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To Jerry Levin,

for lifting the most enormous elephant in corporate

America without seeming to have done so;

and then having the good sense to get out

To Thomas Penfield Jackson,

for being blissfully unaware that the elephant has tusks

even as he was about to get hoisted on one

or

to Bill Gates, wherever he may be

To Jeffrey Katzenberg, for knowing that

sometimes a mouse that acts like an elephant is, after all,

still nothing more than a very large and ferocious mouse

To all the elephants in my corporation

both very great and small

and to the littlest elephant of them all,

my editor, David Hirshey

And to my wife, as always



Who has no-thought? Who is not-born?

If we are truly not-born,

We are not un-born either . . .

Release your hold on earth, water, fire, wind;

Drink and eat as you wish in eternal serenity;

All things are transient and completely empty,

This is the great enlightenment.

ANCIENT JAPANESE SUTRA

Make me one with everything.

ZEN MASTER

ORDERING A HOT DOG
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What This Book Is About

You gotta serve somebody.

BOB DYLAN


I had a boss one time who said a wise thing to me. This isn’t a pedestrian occurrence in the daily run of things, so I paid attention.

“You can’t choose your boss,” he said to me.

This idea was expressed with some sadness. He was a President. I was not. But the feeling was something we shared from our relative positions in the cosmos of the Corporation.

I have thought of that statement many times in the years since that boss, whom I did not choose, went off to play golf for the rest of his life. And the more I think of it, the more true it seems.

You can’t choose your boss.

Go to the shelf of the gargantuan supermarket of ideas and no-ideas that is your local bookseller and stop in front of the Business section, which for reasons that are beyond me is usually far, far away from Philosophy and way too close to Computing.

You will see there dozens and dozens of books purporting to help the scared, scarred, leery, angry, hopeful, ambitious, hopeless, confused, frustrated, demented employee determine some strategy for dealing with the person they have been assigned to serve.

We need not go into the variety of nonsense that is suggested to people. All of it is based on the idea that power can be managed through rational means.

It can’t.

To get a handle on the problem, one must walk away from Business, in which, sadly, you have probably found this book . . . and walk over to the grandfather of Philosophy: Religion.

For it is only through a leap of faith that one may gain one’s footing in the tumultuous, slippery terrain in which unruly, unreasoning, selfish, mean, crafty, manipulative, infantile, and belligerent power can be managed and ultimately, yes, controlled.

It can be done!

But not by you. Not as you are now. You need Brahma on your side. Or at least something that brings you close to Brahma.

Now, many fine religions tend to the human soul. They have their place, each and all. Some provide better food on holidays, but all have their happy adherents and it is bootless to get into which might be better than the other. Whatever you are born to, you should probably stick to it.

But one thing is certain. Only the power of Zen contemplation will result in a happy business life for the subordinate who yearns for understanding, control, and enlightenment. Best of all, Zen works in total coordination with all other established religions, so you can keep yours while you work. That’s convenient.

Zen taps our internal reservoir of peace that surpasses all understanding.

Zen can be done sitting down, while staring off into space. Don’t you do a lot of that already?

Zen removes us from the foolishness of everyday life and give us the perspective to go on when every fiber of our being is screaming for release.

Zen changes the ground on which you stand, the perspective from which you see things, enabling you to rise above and beyond the passions and griefs that attend service to the elephant that lives in the corner office.

Zen will enable you to take an object of enormous weight and size and mold it in your grasp like a ball of Silly Putty. For senior management is, in truth, the silliest putty of them all.

If you are patient, trusting, and disciplined, Zen will enable you to lift that enormous object over your head and heave it as Chuck Norris would hoist a bad guy ten times his size into the mirror behind the bar.

