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PREFACE






On October 11, 2007, I gave a presentation at the World Business Forum at Radio City Music Hall in New York City. I have given many talks on strategy and peak performance in recent years, but this one was special. First, there was the undeniable effect of the place and company. I have played world championship chess matches in many of the world’s great venues, from the Hall of Columns in Moscow to the Savoy Theatre in London to the top of the World Trade Center. Addressing an audience of thousands from the stage of Radio City was still a unique experience, especially considering my fellow speakers at the event included Jack Welch, Alan Greenspan, Michael Eisner, and Kofi Annan, among other luminaries.

It was also special because it was one of the few opportunities I have had to speak to an American audience. I have always been much more well-known in Europe, where chess and chess players are traditionally accorded far more attention than in the U.S., despite the world triumphs of Americans Paul Morphy in the nineteenth century and Bobby Fischer in the twentieth. The U.S. has long been a leader in business thought, and I was enthusiastic about speaking to a challenging, critical audience.

My forty-minute lecture included several topics present in this book, including staying aggressive to gain “the attacker’s advantage” and avoiding complacency. There were also several segments on politics that covered the strategy behind the “war on terror,” Iraq, global human rights, and, finally, our battle for democracy in Russia. I wasn’t sure how such sensitive and topical material would be received, so I was relieved and gratified to receive a standing ovation when I finished. It was enough to make me wonder if the famous Rockettes had come out onto the stage behind me!

Afterward there was a Q&A session. This book, which had just been released in the U.S., was the topic of the first question from the moderator. “So, Mr. Kasparov, how does life imitate chess?” I did not hesitate to answer, “It doesn’t!” This got a round of laughter, but I was making a serious point. This book is not about chess or about how learning chess or playing chess can make you a better decision-maker. Most of my life was dedicated to the game, and so it became the lens through which I observed the world and the workings of my own mind. The book, as I endeavored to explain to the Radio City audience, is about the tools chess gave me to analyze and improve my thinking and my decisions in all situations.

This is not to say that chess does not have a great deal to offer. It teaches logic, patience, and planning, and it rewards those who learn to discipline their minds. Chess is also an excellent tool for examining the consequences of one’s actions and the decisions that led to them. This is the main reason my U.S.-based Kasparov Chess Foundation promotes the teaching of chess in classrooms across the country.

While the game of chess can serve as a useful metaphor, this is more a literary device than a method of useful instruction. There are few such straightforward parallels in the book; while the lessons I learned from my chess career are universal, the game itself is not.

So I was quite sincere when I answered bluntly that life does not imitate chess. It did for me. I used chess to develop my methods because it was the framework I had. Those in business will hone their abilities and skills by examining their decisions in the financial or managerial worlds. Politicians must learn to analyze the process that leads to their decisions whether or not the outcome was as desired. And we can all take a closer look at the decisions we make in our personal lives day to day, hour to hour.
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It has only been a year since this book first came out, but the manuscript long ago passed out of my hands and into those of translators and publishers around the world. It has been a tumultuous year full of highs and lows. I am glad to say that nothing has occurred to make me doubt any of the ideas and principles laid down in the book.

Touring multiple countries to promote it, reading the reviews, and hearing questions from the public have provided me with additional insights into the material. It has also given me a new perspective on the complex relationship between an author and his audience, as well as the relationship between an author and his own words once they have been put down on paper and released into the wild.

As could have been expected, the chess readers wanted more chess in the book and the business audience wanted more business material. And despite my disclaimer at the very start of the book, many of the questions I received were essentially requests for tips, for simple techniques to improve performance or decision-making. I tried to tell these people that I was not writing a “Dear Garry” advice column! Promises of quick results and an easy road to improvement might sell more books, but such a book would not be very honest or very useful.

I asked my audiences to think of the last time they had made a bad decision. A simple question, but most admitted they could not think of anything recent. Many went back years, even decades! If only that were true, but the reality is that we discard our decisions almost as soon as we make them. Too often we just live with the results and move on, repeating the same flawed process with the same flawed results. I avoided a “how-to” methodology in the book, but if you cannot think of a bad decision you made in the last few days, or a month at the most, you are either incredibly lucky or can really benefit from paying more attention to your decisions.

Another popular line of questioning was my political endeavors against the authoritarian regime in my Russian homeland. Many wondered how my the concepts in the book could be applied to these battles, something I touched upon briefly here in the epilogue. Certainly concepts like developing a strategy, analyzing an opponent’s weaknesses, and handling a crisis are very practical in Russia’s current political environment.

It would, however, be disingenuous to present any real-world situation as a simple case study. Chess is ideal because it is a closed system with clear rules and fixed objectives. It is a laboratory in which we can conduct controlled experiments that have real-world implications. If a player consistently makes flawed moves that can be traced back to a specific area of decision-making weakness, it is quite likely that the same weakness applies to decisions away from the board as well.

