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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.






The Prince

Niccolò Machiavelli, 1532

The Prince is a classic text on leadership that has passed the test of time, partly because it is a study in pragmatic decision-making. It can be seen as an immoral book, as its core message is that making choices for the sake of morality can be weak and dangerous, but it is probably better to describe it as amoral. Machiavelli certainly has a poor opinion of mankind, describing them as ‘fickle, hypocritical and greedy of gain’, and this is part of the motivation for his cynical approach.

It was written at a time when Italy consisted of numerous warring city-states, and derives from a genre of books called ‘mirrors of princes’. These were mostly fairly stodgy texts written in Latin, purporting to advise princes on the management of their people and territory. Machiavelli, who wanted to see Italy unified as a single country under a strong leader and who dedicated this book to Lorenzo de’ Medici, takes a much racier approach, writing in vernacular Italian and scorning the normal tropes of morality and fairness. A typical piece of advice is for the leader to avoid gaining something by force when they could instead gain it by deception. And he suggests that ‘it is much safer to be feared than loved because . . . love is preserved by the link of obligation which, owing to the baseness of men, is broken at every opportunity for their advantage; but fear preserves you by a dread of punishment which never fails.’

He also takes a fairly casual approach to promises, observing that, ‘The promise given was a necessity of the past: the word broken is a necessity of the present.’ Unsurprisingly, much of what Machiavelli wrote has come to be accepted as the basic tenets of politics today, especially the art of deception and false promises. It is common for politicians to promise, ‘I will do this in the near future . . .’ only to say, when the time comes, ‘I can no longer do this because circumstances have changed . . .’ This kind of placatory but empty promise would be very familiar to Machiavelli.

As a management text, The Prince can be compared and contrasted with Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. Both take an essentially pragmatic approach to leadership but, where Sun Tzu talks often of leaders in a position of relative weakness, Machiavelli’s focus is more on the leader who is in a powerful position and his advice is most useful when it comes to maintaining or expanding that power. So it might be seen to be of more use to those in successful, large companies, rather than small companies who need a bit more subtlety and to win affection rather than strike fear into their competitor’s hearts.

The book can be roughly divided into three sections. In the first, Machiavelli describes states and leaders in terms of how the power was acquired – whether the leader has inherited their principality or conquered it, how the leader came to power, whether they are occupying a conquered territory or ruling it from fortresses and so on. While this is mostly of interest from a historical point of view, there are some practical lessons here for managers in situations of change – where departments or companies are merged, for instance. Often the employees of a company that has been taken over are fearful of, or hostile to, the new management and this creates very different challenges to the manager with a long-established team.

The second section of the book is largely about being prepared for warfare. As with The Art of War, there are lessons here for business people about being prepared at all times for the unforeseen and having a thorough knowledge of the terrain on which they might have to fight (or do business). It is also worth reading Machiavelli’s views on mercenaries and considering them with respect to the virtues of a business relying on freelance or permanent staff. Machiavelli has a poor opinion of mercenaries, regarding them as unreliable, and strongly advises the leader to have a standing army which is ready to fight at any time. Obviously, the kind of business you are in dictates the make-up of your personnel, but clearly greater levels of commitment and loyalty are likely to be shown by permanent employees with a stable position.

Machiavelli is not typically bloodthirsty, preferring peaceful solutions to warlike ones, but he does give some fairly ruthless advice on dealing with enemies: ‘If an injury has to be done to a man it should be so severe that his vengeance need not be feared.’ A line that wouldn’t be out of place in The Godfather.

The third part of the book contains the most typically ‘Machiavellian’ pieces of advice, as it focuses more on the personal qualities that a leader should have and, even more crucially, the virtues that he should pretend to have. He gives numerous examples of historical leaders who have attempted to act virtuously and have come a cropper as a result. He writes, ‘The way men live is so far removed from the way they ought to live that anyone who abandons what is for what should be pursues his downfall rather than his preservation; for a man who strives after goodness in all his acts is sure to come to ruin, since there are so many men who are not good.’ Machiavelli instead promotes self-interest as the route to success.

However, he also stresses the need for a leader to appear to be virtuous to as many people as possible, while bearing in mind that ‘a prince who wants to keep his authority must learn how not to be good and use that knowledge, or refrain from using it, as necessity requires’. For Machiavelli, the amoral approach is sometimes the only sensible one and he regards virtue as a cloak that can be used to achieve one’s aims and goals.

