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I was not born into a world that spoke easily about extinction. As a child in post-war Britain I absorbed a quieter vocabulary: reconstruction, progress, development, modernisation. Later, in Australia, those same words were grafted onto a vast, wounded continent that had already endured two centuries of dispossession in the name of "development". 

By the time I settled in Thailand, the syntax of modernity was so familiar it had become inaudible. Economic growth was not an option to be weighed; it was the air we breathed. Competition was not a method; it was a law of nature. Organised violence was regrettable, of course, but ultimately necessary to secure "our way of life", whatever that phrase happened to mean in Washington, Beijing, Brussels, Canberra, Riyadh or Delhi.

Around this machinery, a cult grew. We called its high priests "leaders".

When I wrote "The Five Literacies of Global Leadership", I was already deeply troubled by this cult of the absurd. Most of what passed for decent leadership looked, to me, like an advanced form of management: sophisticated, sometimes technically impressive, but bound to the existing purposes of the industrial order. The more I watched heads of state, CEOs, generals, directors and even some spiritual gurus at close quarters, the clearer that distinction became. Their roles were to keep the engines of industrial economism running - to maintain confidence, choreograph hope, pacify outrage, justify the next round of extraction or intervention. Useful work, from within the prevailing paradigm. Fatal, if the paradigm itself had become destructive.

I tried, in that earlier book, to prise leadership loose from the hero-worship of individuals. I framed it instead as an emergent experience of social identity - a collective field of enterprise that arises when people are moved to re-imagine, repair or protect one or more aspects of what it means to be human. I suggested that "leadership programmes" which treated leadership as a set of personal attributes or competencies were, at best, missing the point and, at worst, colluding in a misleading and perilous illusion. 

What I underestimated then were three things: the depth of the underlying civilisational spell; the tenacity with which militarism and growth would cling to their status as sacred practices; and the capacity of the leadership industry to absorb almost any critique and sell it back to us as an upgrade. This book is not Five Literacies 2.0. It shifts the centre of gravity away from leadership altogether and towards a different vocation: stewardship for the greater good.

Two decades on, I must admit that original illusion has only tightened its grip. Leadership has become a zombie category: formally alive, lavishly rewarded, cited in every brochure and mission statement, yet devoid of the vitality needed to transform the conditions now unravelling around us. We're surrounded by "leaders" while drifting steadily into civilisational self-harm.

This book is about burying that zombie. It's not a polite update to the leadership canon. On the contrary, it's an attempt to decommission an idea that has outlived its usefulness, and to name a different vocation that's already present, often quietly, in places the leadership literature rarely visits.

The first hard truth I owe the reader is this: much of what we have been trained to admire and respect as leadership has been killing us softly. How?

The glorification of never-ending economic growth, even on a finite planet whose life-support systems are visibly fraying. The normalisation of permanent military readiness, with wars treated as regrettable but routine instruments of policy. The sacralisation of competition and exceptionalism - as if nations, corporations, universities and even religions were engaged in some cosmic tournament where coming second is equivalent to utter failure. The worship of the "decisive" male politician, general or business tycoon, while those who actually expand our horizons - artists, scientists, nurses, community organisers, philosophers, poets, comedians, Indigenous custodians - are sidelined or instrumentalised.

These are not incidental flaws. They are the sacred rituals of an industrial civilisation that has managed to globalise its worldview and then forget that it ever had one. Leadership, as currently codified and taught, is the priestcraft of that civil religion.

I use the term industrial economism to describe this prevailing faith. It holds, more or less, that humans are primarily competitive and act out purely of self-interest; that nature is a stockpile of resources; that value is best expressed in price; that progress equals increased production and consumption; that security is achieved through dominance and deterrence; that history is a marathon, with some cultures designated as natural winners and others as perpetual novices. You can find variations of this creed in Washington and Moscow, in Beijing and Brussels, in corporate boardrooms and multilateral agencies, in elite universities and military colleges, in glossy brochures on "responsible leadership" and "sustainable growth". 

I use “industrial economism” rather than the looser “capitalism” or “neoliberalism” quite deliberately. Classical capitalism could, in principle, coexist with non-industrial agrarian or craft economies; neoliberalism names a particular late-twentieth-century policy turn. Industrial economism points to a deeper, species-wide bet that has been consolidating since the late nineteenth century: that large-scale industrial production, organised around growth, competition and technocratic control, is the non-negotiable core of modern life, whatever flag or ideology flies above it.

I have advised presidents, party officials, CEOs, generals, philanthropists and activists in many parts of the world. I have sat in Gulf palaces and Asian ministries, in corporate retreats in Europe and policy salons in Beijing, in community halls and informal circles across Africa and Latin America. The accents and ideologies differ; the underlying spell is depressingly familiar. It's this spell that must be broken in order for our species to grow up.

The second truth is more uncomfortable: the leadership cult has a gendered face. Modern leadership doctrine was built, quite deliberately, on the biographies of powerful men: generals, industrialists, party bosses, patriarchal religious figures. Their traits were abstracted and canonised as “universal” competencies. Even when women and gender-diverse people assume these roles, they are pressured to perform the same script—adversarial, relentlessly performative, addicted to certainty. At the same time, domains where stewardship has long been practiced—care work, teaching, community health, local peace-building, restorative justice—are feminised, underpaid, and stripped of prestige. It's actually worse than that: we have also systematically erased women’s contributions in the arts, sciences, and other disciplines, then used that distorted record as further “proof” of who is fit to lead.

