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Introduction

The world of business books is a curious place. Here you can find everything from great business people like Warren Buffett, Steve Jobs and Elon Musk, to the most spectacular business failures such as Enron and the subprime business market. You can find geniuses, hard workers, academics and entrepreneurs as well a few charlatans and hucksters. There’s even room for Donald Trump. All human life is here, basically.

So how to choose which seventy titles to include in a collection of business classics? We had a few parameters in mind. Firstly, we wanted to include titles that dealt with a full range of areas of business, from sales and marketing to negotiation, entrepreneurship to investing, leadership to innovation, and from traditional and corporate models of business to start-up manuals and alternative angles on the subject.

There are some obvious best-selling titles such as How to Make Friends and Influence People or 7 Habits of Highly Effective People that we felt we had to include. At the same time there are titles that are of more questionable value but that are often recommended on lists of business classics – for these we felt we should include a good range if only to warn readers away from the most egregious or flawed examples.

We also wanted to cover a wide span of time and to acknowledge that some of the most powerful or entertaining insights into business can be found in texts that aren’t perceived as being ‘business books’; for instance, The Art of War, Microserfs, Thinking Fast and Slow and The Wealth of Nations. And we aimed to bring the story of business titles up to date through the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. We particularly wanted to include a good range of the most recent successes in business publishing as these are titles that readers may as yet be less familiar with. It seemed that the best way to organise such a disparate group of titles was to place them in chronological order, as this allows the reader to dip in and also casts an interesting light on how trends in business titles have changed over the years.

Among these titles, you will find expert advice, based on solid research (for instance, The Effective Executive or Getting to Yes), and inspirational guides to setting up businesses and running them on sound foundations (such as True North, Crucial Conversations or We), alongside dubious management manuals that take a single flawed idea and stretch it out to the point of absurdity (let’s be kind and not name the worst culprits yet).

Each book is summarised to convey a brief idea of what each one has to offer the interested reader, while a Speed Read of each book delivers a quick (occasionally flippant) sense of what each writer is like to read and a highly compressed summary of the main points of the book in question. The hope is that the reader will be inspired to read the best of these titles, ignore the worst of them and will come away with at least a basic idea of what each has to teach us about business.

James M. Russell


The Art of War

Sun Tzu, c. 500 BCE

The Art of War is a classic Chinese text from about 500 BCE. Its authorship is disputed, but it is generally credited to the military philosopher Sun Tzu, who would have been writing in the period when the various Chinese fiefdoms started to come together into a single enduring empire.

It has long been regarded as a military classic, but because it deals with situations of conflict, it has also been used as a key text in other contexts, including sport, the law and business negotiation. It was traditionally required reading for all executives at Japanese corporations and, from the 1980s onwards, acquired a cachet among Western business people, having been extensively quoted in the movie Wall Street by Gordon Gekko, a character who embodied the worst excesses of acquisitive, aggressive capitalism.

The slightly dubious reputation this gave the book was undeserved, and its popularity has persisted in business circles to this day. Sun Tzu is no mindless aggressor: he comes from the Taoist tradition and large parts of the book are devoted to avoiding conflict rather than seeking or initiating it. His basic assumption is that conflict is inevitable in (and between) human societies, but that warfare is a last resort, and one that will generally be damaging to all sides – one well-known quote is that ‘the greatest victory is that which requires no battle’. The book proceeds on the basis that when faced with conflict you will often be able to avoid warfare, but need to be prepared to win when it can’t be avoided.

Some modern readers find it hard to get past the idea of business as warfare, but if you can accept this book as a source of advice for dealing with conflicts of all sorts, it can be as useful as any more recent source. The book is divided into thirteen short chapters which deal with everything from initial assessment of your situation, planning and preparation, and how to win loyalty in your troops, through to making and deploying military strategies and adapting them as circumstances and the terrain changes.

At the broadest level Sun Tzu’s advice is about keeping the initiative at all times: he writes that ‘all warfare is based on deception. Hence, when we are able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must appear inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near.’

Similarly, he devotes much time to advising you to assess your opponents’ capabilities with care, even down to such details as noting whether they have used up their food resources by slaughtering the last cattle (because this would indicate an enemy who is prepared to fight to the death). A large part of the text is premised on the idea that you may not be stronger than your opponent – indeed you may be the weaker party. However, by appearing ‘weak when you are strong and strong when you are weak’, you can nonetheless find strategic advantages even in the most unpromising of circumstances. And this will include knowing when not to fight and when to leave your opponents an escape route so that you don’t force them to fight to the death if you can’t guarantee to win that fight easily.

Sun Tzu also focuses on the costs of war. Prolonged warfare will benefit neither side so he advises resorting to warfare only where you can get a decisive result in a short period of time. There are obvious lessons here for modern businesses as they consider new initiatives and directions as well as the costs and opportunities to be gained from taking on their competitors in price wars or launching competing products.

Even some of his most specific advice can yield interesting morals. For instance, he talks about the usefulness of spies in very matter-of-fact terms, advising that you should use them because your opponents will certainly be doing so. And he suggests that, rather than carry food to battle, you steal food from your opponents, thus weakening them while saving your own energies in the journey. While it is hard to see an exact parallel for this in business practice, one could make comparisons with the costs and benefits of training up your own staff as opposed to recruiting or headhunting staff who already have the necessary skills.

