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‘All good things . . . come by grace, and grace comes by art, and art does not come easy.’

—NORMAN MACLEAN
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Summer 2012, and Danny Boyle in east London has a problem. The opening ceremony he’s organizing for the Olympics is to go live on Friday, the 27th of July – a worldwide audience of over half a billion is expected to be watching – and he needs rehearsal after rehearsal to get everything right: the aerial choreographers and moving cameras; the riggers on the new stadium’s roof and the stage operators far below; the hundreds of dancers, singers, bicyclists (both flying and terrestrial); the giant beds and flaming cauldron; the live sheep, inflatable chimneys, and million-watt sound system; the sundry smoke generators, machine operators, animators, drummers, stagecoaches, video screens and – why not? – Rowan Atkinson’s Mr Bean, and the entire London Symphony Orchestra.

The technical details aren’t what’s difficult. He’s good at these things, and his Oscar-winning film Slumdog Millionaire was a masterpiece of organization on a tight budget. The problem is that Boyle wants to keep everything a secret till opening night. Like a new product launch, it will have greater impact that way. Yet as the opening gets closer, ever more people need to be brought in. In the final dress rehearsal, just days before the official opening, the entire Olympic stadium is going to be filled. London’s tabloid press will do anything to get images of what’s taking place.

Boyle’s known for being a considerate man. His mother hadn’t lived to see his film success, yet he’d taken her belief in the basic goodness of mankind to heart. It’s a matter of pride for him not to be rude. When the Olympic committee representatives ask how he will guarantee no information leaks out, he says ‘Let’s just ask nicely.’

How could someone with that attitude ensure that from 10,000 people, involved for a whole year, not a single one would leak what was going on?

I’ve always been fascinated by a simple question: ‘Can you succeed without being a terrible person?’ At first it seems obvious that the answer must be ‘No.’ When a man like Donald Trump was able to be elected President and remain in office, it’s impossible to say that good guys always win.

Business seems to show us this all the time. Like a frog puffing up its vocal sac to look fearsome, a bullying tone in the office suggests the speaker has superior authority, or superior knowledge, or just a stunningly superior pedigree. If new hires gunning to rise in a consultancy or bank or in politics learn the further trick of bullying only those below them, while smiling in a knowing yet ever-so-slightly-submissive way to those above them – a psychological two-step understood in seemingly every culture – their advancement is nearly guaranteed.

The logic appears impeccable. If someone’s willing to take a shortcut to get what they want – if they’re willing to shout and cheat and steal; if they don’t care what it takes – it seems obvious they would triumph over someone who isn’t going to act that way; proof, as the old saying has it, that ‘Nice Guys Finish Last’.

But yet, does that mean you have to go to the other extreme, and be a bully or Machiavellian to get anything done? What I’ve found, in my research, is that the answer is No. There really is a better path, leading neatly in between. When fairness is applied with the right skill, it can accomplish wonderful things. It led to the Empire State Building being constructed in barely a year, while the same techniques brought a quiet English debutante to become an acclaimed jungle guerrilla fighter. There’s better information; better creativity; more honest alliances. The fact that this approach often spills over to ease in our personal life, as well as in society at large, is an added bonus.

I’ve been looking into this for years now, starting in courses I taught at Oxford, then moving on to observations in hi-tech firms, hospitals, banks, law firms, top military units, and other organizations. The same point kept coming up. Terrible people often succeed. That’s a given. But decent people also often make it to the top, even in hard, competitive fields, and can help shift matters for the better. It’s just often not noticed because more monstrous egos grab our attention.

The quest to advance this better way isn’t new. The Bible asks, ‘What shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the world, and lose his soul?’ It’s especially pressing now, with society pushing selfishness to a stunning degree, and democracy under threat once again.

Success will often take longer this way, but it has great benefits: not least for the quality of what you do. No one can teach you all the details in advance, for the needed skills are subtle ones, where advice is easy to state; hard to carry out. That’s why it’s an art rather than a science.

Biographies are a good way to provide more of the experience that art needs, as authors since the Roman-era Plutarch have recognized. I’ve arranged this book as a series of profiles, accordingly, concentrating mostly on ordinary, decent people who succeeded in life this fair way – albeit including enough about scoundrels to keep us on our toes.

