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South Africa is in many ways a microcosm of global social conditions 
and some sense we are on the cusp of a revolution. Here we find 
western forms of business and technological innovation employed 
alongside East Asian notions of the so-called “developmental state”. 
In our communities, African ideals of egalitarian communitarianism 
coexist with liberalist projects aimed at “fixing” social ills.  The 
juxtaposition of wealth and material power with poverty and 
people-power constitutes a recipe similar to that which 
foreshadowed the French Revolution. 
Schama, pondering the best and worst of times, was making the 
point that revolution is not a neat, orchestrated overthrow of the 
old establishment but rather the chaotic, often anarchical, bubbling 
over of change long overdue. At the heart of this phenomenon, 
Schama shows, are individuals who act in their interests and in the 
interests of those whom they care about. 
So it has been with social change through the ages. Unless societies’ 
myriad institutions adapt responsively to changing conditions and new 
realities, they wither with time and are replaced by more 
representative formations of social will. Sociologist Daniel Chirot 
called it the “paradox of institutional resistance to change”. Futurist 
Peter Bishop, borrowing John Von Neumann’s concept of “automata”, 
describes a “bottom-up emergence” to refer to such evolutions. 
A contemporary of Charles Darwin, Herbert Spencer preferred to 
distinguish between “societal co-ordination” as either “forced” or 
“voluntary”. In the first, militant subjugation results in rigid new 
structures of power accumulation. In the latter, peaceful (industrial) 
processes result in new systems marked by freedom and openness. 
For those interested in leading change, these insights are vital. They 
shape the very conventions of leadership and call for a revolution in 
our thinking. For if our notion of leadership fails to comprehend 
society’s true nature, our leadership is bound to be made irrelevant 
by society’s own propensity to revolt. If we fail to lead change, we 
become its victim.

South Africa is a world in one country. Never has the time been 
more opportune for our social transformation – either by design  
or by accident. The question is whether we have the leadership to 
ensure that our transformation is constructive and generative.  
For that to be possible, we would argue that three great revolutions 
are required in how leadership is understood and practised. 

Leadership that’s no longer about the leader, but 
the led
The first revolution required is away from a leader-centred view to  
a follower-centred view. Attempts have been made by the likes of 
Robert K Greenleaf and others to conceptualise “servant leadership” 
which reorientates the leader towards the needs of followers. 
However, this approach still centres on the leader, only now in a new 
mode of service. In a social context where the magnitude of the 
needs far outscale the capacity of the leader’s resources, where the 
interconnectedness of the issues are often beyond the capacity of the 
leader’s awareness and the depth of transformation required extends 
perhaps to the leader’s own perspectives, the leadership needed 
there is more about facilitation than about agency. Such leadership 
would by necessity be concerned with the whole while being 
authentically engaged with the parts. 
Today we are seeing the emergence of such leadership in, for 
example, the role of social media in the Arab Spring, the phenomena 
of the Occupy Movement and the proliferation of many social 
media collaboration platforms, such as asana.com and huddle.com, 
set up to facilitate networked collaboration.
Such leadership is demonstrably expressed in the rise of the “gift 
economy”, where goods and services are exchanged through flat ad 
hoc structures rather than rigid hierarchies guarded by patent laws 
and restraints of trade. In each case, the platform provider’s lack of 
imposing their own design on users creates a space where true 
co-creation can happen. 

leaderShIP on the CuSP  

of a revolutIon 
In His Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution, historian and 
Columbia University professor Simon Schama wrote:  “… the Revolution 
[doesn’t] seem any longer to conform to a grand historical design, 
preordained by inexorable forces of social change. Instead it seems a thing 
of contingencies and unforeseen consequences … For as the imperatives  
of ‘structure’ have weakened, those of individual agency, and especially 
revolutionary utterance, have become correspondingly more important.”