We hand the microphones to male politicians to comment on climate breakdown, while scientists who have devoted their lives to understanding the Earth system are sidelined or censored. We applaud defence ministers on stages festooned with flags, while the women's networks that often hold communities together during and after conflict are treated as footnotes. We pour resources into training "leaders of tomorrow" in the same institutions that designed yesterday's crises, and then wonder why nothing fundamental changes.

This book is, among other things, an argument for withdrawing our attention from these idols and listening instead to the stewards and custodians who have been labouring all along without the halo of leadership.

Borrowed from the lexicon and philanthropy of my friends Steven and Margaret Graham, "stewardship for the greater good" is the phrase I now use for the work that might yet help us stay alive.

By stewardship I mean the active, ongoing care for our most life-critical systems and meaning beyond one's own lifespan and narrow interests. It's not about mobilising followers or dominating opponents, which is supposedly what "leaders" do. It's about tending the conditions that allow diverse forms of life - human and more-than-human - to flourish over time.

Custodianship is the deeper ethos that grounds stewardship. Where stewardship describes a stance towards living systems in general, custodianship binds that stance to particular places, cultures, institutions and lineages. A custodian keeps faith with what has been entrusted to them: a watershed, a constitution, a language, a technological infrastructure, a fragile peace agreement, a memory of humanity in the midst of barbarism.

Curation is the quiet art that makes both stewardship and custodianship possible. It's the design and facilitation of spaces, relationships, institutional arrangements and digital architectures in which stewards and custodians are able to find each other, think together, experiment, disagree, fail, and begin again with a touch more wisdom. In my work as a futurist and mentor I have come to see curation as one of the most subversive practices of all, precisely because it rarely announces itself.

This book weaves those three practices into a single field of inquiry and action. In doing so, it also gathers threads from my more recent explorations: pacifism in an era that still treats organised violence as an acceptable problem-solving tool; sufficiency as a global economic standard; ecority [ecological integrity] as an alternative to the prevailing obsession with competition, borders, linear analysis and control; the abuse and potential of impact investing; the literacies we now need to navigate a world where multiple crises are no longer looming but erupting all around us like a New Year's fireworks extravaganza.

The argument unfolds in three broad movements. First, we exhume the zombie. We trace how the modern idea of leadership was invented to serve the needs of the corporation, the bureaucratic state and the mass media. We see how followership, servant leadership and other seemingly benign notions functioned to normalise obedience and to sacralise hierarchy. We examine how the cult of the "man hero", so visible in contemporary politics and business, is not a random cultural glitch but the continuation of a long patriarchal script. We ask why, after decades of leadership development programmes and libraries packed solid with leadership titles, we still find ourselves hurtling towards ecological collapse, obscene inequality and the banal cruelty of war.

Second, we clarify the craft of management. One of the casualties of the leadership cult has been a frank, grounded appreciation for management as a noble, difficult, necessary discipline: designing and maintaining the arrangements that allow human beings to do things together reliably. I argue that much of what is dignified as leadership today is actually mediocre management wearing heroic clothes, and that honest management, practised with integrity, is an ally rather than an enemy of stewardship.

Third, we try to name and flesh out a different vocation. We explore how stewardship, custodianship and curation can manifest locally and at scale - in government, business, civil society, technology and everyday life. We examine what happens when security is reframed around ecological stability and social cohesion rather than armouries and walls. We listen to experiments - some already under way in Asia, Africa, Latin America and Indigenous communities elsewhere - that are feeling their way towards a more mature society. We probe the interior work required of those who would inhabit these roles: the capacity to grieve without collapsing, to live within limits but without despair, to relinquish hero fantasies without falling into passivity.

I'm aware that words are cheap. Publishing is saturated with manifestos promising "new paradigms" and "next-generation leadership". I have no interest in adding a fashionable adjective to the same old story. This book will only have been worth writing if it helps some readers to see, with greater clarity, the operating myths of our age - and to lay down those that have become lethal.

Can existing institutions transform themselves from within? Can nation-states, fossil fuel companies, tech giants, militaries, universities, churches and multilateral agencies genuinely renounce the sacred practices that currently define their status? Can those of us who have benefited from the industrial spell find the humility to listen to voices we have marginalised for centuries? I don't know. There's no guarantee that we will complete the rite of passage I believe is now demanded of us as a species.

What I do know is that clinging to leadership as an organising myth encourages precisely the behaviours we can no longer afford: theatrical certainty in the face of complexity; personal branding in the midst of systemic breakdown; short-term calculus in an era where our actions will reverberate for centuries; the worship of individuals where only distributed intelligence will suffice.

If we're to have any chance of avoiding the worst forms of civilisational self-harm, we will need to grow up - casting aside our adolescence not just as scattered enlightened individuals, but as communities, institutions and a planetary culture.

Growing up, in this context, means at least four things. It means relinquishing our addiction to endless growth on a finite planet. It means withdrawing our consent from organised killing as a default instrument of policy. It means abandoning fantasies of national or civilisational superiority, and recognising that no culture has a monopoly on wisdom. And it means redirecting our admiration and resources towards those who tend, repair and regenerate - the stewards and custodians - rather than those who merely dominate the news cycle. 

In 1950, a nation that could boast ever-expanding steel output, motorway miles and military tonnage was treated as having reached a kind of adulthood. In the late 2020s, clinging to that pattern looks less like maturity and more like a teenager raiding the pantry and picking fights, unable to imagine life beyond conquest and consumption. Each of these four moves will reappear in later chapters as a test: of security doctrines, of business strategy, of finance, of technology.

This book is written for anyone who senses that something is profoundly wrong with the way we talk about leadership, yet feels trapped by the lack of a credible alternative vocabulary. It's
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