The first half of the book goes through six detailed case studies, showing how to wield fairness skilfully in each of the basic domains of life: seeing what’s around you; taking action; defending against danger. The Empire State and guerrilla fighter studies are there; so too are Texas pilots, French anaesthetists, the Game of Thrones producer – there’s even a look at the man who coined the phrase ‘Nice Guys Finish Last’ (yet who – his vindictive temperament putting him firmly on the scoundrel side – did, himself, end up finishing last). The positive stories are a proof that the decent approach can work, since here are numerous times when it did.

There are many ethical subtleties along the way, though in real life there’s often a great deal on which everyone will agree. Harvey Weinstein, for example, famously bullied and assaulted his way to the top in Hollywood. Yet Bernadette Caulfield, immensely effective as Executive Producer of Game of Thrones, was known for being the fairest of souls. There’s no need for unarguable definitions of ‘good’ or ‘fair’– there’s no need even to insist that our preferred individuals are candidates for sainthood – to want to know: ‘How can I succeed in a way that’s more like Caulfield, and less like Weinstein?’

It also turns out that selfishness often sets up its own destruction: through the resentment it creates, as well as by blinding those on top to things they really need to see. Sometimes – as with Weinstein – those consequences can take a long time to show their strength. Yet once dedicated reporters finally revealed what Weinstein was like, everyone who’d suffered from him watched in satisfaction as an awesome, Aeschylean collapse took place.

Having looked at individuals, the second half turns to what happens when you pull all the lessons together, and on the largest possible scale. Here I show how a master of human behaviour – the American President during World War II, Franklin Roosevelt – turned all the seeming constraints of fairness and decency into advantages, even in the harshest of settings: allowing him to help defeat one of the greatest evils the world has seen.

There’s no guarantee of course that matters will always turn out this way; no magic that awaits. But often, surprisingly often, it works. The path to greatness doesn’t require crushing displays of power or tyrannical ego. Simple fair decency can prevail.

You just have to handle it with skill.

That might seem hard to believe, so a brief taster of how successful it can be is in order. Danny Boyle’s experiences in east London in 2012 are ideal: displaying on a reduced scale everything we’ll explore at greater length in the full studies to come. The entire book in miniature appears there.

Boyle realized his secrecy in the year leading up to the Olympics would only hold if he managed to change the mindset of his thousands of volunteers for the better.

He had a head start here, for he’d always treated his film crews with respect: never letting them go without decent meal breaks; never asking them to work extra hours without pay; respecting their judgement where they had expertise too. When his name was later suggested for a knighthood he turned it down, explaining: ‘Not my cup of tea. I’m embarrassed even being called Mr Boyle . . . When people say we’re all in it together, it’s a lovely catchphrase for politicians to use, but I actually do believe it.’

The Olympic committee, for example, had told him that in previous opening ceremonies all camera phones were confiscated, and strict non-disclosure agreements had to be signed. Boyle immediately told his staff that no phones were going to be confiscated, and nondisclosure agreements for everyone were out.

The committee also wanted all the participants to be paid. That way the threat of not paying would keep them under control. Boyle however decided he would use unpaid volunteers almost entirely (except where special skills were needed, as with some of the camera operators, software engineers and the like).

Finally, the Olympic committee pushed the importance of compartmentalization. If participants only knew one tiny part of the opening ceremony, then even if they wished to leak what they’d learned the damage wouldn’t be great. Boyle wasn’t impressed. He’d seen enough big events where volunteers marched around confused. ‘They know they’ve got to raise their left arm at a certain point, but they don’t know why.’ That wasn’t the opening he wanted. He told the Olympic committee he would show the volunteers exactly how their actions fitted in the larger story, starting from day one.

Yet Boyle also realized that if that were all that he did it would have failed. Although from his mother he believed that most people are good, he knew that not everyone was like that. Boyle had grown up in a working-class Irish-Catholic family near Manchester in the northwest of England. His secondary school ‘wasn’t quite Angela’s Ashes, but it was hard. The teachers were tough.’ His father had left school at age 14, and had needed to push vigorously to educate himself. From him ‘. . . I [also] inherited . . . aggression, stubbornness, doggedness.’

Those traits were of the greatest value as the preparations began, more than a year before the opening. He had 10,000 volunteers to organize and inspire. Ensuring that not even one of them leaked what was being planned for the opening would be hard. Humans are malleable; vulnerable; fickle. A few of the volunteers might be trusted in all circumstances, and if asked once not to take pictures would keep to that for all the months of rehearsal. Most, however, would respond to the dominant mood.

