that of institutions, be they state-, ngo’s- or businesses.

2. that these institutions are the normal next step of the evolutionary development of that most successful combination of chemical elements: the human genes. This hypothesis for which we thank Richard Dawkins, is of Copernican significance. It poses the fundamental question: is life on Earth organised around the species as we know them (i.e. incl. the human species) or is it a hierarchy of living systems with the human being somewhere in the middle of the most successful strain?

3. that these selfish human genes have been so successful, because they built a hierarchy of ever more sophisticated “survival machines.” To a large extent, this successful, evolutionary hierarchy resulted from the development of symbiotic relationships with other living systems, not from a superior design. Stern offered the philosophical underpinning some 75 years ago (Person und Sache). Margulis and Dawkins presented some convincing biological evidence much more recently.

Until the 19th century, the human genes flourished through its most recent, successful survival machine “homo sapiens.” Since then, it has been working on the evolution of the next hierarchical levels: institutions. The driving force has been the same as before: an urge for “association”, an acceptance of the risk of openness to reap the benefits of symbiosis. There is no main area of human or sub-human activity that is not done by association: e.g. religion, war, reproduction or the production of material goods.

This means that every individual human being is always a member of many institutions

· sometimes by choice (a sports club, trade union or a business)

· sometimes by birth (a nation state, a religion)

· sometimes by compulsion (soldier in an army)

Every membership creates a field of tension between the rights and freedoms of the individual and the interests of the community.

I read the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a constitutional framework which sets the limits beyond which the community interests cannot overtake the rights and freedom of the individual.

In evolutionary terms, human institutions are still at a primitive level of development. Their most effective survival weapon- intelligence- is largely under-developed, but their initial output- especially technological and goods and services- has created the necessity  for a globe-spanning top level of institutional leadership.

So, rather than trying to imagine an answer  to the role of leadership on Earth, I offer you my three most important, unanswered questions 
4. Do we live in a human-centred world (in which case world leadership will be an architectural design, like the League of Nations or the U.N.O. In other words, an ideological top-down approach by decree), or                                                                  do we live in a hierarchy of living systems (in which case world leadership will evolve from the previous levels.)                              This leads to the next, subsidiary question: By which route will this evolution be most successful? Bloc-forming like Europe and/or pragmatic new institutions as the G8, NATO or the Basel Club of Central Bankers?

1. From where will the power come that will permit world leadership to be effective in its role? Will it be voluntarily handed over, by design and by agreement, as is the present working hypothesis of the UN and, even, the EU? Or will power seep away from the present top level, mostly nation-states which, even  inside their own boundaries, are increasingly power-less in major areas like war, crime, economic and financial policy. If so, where will this power end up- what are the chances of abuse?

2. Wherever power will end up at the global level, will it be shared amongst the few and concentrated in the top,                                or, will power be shared and balanced in a system of checks and balances among a large(r) number of world-level institutions as e.g. 4 or 5 economic blocs, a NATO, a Club of Central Bankers, the World Bank, IMF etc..

So, in coming back to the title of this session

the Role of Leadership

several roles are feasible (and will be assumed):

3. in a human-centred world -> diplomatic leadership - by negotiations - with, as the most likely outcome an architectural design which is unlikely to be accompanied by a transfer of power. In other words: a meeting platform.

4. it is difficult to see an individual or an institution taking a leadership role that will impose (itself on??) the next hierarchical level of world institutions by a forceful attack (least of all, business leadership)

5. If we see (world) leadership as the emerging next level of world institutions, then remember that driving force of “association.”
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