by: marius oosthuizen
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Leadership that is no longer 
about value created, but value 
shared 
The second revolution required strikes at the 
heart of how organisational leaders 
conceptualise their role in society. While 
conventional planning and strategy assumes a 
measure of control over one’s environment, 
increasingly leaders are aware of their inability 
to control even the perceptions of those 
they consider stakeholders. 
To cope with these new realities, thinkers 
such as Harvard’s Michael Porter have come 
up with “Shared Value” as an alternative 
paradigm wherein business leaders may 
reinvent the capitalist system and derive 
profits from a social purpose. By reorienting 
the position of the firm from an opponent 
of government and society, contending for 
trade-offs that make the business model 
more efficient, Porter’s approach argues for 
caring employer-employee relationships and 
a partnership with government who in turn 
incentivises shared value creation through 
an attractive regulatory regime. 
Our view is that in fact leadership that leads 
change must transcend narrow views of 
value creation as the purview of the firm or 
organisation, rather harnessing value beyond 
firm boundaries and acting as custodians of 
equitable value distribution, as their primary 
function. As with the networking example, 
such leaders are much more agents of 
exchange than of design and control. 

Leadership that is no longer 
about either government, 
business or civil society, but a 
sound society
The third revolution required collapses the 
false dichotomies between governing a 
society and the industrious economic 

activity within it. It removes the distance 
between social institutions such as education 
and faith and embeds all of these in a 
holistic view of a sound society. 
Barbara Kellerman calls these “ties that 
bind”, saying “the demands on business 
leaders now mirror those of government 
leaders” and “the image of the ideal political 
leader has merged with the image of the 
ideal business leader” and, finally, that 
common interests now necessitate that 
leaders from across divides “join forces”. 
The underlying philosophical notion of the 
“common good” is of course as old as 
philosophy itself, with great minds such as 
Plato already extrapolating the connection 
between individual autonomy and the 
ultimate ends of the “common good”. Those 
same notions arise in the Confucian 
conceptions of the moral (fiduciary or 
“trust”) community. Today, due to the rising 
connectedness of our societies and the pace 
of information distribution, merely 
“externalising” the negative consequences of 
our unethical leadership behaviour is simply 
no longer an option. Yet, apart from the 
obvious impracticality of a segmented view, 
the more important observation is perhaps 
that the expedient materialism of our age 
has undermined our innate ability to sense 
our interconnectedness and 
interdependence. 
In countries such as China for instance, where 
the state has quite effectively brought social 
ends to the forefront of institutional aims, 
their long-term challenge will be maintaining 
stability when the facade of institutional 
integrity which masks their regime’s true 
nature becomes indefensible in the face of an 
increasingly vocal middle class. 
In the end, even the great Dragon must 
answer the fundamental question of 

whether the society it has so rapidly 
constructed of late is in fact a sound one?  

Conclusion 
The principles which underpin our 
argument are quite philosophical but they 
are rooted in historical pragmatism. 
Leadership which fails to embrace the 
revolutionary ideals of inclusion, equity and 
social priority will in time have to confront 
the harsher realities of social change 
brought about by untamed forces. 
The guillotines of the French Revolution are 
a case in point. Fortunately, the powers of 
inspirational leadership demonstrated by the 
likes of Martin Luther King Jr, by our own 
Nelson Mandela and, more recently, by 
Myanmar’s opposition leader Aung San Suu 
Kyi, show us that change is possible by 
design, but it requires first a redesign of 
leadership itself.
In our own work we are experimenting with 
such an approach by applying the well-known 
concepts of scenario thinking, in the context 
of multistakeholder dialogue, to create a 
shared vision of the future among otherwise 
contending interest groups. We are learning 
that at the heart of such an approach lies the 
task of creating mutuality, the willingness by all 
parties to both commit resources and 
suspend personal interests, as antecedents for 
practical collaboration. It is our hope that 
through the lessons we are learning, new 
forays may be made into a new paradigm of 
responsible strategic leadership that will 
ensure sustainable progress. 
The question remains whether the leaders 
who rise to the occasion will have the capacity 
to sit down with those of opposing views and 
interests which, if the coming revolution is to 
be allied, they are destined to lead. 
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