This is where skill in the first of our fundamental domains – listening – appeared. If Boyle had puffed himself up and mocked all Olympic committee members as interfering ‘suits’ he wouldn’t have been able to learn from any of them.

That would have been a shame, for right at the start the very much besuited ex-Olympian Sebastian Coe, chairman of the London Organizing Committee, had an excellent idea to propose. The word ‘secret’, in his view, could feel malign, dangerous; with overtones of something pushing to get out. Abusers, for example, terrify their victims into believing they must keep a secret.

Why didn’t Boyle break with the idea that there was a great ‘secret’ to keep, Coe proposed, and instead call it a surprise? A surprise is something you can feel ownership of; something that you get the pleasure of revealing later. It was only because Boyle wasn’t the type to scorn all ‘suits’, that Coe had the confidence to bring this up.

Boyle accepted Coe’s idea immediately. ‘Kids love surprises, and there’s nothing sinister,’ he said. From the first rehearsals, at a disused car factory in London’s Dagenham, then on to the final full run-throughs at the new Olympic stadium, the bold hashtag ‘SaveTheSurprise’ was displayed on screens everywhere.

That still was only a start. Even with Boyle putting his ego to the side enough to listen to Coe and other outside experts, he still had the problem of how to get genuine creativity from his thousands of volunteers. He couldn’t turn all the idea generation over to them of course, for without an overall planning team there would be chaos.

But what he could do – our second major pillar – was give them something important: the respect and trust that everyone craves.

To begin with he made sure everyone could see that the core planning team didn’t define itself as superior: floating in expensive suites far above, with bossed-around minions below. Instead, when deadlines were tight the head of construction was out there with everyone else, hammering away; the head of wardrobe was also amidst the volunteers, often personally sewing costumes. And when it rained – and this being London, it rained a lot – Boyle, too, stood in the open with the volunteers, helping the rehearsals go ahead.

It also helped that Boyle was taking no salary, as everyone knew; it helped too that when he strolled among the volunteers, which he did regularly, it was on his own, without any barrier of personal assistants getting in the way.

As a result the volunteers poured out a cascade of useful ideas: about improvements to the riggings, and new approaches to the drumming and sound design; about grounds-keeping and industrial history; about social media and set design and modern dances as well. Hundreds of their ideas were incorporated.

It sounds idealistic, but as noted Boyle wasn’t naive. He had a great deal of experience in our third major pillar of action, defence, for he knew the sort of dangers that could arise. His main Indian colleague on Slumdog, for example, Loveleen Tandan, had been warm and kind, and been indispensable in educating him about India. But when Slumdog’s filming was at its peak, and he needed her the most, she’d announced that she had to stop and work on another film. Boyle’s project would be ruined if she left.

Boyle understood her motive. ‘Everyone in India does it; it’s a bargaining tool to get more money.’ He’d done much the same himself at other times. To progress in a competitive field anyone needs a healthy desire for money or success. The trick was to stand up to Tandan, without unnecessarily offending her. She didn’t get a salary rise, but Boyle promoted her to co-director, which she deserved, and both were happy.

In London Boyle had about 10,000 volunteers working in the preparations, but in fact over 15,000 had initially applied. From his years in the film industry he’d understood that would include X-Factor wannabe types, eager to brag about everything they saw. To block that he’d brought in skilled assistants from his earlier days at the BBC to sieve the full 15,000 and exclude those most likely to leak details. None of the rejected volunteers were treated harshly, but were just told politely that they wouldn’t be needed now.

This was important, for if the 10,000 who’d been accepted had seen the rejects frogmarched away by security guards they might have ended up like the performers in the rigidly controlled Beijing Olympic opening ceremony of four years before: skilled but coldly perfect, and far from being in the mood to contribute any creativity themselves. Seeing his enlightened form of defence under way was more encouraging.

The defence went further. When the Olympic committee told Boyle that the volunteers would have to pay for their costumes, he said they had to be joking. The volunteers were putting in hundreds of hours of work. For most of them the costumes were the only tangible thing they were going to receive. When the committee insisted, the tolerant, we’re-all-in-it-together Boyle let loose. Paying for the costumes was not going to happen. Did they want him to resign? Did they want anything other than some bland corporate crap?

The volunteers got their costumes for free, and their gratitude and resultant energy went up. (The fact that Boyle only rarely blew up – and apologized immediately after – meant the Olympic committee wasn’t too offended.)