And it is the practice of Business Zen that will enable you, in the end, after much trial and failure, to throw the elephant who is your boss.
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On Elephants, and How They Are Different from People

Heinrich von Pierer, the sixty-year-old chief executive officer of Germany’s Siemens AG, is so fierce on the tennis court that such prominent opponents as German chancellor Gerhard Schroeder have given up trying to beat him. One story goes like this: During a game of doubles, the trim Mr. von Pierer was teamed up with a portly partner against Mr. Schroeder and another player. Frustrated at having fallen behind, Mr. von Pierer yelled at his teammate: “You have to hate your opponent!” before instructing him to simply stand still in a corner. Then Mr. von Pierer dashed back and forth across the court in a one-man show to take the set.


WALL STREET JOURNAL


FEBRUARY 2, 2001


Once upon a time, a blind man was assigned by the corporation to handle a very large and difficult elephant.

First he felt around the front of the elephant with his hands. There seemed to be a gigantic, smiling opening with a serpentine protrusion coming out of the front. To the side of the creature, he encountered a vast wall of leather that at certain points hardened to the consistency of stone. In the back, two large, wrinkled, globular objects were positioned around a moist central region. What was he to infer from this area?

Later, he met with his senior manager. “Well,” said the bodhisattva who oversaw his spiritual development, “tell me how you would describe the beast that you just had the opportunity of encountering.”

“It was equally inscrutable all the way around,” said the blind man. He was immediately seized by the guards, who hauled him roughly to the basement and threw him with no ceremony into a large pond teeming with crocodiles. “What did I do to deserve this?” he cried as the vicious reptiles tore his flesh from its underpinning of bone.

“Are you kidding?” said his supervisor. “Anyone who can’t tell the front of the elephant from the back of the elephant deserves whatever he gets.”

 

I’m afraid we felt the wrong end of the elephant first.

ALAN WAGNER, VP, CBS, ON THE FAILURE OF THE NIGHTTIME DRAMA, BEACON HILL, 1975

 

Many animals walk the earth. Only some of them are elephants. The rest of us must deal with them.

Some of us are gnus, and this is unfortunate unless one chooses the path of the gnu, and then there is certainly nothing wrong with it. There is a place in the universe for bovine creatures of various sizes who eat vegetables at lunchtime and do no violence to anyone. Good luck to them!

Others are lions, but it is a well-known fact that lions do not prevail over the average elephant. Lions are fierce and noble, but they too may be crushed under the elephantine foot. One may also be a little bird pecking away the insects that prey upon the elephant’s hide. But what kind of living is that?

 

When you have got an elephant by the hind leg, and he is trying to run away, it’s best to let him run.

ABRAHAM LINCOLN

 

No, the way of dignity is first to recognize that one is not an elephant, and then to dedicate one’s life to serving and controlling these gigantic and powerful beasts.

It is possible. Their size is illusory. Their power is evanescent. They will all go to the elephant graveyard, eventually. In the meantime, they need our help.

ELEPHANT FACTS



	The elephant weighs a great deal. Many ordinary people weigh a lot, but none weighs as much as an elephant. Even when elephants are thin and desiccated, they are very, very heavy.

	Elephants are also tall, even when they are short. Even a short elephant is taller than a normal person.

	Elephants eat a tremendous amount, tons and tons of food every week, even though for many of them it is mostly tuna and salad. No matter how much or how well a normal human being can eat, there is no way he or she can eat as much as an elephant.

	Elephants are hedonistic, even in their self-denial.

	Elephants are accustomed to getting what they want. When they don’t, they make a lot of noise and threaten the well-being of their handlers and fellow elephants.

	Elephants play by rules of their own devising. These rules often make no sense to anyone but the elephant, and there is no inherent reason to follow them other than that the elephant will hurt you if you do not.

	Elephants exult in their size and power. As it is written (in the Wall Street Journal), Sanford Weill, the chairman of Citigroup, dressed up as Moses before an audience of retainers and sycophants to celebrate the defeat of his rival, John Reed, for control of the Company back in the late 1990s. This elephant’s sense of propriety was so great that he gave not one on-the-record quote in a laudatory profile in the Sunday New York Times Magazine. And yet, in his victory over what he perceived to be the forces of Pharaoh, he might be seen in long beard and gown exulting over the demise of his enemies. The audience was convulsed with laughter, since nothing is quite as amusing as an elephant in a playful mood.