How much you enjoy The Art of War may ultimately depend on how much you like reading about warfare and military strategy. But even for those who don’t, this is a book that can glean interesting insights in dispute resolution and the avoidance of damaging conflicts, and the importance of knowing your enemy (or competitors) well.


THE SPEED READ


The Art of War

There are five essentials for victory:

1. He will win who knows when to fight and when not to fight.

2. He will win who knows how to handle both superior and inferior forces.

3. He will win whose army is animated by the same spirit throughout all its ranks.

4. He will win who, prepared himself, waits to take the enemy unprepared.

5. He will win who has military capacity and is not interfered with by the sovereign.






The I Ching

Traditional

The I Ching is an ancient Chinese text that gradually took shape over the tenth to fourth centuries BCE. Its original use was almost certainly as a book of divination and that is how it is often described today. But in Taoist and Confucian culture it is just as likely to be used as a guide to moral decision-making.

It might seem like a peculiar choice of book to describe as a business classic. It is essentially a collection of short texts, from which you select a reading on any given occasion by generating a random series of numbers. (Traditionally this was done by throwing yarrow stalks, but most modern texts will also explain how to do so using coins or dice.) You can then be directed to any one of sixty-four ‘hexagrams’, each of which gives a poetic overview of a subject such as ‘conflict’, ‘enthusiasm’ or ‘innocence’, along with some interpretative text and individual lines that elaborate on the main text. The advice in the book often seems archaic or obscure and is aimed at ancient rulers dealing with issues of famine and plenty, war and peace.

However, if used in the right spirit, the I Ching can be surprisingly revealing. You first need to think of a question. And it is surprising how often in life we forget to ask the right questions. In business, for instance, it is extremely easy to get bogged down in generating this quarter’s projections and last year’s sales reports and in trying to work out how to meet current targets, while forgetting to foster the medium-to-long-term goals that will in the end be far more crucial for the individual and for the company. So to be forced to take a step back and consider what questions you need to ask is a good start towards thinking more reflectively about your job or business.

The second reason the I Ching can be useful is that it can tell us a lot about what we genuinely feel. Imagine that I ask the question, ‘What should I do to grow my business over the next three years?’ and randomly generate the hexagram ‘waiting’ in response. There I will read an admonition to patience, including the following lines:

The rain will come in its own time. We cannot make it come; we have to wait for it. The idea of waiting is further suggested by the attributes of the two trigrams – strength within, danger in front. Strength in the face of danger does not plunge ahead but bides its time, whereas weakness in the face of danger grows agitated and has not the patience to wait . . . a strong man can stand up to his fate, for his inner security enables him to endure to the end. This strength shows itself in uncompromising truthfulness [with himself]. It is only when we have the courage to face things exactly as they are, without any sort of self-deception or illusion, that a light will develop out of events, by which the path to success may be recognised.

Now, this is quite powerful advice in its own right. But the important thing is how I respond to it: it might be that the text has some genuine relevance to my situation and that it makes me realise my own impatience in the face of obstacles. On the other hand, I may react with irritation, feeling that this is actually a moment when the right path is to press ahead without fear. Either way, by choosing a random text, I have been forced to contemplate what my true feelings are with respect to the question I asked.

Obviously, this wouldn’t work with a text generated completely at random. But the point about the I Ching is that it contains many wise words about personal conduct, leadership, fate and respect. For example, the hexagram on ‘youthful folly’ contains pertinent advice on recognising one’s limitations and looking to learn from those with more experience. While the text below from the ‘holding together’ hexagram is powerful advice for any manager who is trying to get the best out of a team:

What is required is that we unite with others, in order that all may complement and aid one another through holding together. But such holding together calls for a central figure around whom other persons may unite. To become a centre of influence holding people together is a grave matter and fraught with great responsibility. It requires greatness of spirit, consistency, and strength. Therefore, let him who wishes to gather others about him ask himself whether he is equal to the undertaking, for anyone attempting the task without a real calling for it only makes confusion worse than if no union at all had taken place.

The I Ching is full of similarly interesting observations on the absolute basics of human nature – as long as you don’t attempt to use it to superstitiously foretell the future. Understand that the best way to use it is as a way to challenge yourself to ask the right questions and to think seriously about your responses to the advice it gives you, and it can be a worth-while tool.


THE SPEED READ


I Ching

An ancient Chinese book of divination, which can also be used as a source of advice on moral and proper conduct. From a business point of view, it shouldn’t be seen as a way to predict the future, but as a source of reflection on your job, career or business. By being forced to step back and think of the right questions to ask, you may see your choices and conduct in a different light and be forced to confront your inner doubts and fears, while being challenged to find the correct response to those obstacles. Not for the superstitious or the excessively sceptical, but some may find this a useful and interesting tool and a refreshing change from business manuals that claim to know all the answers, because instead it focuses you on your knowledge of your own capabilities and limitations.





OEBPS/images/pub.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A
BRIEF
GUIDE TO
BUSINESS
CLASSICS

From The Art of War

MF""'

to The Wisdom of Failure

JAMES M. RUSSELL






