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John Adair (2013) Confucius on Leadership, London, Macmillan

Like some of my lazy students, of whom I have very few, I bought John Adair’s book to try to save time both updating on leadership theory and get some insight into the thoughts of Confucius. Adair, a leading theorist and practitioner on management and leadership, always writes persuasively and accessibly. He conveys complex concepts in a manner which students at most levels will find intelligible. This book delivers my pragmatic hopes, but gives so much more. In fact Adair, the first non-Chinese Professor of Leadership in the People’s Republic of China, in this book, offers a tour de force, not only in interpreting ancient and modern leadership concepts and practical outcomes but also offers great cultural insights. He reflects on Confucius’ sometimes opaque symbolic dialogues, references leadership theorists most readers would be able to quote and utilises illustrations from classical Greece, the traditions of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, through to Asian cultural impacts on social and community attitudes. His illustrations are as varied as plays from Euripides to Shakespeare, poetry in the Iranian tradition to Robert Burns, military strategy from Sun Tzu to Von Clausewitz and especially valuable commentaries on Confucius’ interaction with rulers, students and his contemporary problems. The challenges for China 2,500 years ago seem remarkably prescient to the global society of the C21st. Adair confronts the problems of translation and the discontinuity with western concepts of leaders and leadership, which do not exactly match Confucius’ commentaries on the role, training and ethics of state craft and rulers. The outcomes for leadership models and the stated ideals may seem obvious to those who have studied before, but it is interesting to see them rehearsed here with thought provoking examples. Adair admits an enduring optimism for ultimate socially responsible management, as being the likely long term sustainable organisational outcome. However it is pleasing to see significant areas of ambiguity, interpretation and the need for practical application, in both the original Confucian Analogues and Adair’s application of them. Adair’s Venn diagram for leaders to understand and serve the needs of the Task, Team and Individual is employed at team, operational and strategic levels. The good leader’s qualities of empathy, care for individuals, moral certainty, courage and vision, are well applied to several Confucian discussions. The leader’s need for education and training (including learning from bad examples), planning, flexibility, focus, consistency and task finishing, are discussed in several contexts from business to military strategy. The need for unity in organisations, building trust, creating harmony, a family/team environment and developing followers’ capacities and talents, seems a special Confucian contribution which squares with current inclusive transformational leadership models, challenging more aggressive macho styles of the late C20th theoretical canon. The notion that leaders should be warm, humble, enthusiastic, sharing and supportive, may seem too idealised, however they fit the modern concept of the ‘servant leader’. Adair is also clear that such a leader retains a steely quality, able to make tough decisions in difficult circumstance and is ‘tough but fair’. As Confucius says “the best leader is easy to serve, but tough to please".
Stephen Griffiths, Asst Dean, For South Wales Business Review, July 2016
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