	Elephants have short attention spans. Many have been known to fire and rehire people on the same day. As we move along the path, we will develop the ability to discount elephant displays of emotion by more than 90 percent. This is a good discount and should be taken advantage of by anybody who is offered it.

	Elephants are clean and fastidious animals by nature. They like to dress well and travel in conveyances designed with their needs in mind. They become angry and quite dangerous if their transportation does not arrive on time and they are forced to stand around doing nothing.

	Elephants hate doing nothing unless they can call it a meeting.

	To a real elephant, and not a sheep, wolf, or gnu in elephant’s clothing, you are not there. There is no You. There is no Is. There is only the Elephant. Don’t you see how silly that is? And how silly it makes the elephant? Ha ha ha on the elephant!

	Elephants are terrific bullshit artists and are never doing quite as well as you think they are. This audacity makes them great, if slightly smelly.

	The elephant cannot be ignored. It must be understood and directed this way and that. It can be done, because for some strange reason, in spite of all their size and power, elephants need direction and know it.

	Most important of all—elephants cannot be anything but elephants. No matter what pressure they are under, they do not become rats or mice, they do not revert to human form. They remain elephants. And you are not one of them. In that lies your pathway to salvation and upward management.



Upward management! It is the way and the light to those who labor in darkness. Through the Four (or possibly Five) Truths and the Ninefold Path shall you know and come to live it. It is the way of Biz Zen.

BIZ ZEN: WHAT IS IT?

Zen is many things, many solutions to many mysteries. But in its heart, it is this: the knowledge of the universe and all its workings that comes from sitting.

That’s right. Sitting. Year after year of sitting in the position of thought and comfort (sometimes in a very nice leather recliner), and by working without hope of spiritual (not to mention financial) recompense, reaching for the lightness of being that comes with the renunciation of hope and desire.

In this way, by sitting and sitting and sitting until everything suddenly becomes lighter, you can achieve enlightenment and through enlightenment—power.

And happiness. For, yes, such as we may be happier than any elephant can ever be. Yes, it is easier for a camel to fit through the eye of a needle than for an elephant to achieve happiness. The average middle manager wolfing down a hot dog at a sideboard provided for his use has an easier time of it. Because elephants are driven by desire. And desire is misery.

In the end, the elephant—your elephant—will and can always be nothing more nor less than itself. This is its greatest strength and its greatest weakness.

You, on the other hand, can be anything you want. Because you are too small to be entitled to a self. And that is your greatest pathway to peace and enlightenment. For the self is bondage.

Get over yourself! How good does that feel!

Your elephant cannot get over its self. And it lives on and on with that gigantic, gray self . . . until, inevitably, it does not. And then? There is a new elephant. There will always be a new elephant.

And that new elephant will be nothing more nor less, once again, than itself.

But you? You can be anything! Because your self—it is nothing! Good for you.

It is up to others to make what they can of the elephant, its size, its weight, its intransigent nature. Those who can do so may eradicate the inevitable suffering of life.

Those who do not will be swept along with the tide.
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Buddha in Business

Anything that you can do without a great deal of thought becomes a perfect form of meditation, whether it’s shucking peas, digging up a plot of ground, putting up a fence, or doing dishes.

ZEN MASTER ALAN WATTS

Conquer the self, and you will conquer the opponent.

TAKUAN SOHO

If you’re going to be thinking, you might as well think big.

DONALD TRUMP

THE STORY OF THE BUDDHA



A very long time ago, or not, there lived a young man in the suburbs of a very great city, or perhaps it was  not a great city. It could have been Bridgeport. Does it matter?

Young Sid Arthur was a part of a great family, a family of rich and powerful businessmen who ruled their metropolitan area in the days before consolidation.