Politics, on the other hand, is a fundamentally blurry endeavor. Human beings are largely ruled by emotion, intuition, and motives that are often irrational and unpredictable. This is how economists can explain what the most logical consumer behavior would be and still be terrible at predicting what consumers will actually do. Nor do I wish to become a politician in the negative sense that the word has acquired, one who does little more than calculate and maneuver for advantage. Our agenda of human rights is straightforward and unchanging. Of course my personal style unavoidably influences how I promote my agenda, so I must be aware of this and how my opponents might try to use my tendencies against me.

My arrest came at a march held to protest the blatantly fraudulent nature of the Russian parliamentary elections held on December 2, 2007. The ruling United Russia party of Vladimir Putin discarded any pretext of fairness. Ballot boxes were stuffed, opposition groups were harassed and attacked, and the media, almost entirely under Kremlin control, became a full-time cheerleader for the regime. Just a few months later, however, the March presidential elections illustrated that things could still get much worse.

When I was nominated by the Other Russia coalition to stand as the opposition’s candidate for president I had mixed feelings. As competitive as I am, I wanted to win once I had been selected as a primary candidate, despite knowing that there was no chance at all the Kremlin would allow my name, or that of any real opposition figure, to appear on the ballot.

My first goal was to qualify for the next stage of the process, which would allow the Other Russia to canvass for votes and to raise awareness of our movement. It would also create an awkward situation for the Kremlin’s media overlords, who have kept me and many of my colleagues on a blacklist since our political activities began. They would have trouble pretending I did not exist if I was a registered presidential candidate.

Unsurprisingly, this never came to pass. My candidacy was halted when the theater we had rented to host my nominating convention abruptly canceled our contract. As frequently occurs with Other Russia events, venues across the city refused to rent us space at any price, knowing that to do so would bring disfavor from the authorities. Even large international hotel chains have repeatedly caved in to Kremlin pressure and are no longer willing to host our events.

And so I was forced to end the campaign before it ever really got started. I was often asked why I had tried at all when I knew the elections were a fraud from the beginning. Indeed, a total boycott of the rigged proceedings had been discussed among the opposition groups. Even the Communists, who are allowed to win a small fraction of parliament seats so Kremlin domination doesn’t look absurdly complete, briefly threatened to sit out the charade.

But my principle goal was not just to add “former Russian presidential candidate” to my list of introductions along with “former world chess champion.” I knew that my candidacy would likely receive more attention outside of Russia than within it—our mass media is tightly controlled. Drawing the world’s attention to the undemocratic nature of Putin’s “in-house” transfer (or, more accurately, retention) of power was certainly one objective. The most critical mission was, and is, to build up democratic practices here—something we achieved, if in a small way, with our series of internal elections.

The Russian people have very little experience with the power of the ballot, campaigns, and the other fundamentals of democracy those in the West take for granted. One of the biggest obstacles we face is presenting the connection between the difficulties our citizens face and the lack of accountability of our public officials. The entrenched bureaucracy, the nomenclatura, is almost entirely immune to the voice of the people. Thanks largely to constant media bombardment, Russians are more prone to look for others to blame for their problems, like America and Britain, or NATO, or foreigners of any stripe. Or, naturally, the prodemocracy opposition, which is painted as a vicious band of traitors and agitators.

By presenting a real democratic process we hoped to show Russians what they have been missing. Imagine, votes that actually matter! A candidate selected by and accountable to the people instead of installed like a new tsar by the outgoing president. The contrast is dramatic when you compare our internal elections with the pathetic game of musical chairs Putin played with the new Russian president, his former deputy prime minister Dmitri Medvedev. The first thing Medvedev did after being anointed heir was to announce that Putin would in turn become his prime minister! Perhaps worst of all, the leaders of the U.S. and the European Union called to congratulate Medvedev on what German chancellor Angela Merkel called without sarcasm, “a smooth transition of power” in Russia. Yes, things proceed much smoother when you know the vote totals before the voting begins!
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The installation of Medvedev and the continuation of the Putin regime do not mean the end of the Other Russia or my political activities. Despite the Kremlin propaganda, often repeated unquestioningly by the Western press, there are many indications that Russia is headed toward a crisis point. Only record oil and gas prices have kept the economy afloat despite scandalous levels of looting by the Kremlin elite. More and more national land, money, and power have been moved into the private hands of Putin’s inner circle. Media control and increasingly violent waves of repression against opposition members can only delay the inevitable eruption if these conditions continue. Therefore it is essential for the opposition to stay together, to keep up the pressure on the regime, and to simply stay alive so the Russian people know there is an alternative to the new KGB dictatorship. Otherwise, open warfare between Kremlin factions or the collapse of the economy could lead to total chaos.

Meanwhile, I continue my lectures and my travels, from Abu Dhabi to Wales. Each offers me an opportunity to learn from my audiences— how they think differently and how they think alike. I hope they will challenge me and my ideas just as I expect to challenge them.

Garry Kasparov

Moscow, April 23, 2008


To my mother, for a lifetime of inspiration and support.
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