There still was a potential problem with more deeply disguised infiltrators. London’s tabloid press is famous for its skill at subterfuge, and Boyle had learned that with so many thousands let in there would be ‘moles – journalists from the Evening Standard and the Daily Mail – in among the volunteers’. And looming over it all was the obstacle of the cauldron.

At previous Olympics the cauldron where the Olympic fire would be lit had generally been an enormous stone or metal construction, cold and bombastic. Boyle wanted a more humane object, which the British designer Thomas Heatherwick gave him, creating stalks of delicate copper petals which would rise up and join together, streams of fire jetting from each one.

But it had to be tested in place; to keep that a surprise he needed to fall back on more conventional strategies. In appropriate James Bond style, and with the London Organizing Committee on his side, Boyle arranged for the cauldron to be transferred into the stadium just after 3 a.m., choosing a date close enough to the opening that the military was already enforcing a no-fly zone overhead – a perfect way to frustrate the press helicopters that otherwise would carry photographers near.

Then, to help resist last-minute temptation from anyone else, Boyle ensured that the most detailed final plans for the opening were kept on a single, easily guarded laptop. He also made sure security staff patrolled the entrances, keeping outsiders from wandering in.

On the planned opening night everything came off: magnificently, wonderfully, Olympically; with an enthusiasm that no paid staff could have matched. No one-size-fits-all approach could have worked for there were so many unpredictable details, but Boyle got the key ones right.

In the first domain, listening, he’d accepted the idea of the besuited Olympic organizer Sebastian Coe that calling the opening a ‘surprise’ would be wiser than calling it a ‘secret’. He’d also accepted help – his own ego as much as possible to the side – in sieving the ideas about drumming and lights and sound design as objectively as possible.

In the second domain, of giving, Boyle had been a revival preacher enthusing his volunteers, and giving them the chance of telling a great island’s story in front of a never-to-be-surpassed audience. Instead of micromanaging their every action, he’d given them freedom, albeit sensibly audited. This too was rewarded, with the great range of ideas the volunteers generated, as well as their enthusiasm.

Then, finally, he defended it all. This especially is where ‘art’ comes in. Boyle had enough practical life-experience to be, variously, a casting agent sieving out wannabes, a hardass outyelling Olympic dullards, an MI6 chief outwitting Fleet Street helicopters, and a Lancashire lad street-smart enough to protect his site’s entrances from wandering busybodies.

And, with no phones confiscated and nary a non-disclosure agreement in sight, when Boyle saw no leaks at all were appearing he realized he had, indeed, brought the infiltrated, never-quite-identified journalists on board. By not singling them out, he’d made clear that he believed in them – and that was one of the finest results of all. They’d come to believe it was their role to #SaveTheSurprise along with everyone else.

‘You may not have exactly the same values,’ he remembered, ‘but you can still be on the same side . . . They didn’t write a word.’

	When the Opening Ceremony finally went live – with Mary Poppins, and Mr Bean, and J. K. Rowling, and enormous trampoline beds, and the flaming petal-like cauldron all telling the story of British innovation and British social reform (‘They’re pretty sound values,’ he liked to say) – the surprise, as Boyle had wished, was complete. At one point a video clip of the Queen being collected by the James Bond star Daniel Craig at Buckingham Palace and led into a helicopter turned into the real event of her – or perhaps a stuntman dressed like her – parachuting into the stadium, then walking up to the VIP section. When Princes William and Harry, seated in the same area, turned round and saw their real grandmother appear behind them they were overwhelmed: even they’d had no idea how he had done it. It was, everyone agreed, a perfect night.

	




I – THE STORIES

We’ve seen with Danny Boyle that you can succeed without being a jerk: that it might take longer, and you need experience, but with a skilful injection of fairness in the three domains everyone has to deal with – listening, giving, defending – you really can carry it off. Those are the pillars that will stretch through the book, and we’ll see that they depend on having the right moral character – the ‘decency’ – to keep them working well.

But how does ‘injecting fairness’ work? Done with skill it can achieve wonders, yet to understand how we need stories that go into greater depth, in each domain in turn. We’ll start with fairness’s role in the crucial first step, of getting an accurate read of the outside world. No one can survive long if they get that wrong.

A close-up inside a jetliner high over the American Midwest shows what’s at stake . . .
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