By the time Arthur attained enlightenment, he had grown quite fat and also bald, with the big, round tummy and smiling face and eyes we have come to associate with his Buddha status. But in his youth Arthur was good-looking with a big head of unruly hair and was also popular among both men and women as quite the party animal. He was always the guy who refused to go home at 3 A.M. when the rest of the pack was ready to head back to the hotel; always the one who could conceive of one more cocktail when the rest were contemplating the possibility of going facedown in the onion dip.

His father raised the young man to be a scion of the ruling class. He went to Andover, then Yale, and from thence to the Wharton School of Business.

He was a happy lad, and while he excelled in all his studies, he also played squash and poker with distinction.

It became clear quite early in his business career, however, that there was something different about the young man. When the Steinbergs, Perelmans, and other Wharonites would upon graduation go out hunting for small companies to destabilize and acquire, the future Buddha would hang back, disgusted.

It is told that, on one occasion, his associates targeted and successfully brought down a small telecommunications concern, preparing to merge it into one of the larger wireless carriers that was then looking to purchase revenue growth, being unable to generate it internally.

Just as the little company was falling to earth and the brokers were descending upon it, drooling for their fat transaction fees, the young man stepped in and established excellent exit packages for existing senior management and even managed to save a good portion of middle management from the transitional ax.

The brokers were greatly angered, for they were determined to reduce headcount cheaply. But the boy’s father saw that something special in his son that might incapacitate him for serious business work. So he kept a keen eye on his son from then on, sequestering him in the family business and allowing him to take a lot of nice vacations and long business trips to Ritz-Carltons around the world.

During that time, the young man met and married a beautiful young woman who had completed her law degree from Columbia University but had decided to pursue her MBA afterward because she had no desire to practice law. Who does? Still, they were happy.

Everything was thus going along pretty much as expected for the youthful Buddha. He never left the general environs of his office, his home, and the series of hotels at which the privileged business traveler can park himself between meetings.

Then one day he was invited to spend an extended period of time within the confines of another corporation with whom his people were working out some kind of joint venture.

While in their conference room perusing some papers, he came upon a middle manager who was being yelled at by a senior vice president of finance. The poor man’s shoulders were bent with anguish, his eyes were red and runny with sadness and humiliation, his hands shook, and he could scarcely raise his voice to defend himself.

“What is this?” our young hero asked an associate. “Why does that man scream at the other man? And why is the other content to suffer such indignities?”

“It is thus everywhere, my friend,” said his associate, a fellow named Beebe, who, incidentally, stayed with him until the end of his life. “That is the way of management from time immemorial, in medieval feudal states, communist dictatorships, and capitalist conference rooms alike. It is the way the powerful treat those less so, and it is the human condition.”

“You don’t say,” said the Buddha. And he became very thoughtful indeed.

Later on in the afternoon, he came to a small office not far from the rest rooms, where a rather elderly man in an old-fashioned three-piece suit was sitting at a desk cutting up paper dolls. “Why does that perfectly good person sit and waste his time like that?” the Buddha asked his associate.

“That too is the way of things,” said Beebe. “He has mismanaged himself at the height of his career and is now destined to endure day to day with great suffering and uselessness because his senior management doesn’t know how to utilize him.”

“Ah,” said the Buddha, troubled at heart. It was clear to him that each of these individuals he had seen was doomed to live in intense suffering that defined his existence, simply because he or she could not manage the elephant.

In the days and months that followed, his eyes now open, the budding Buddha beheld the pain and suffering that is the inexorable fate of people who work for elephants. “Is there nothing I can do to ease the hurt that lies at the heart of working existence?” he asked himself over and over.

And so, in his thirtieth year, Sid Arthur determined to drop out of corporate life and go as a consultant from place to place begging for retainers in an attempt to come face-to-face with as much management-created suffering as he possibly could, hoping that in this search for understanding he might eventually determine a way to eradicate the pain that lies at the nature of business employment.

BUDDHA

 THE LEAN (BUT NOT MEAN) YEARS


For the next seven years, the master wandered from corporation to corporation, looking for answers.

First, he studied with a group of ascetics devoted to the notion of Quality, in which, they believed, constant attention to process and the wishes of the customer placed one on the pathway to freedom and happiness.