This can be a fairly depressing approach, especially given how closely many modern corporations appear to follow in his footsteps. But one can read Machiavelli for inspiration without becoming a monster – in many respects his advice is simply about how to make pragmatic decisions and to persuade others to work in your interests. It can also be extremely useful when observing the behaviour of others in the workplace, as it can help you to recognise Machiavellian manoeuvring and defend yourself from the consequences. In this respect, The Prince remains a classic, and will do so until all of humanity leads perfectly moral lives and no leader or manager need ever stoop to deception, pretence or dishonesty.


THE SPEED READ


The Prince

‘How we live is so different from how we ought to live that he who studies what ought to be done rather than what is done will learn the way to his downfall rather than to his preservation.’ The classic sixteenth-century guide to amoral leadership and how to gain, preserve and expand your power, this is unfortunately still a useful read in the modern day because ‘the lion cannot protect himself from traps and the fox cannot defend himself from wolves. One must therefore be a fox to recognise traps, and a lion to frighten wolves.’






The Wealth of Nations

Adam Smith, 1776

The science of economics as we know it today has many predecessors, but Adam Smith probably deserves to be credited as its true founder. The Wealth of Nations is his masterpiece, in which he introduces the idea of the ‘invisible hand’ of the free market:

It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest . . . He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it . . . he intends only his own security; and by directing that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention.

It’s not necessary for a business person to know every detail of economic theory and history, but it would be remiss not to have at least a basic idea of the concept of supply and demand curves, productivity, the division of labour and so forth. And it is with Smith that many of these concepts found their first clear definition.

Of course, as a book from the eighteenth century, it is not always an easy read. Smith has an easy-going writing style and explains most of his points clearly, but there are an awful lot of pages in which he discusses the price of corn in contemporary markets or expounds on the errors of the mercantilists. It’s definitely advisable to read this in an abridged version, ideally one with a good introduction and that is well annotated.

His primary focus is the question of what constitutes a nation’s wealth – it was widely accepted at the time that this could be measured in precious metals and that it was therefore in the interests of powerful economies to rig the trading system in their own favour, to boost exports and minimise imports. Smith’s insight was that true wealth consisted of the goods and services a nation produced and the capital assets used in that production and that setting trade free of petty constraints would thus increase wealth.

He was also one of the first to clearly make the intellectual case for the division of labour, which would become one of the key features of the factory system through the Industrial Revolution. And by arguing that capital assets were a part of the nation’s wealth, he made the case for countries to invest in their own future.

Another theme was that, because market forces operated automatically, driven only by the self-interest of all participants, prices would naturally fall and rise with demand and supply and that governments should restrain from too much regulation and interference in the market. In particular, it should avoid granting monopolies or tax preferences and controls.

He also made the case that the government did need to keep the peace and security, build infrastructure and educate the populace. So while Smith is especially beloved of free-market fundamentalists in the modern world, the economic basics are also in place in his work for those who believe in enlightened regulation and government investment. Smith didn’t take the extreme position that a government should be utterly minimal, merely that it should restrict its activities to the right and proper areas and should minimise its interference in the market. And anyone who wants to object to modern capitalism or to dispute the free-market purist ideology should be familiar with Smith, if only to ground their arguments in strong economic foundations.

Since Smith is the founding father of free trade, this is an interesting work to return to in the modern world, when anti-globalisation is on the rise and there is increasing talk of tariffs and protectionism. It is certain he would have been against the latter policies, though he may well also have frowned on the degree to which corporations have been able to capture governments and influence their own regulatory framework (often to the detriment of smaller companies).

You don’t need to have read this book to do business in the world today. But the global economy might be very different if it weren’t for the ideas expressed in it, and the future shape of the global economy may depend on how we react to the twenty-first-century forms of the very same problems that Smith was commenting on.
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The Wealth of Nations

The eighteenth-century classic that laid the foundations of modern economics. Smith outlined the arguments for free trade, the advantages of the division of labour and the need to prevent governments from excessive meddling with the market. This is the book that introduced the idea of the ‘invisible hand’ of the free market, and should thus be familiar to anyone who wants to understand the political arguments over tariffs, protectionism, corporate power and the future of globalisation.






Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds

Charles Mackay, 1841

This is a classic that is worth a few hours of anyone’s time. It is a survey of bizarre historical crazes and hysterias, from the South Sea Bubble to witch trials, and from popular belief in haunted houses to the tulip frenzy in Holland, all of which the author recounts with a dry amusement that brings out the weirdness of the human psyche in such situations. It continues to be a fascinating study in human irrationality and market psychology.

There are three reasons why this book is worth reading or rereading from a business point of view. Firstly, it is a valuable guide to the way that hysteria leads to irrational swings in markets and, in particular, to booms, bubbles and crashes. Secondly, it serves as a reminder that even highly intelligent people can get things utterly and disastrously wrong. And thirdly, from a more cynical point of view, knowing how market psychology works, whether in hysterias or fads and fashions, is at the heart of the ability to influence popular opinion and to convey a marketing message effectively.

Taking these in turn, Mackay starts the book with an examination of financial bubbles, in particular the South Sea Bubble, the Mississippi Scheme and ‘tulipomania’, in which tulip prices in Holland reached extraordinary levels – to the point where they were, in some cases, worth as much as a decent-sized house or twelve acres of land. (Mackay’s account of the latter has since been the subject of some academic criticism that notes he may have exaggerated some of the details – but that doesn’t really detract from the humour he extracts from the irrational surge in prices). All of these cases revolve around the buying and selling of assets that experienced an initial surge in prices for perfectly rational reasons, but which then went into a period of hysterical price inflation as greater numbers of participants surged into the market in the belief that prices would continue to rise.

Since the book was written there have been numerous further examples of such irrational bubbles, from Railway Mania of the nineteeth century, through the Wall Street Crash and numerous real-estate bubbles of the twentieth century, to the dot-com crash and, most recently, the global financial crisis of 2008.

The moral of the stories is to be cautious about anything which looks like a safe bet: prices can rise irrationally for a very long time before they crash and it is never easy to distinguish a genuine boom from a bubble, but a knowledge of the many ways in which asset prices have soared and crashed in the past is an essential part of defending oneself against getting sucked into future manias. This applies whether you are investing your money in businesses or making decisions about the future direction of your company. One recent instance is the huge amount of money many major publishing companies lost by piling resources into the production of CD-ROMs just as the internet was about to make them more or less unsaleable. In general, it is all too easy for people to follow the crowd because ‘everyone else is doing it’ and for greed and fear to provoke irrational business behaviour.

When it comes to the potential for highly intelligent people to make foolish mistakes, there are few better parables than the story of John Law, which is recounted in the first chapter of the book. In the early eighteenth century, Law rose to a prominent position of influence in France, which was suffering from economic problems. A brilliant mathematician, gambler and economist, Law believed he could solve these problems. He was ahead of his time in some respects as he had great faith in paper money (as opposed to gold) and the use of shares and bonds as pseudomoney. Law was given a royal charter which allowed him to establish the Banque Royale, with extraordinary privileges in exchange for the bank taking on the national debt of France. He subsequently helped form the Mississippi Company, which was given a monopoly of trade with the West Indies and North America.

When Law issued 50,000 shares in the company at 500 livres each in 1719, he allowed them to be sold for a down-payment of just 75 livres. (The livre was the precursor of the franc, with a value that had originally been equivalent to a pound of silver). As news of the potential wealth of colonies such as Louisiana was wildly exaggerated, the price of the shares rocketed to twenty times their issue price and a hysteria ensued in which buyers clamoured to get into this amazing market opportunity. Law then proposed to pay off the national debt of 1.5 billion livres through the issue of hundreds of thousands more shares. The price continued to shoot up, and the word ‘millionaire’ was coined for the first time at the height of the bubble.

Inevitably, the bubble burst in 1720, as food prices rose sharply and doubts gathered about how all this paper money and shares could possibly live up to their extremely high valuation. As people attempted to swap their shares and paper money for gold or coins, the prices of the shares crashed. Riots and bank runs ensued and the bank was forced to stop exchanging the paper money. Law ended his days in exile in Italy: for all his brilliance, he had still made one of economic history’s most disastrous mistakes.

(While Law was primarily responsible for the debacle, it is worth noting that some of his ideas would eventually become part of mainstream economics and, indeed, contemporary central banking practice: he might even be called the father of quantitative easing. Whether that should tell us that being right at the wrong time is as bad as being plain wrong, or should give us grave concerns about the future of the global economy, is a moot point.)

The final message one can take from Mackay’s book is the most cynical one. Given that humans can behave in deeply
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