The future Buddha mastered the Quality Process, but found that it did little to bring happiness to any but a very few tyrannical maniacs at the top of the heap. This felt too much like business as usual, and he moved on.

Next he found a group of mendicants who were obsessed with the production of shareholder value. For a time, he thought perhaps that through this total purity of spirit, some truth could be found. But nowhere in his experience did he actually find more intense confusion and suffering among working people below the rank of chairman. No depredation visited on employees large and small was considered too rank and cruel if it made even one security analyst enthusiastic for an afternoon. The master moved on.

Visiting both coasts, he studied for a time under those who labored within cults of personality. In this way, he walked quietly within the halls of Diller and Welch, Eisner and Gerstner, Gates and Ellison and Enrico, and found that happiness was possible there, but in the end too fragile to be maintained.

Over and over, young Arthur came face-to-face with the underlying truth of all who work: that to labor is to suffer, and probably for too little money.

He realized a new answer must be found to solve the problem of human suffering.

As he went forth, the master considered all varieties of self-denial to reach the goal he sought. At first, he allowed himself no expense account activity whatsoever, believing that in the absence of pleasure lay the way of wisdom. He ate neither granola at breakfast nor Cobb salad at noon and at dinnertime took in perhaps a cheeseburger in a local diner or a slice of pizza at a roadside stand, nothing more.

This yielded nothing but indigestion.

At last he determined that in expense account deprivation lay a sense of denied entitlement that distracted the seeker from the object of his quest. After that, he ate and drank much like a normal business professional and would by no means fly first class unless business class was fully booked.

And still he sought until he could stand seeking no longer, looking for the key that would unlock all suffering, at least between the hours of eight in the morning and seven in the evening, except on the West Coast, where they knock off earlier.

And then there came a day when he could stand the quest no longer, and he said to himself, “Oh, the heck with it.”

And thus in his thirty-seventh year, he went off on his own into the desert just outside Palm Springs, which is very hot but certainly very comfortable, because it is dry heat and you practically can’t feel it like you can in more humid climes where you sweat through your clothing almost immediately. There in the desert he explored new forms of meditation, forms that were congenial to Business, for in truth it is easier to meditate and thus reach enlightenment when you have nothing to do and your Palm is not receiving a clear signal.

And then one morning, with his heart heavy within him, he took a cigar out into the desert, since it is impossible to find a place where you can smoke indoors nowadays, and he sat underneath a tree and decided he would reconcile himself to the fact that being managed by other people is pain, and there is nothing for it but to quit or learn to manage the unmanageable.

After finishing his cigar, the Buddha fell into a trance, or a coma of some kind, one that allowed him to continue sitting up, anyway.

Afternoon became night and night turned into day and still he did not move.

When he arose the next morning, stiff in his limbs but infinitely light in spirit, he was no longer the business professional who had sat down the day before. The power born of enlightenment radiated from him, and with it the ability to free other men and women from their suffering.

For a time, Buddha considered just chucking the whole thing and taking off for Saint Bart’s. He was feeling pretty good and didn’t have any great confidence that the lesson he was about to teach would be embraced by miserable people mired in their lusts for power and money.

But he considered. If he did not pass along his wisdom, what had the search been all about?

So he met with several friends who had planned to golf with him that day and made them sit down and explained to them the truth that had finally shone upon him. And they listened and were moved and changed forever, then themselves went out to teach the new wisdom after getting in nine holes later in the afternoon.

For the next forty-five years, Buddha wandered from place to place, never picking up a check unless it was absolutely necessary. Everywhere he went, he taught the same simple truth, the essence of which may perhaps best be stated in the text of what Buddha said in his first discussion with his disciples at the Doubletree in Dallas. As it is said:

There is no suffering for him who has completed his journey, who is freed from sorrow, who has freed himself on all sides, who has shaken off all fetters.


THE DHAMMAPADA


No fetters! What a concept. Let’s begin to shake them off right now with some
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