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"All things must change to something new, to something strange," says Longfellow. Leadership consists in understanding and directing change to a desirable end. Speed seems to have taken the centre stage in all walks of life.

With the passage of the 21st century, the pace and complexity of change are expected to increase. New organisational paradigms are bound to emerge. A good leader is a visionary but at the same time an organiser and a manager. As barriers continue to fall, and the world moves towards becoming a global village, organisations will need to become more flexible: new norms in people-management becoming necessary.

Some leaders will choose to respond to these changes as they occur in fire-fighting fashion. They would say: "Let us cross the bridge, when we come to it." But the fire-fighting leaves the long-term well-being of the people in question. It needs to be replaced by a prudent fire prevention programme. Strategy, in this context, will flow both ways — top downward and bottom upward.

The leader and the people whom he leads are inextricably linked together. If the link is lost, leadership is lost.

When a leader is detached or alienated from his people, his exit from the stage of history becomes inevitable. Managing change has never been easy. However, if adequate care is taken in preparing the environment for change, then the actual process of change will be relatively easier. Organising for change and after the process has come through, consolidating and building on the foundation of change is very important from the viewpoint of total success.

The leader provides a vision, creates strategy and directs action. He is like the conductor of a symphony orchestra. As conductor, the leader is the one through whose effort, vision and leadership, the various instrumental parts that are so much noise by themselves merge and transform into a wholesome concert of melody and music.

The leader is not only the conductor but the composer too. In her book, When Giants Learn to Dance, Kanter has provided a guide to the qualities of an organiser, a manager or a leader.

First, the crutch of authority must be thrown away and replaced by his own personal ability to influence and work with others to achieve results.

Second, he must learn how to compete in a way that promotes rather than prohibits cooperation.

Third, he must operate with very high moral standards. Gone are the days of Machiavelli, because transparency has become the order of the day.

Fourth, the leader should have a dose of humility sprinkled on his self-assurance, a humility that says that there are always new things to learn.

Fifth, he must keep in mind that means are as important as the ends.

Sixth, the leader is as elastic as a willow so far as tactics are concerned and as hard as an oak so far as the strategy is concerned.

Seventh, idealism is the hallmark of a great leader, but he never loses sight of pragmatism.

Clausewitz said: "What needs to be done in war is simple, but in war it is very difficult to do simple things." He also said: "Politics is war but by other (peaceful) means."

Mao Zedong has said it in another but simpler way: "War is bloody politics and politics is bloodless war." A wise general keeps a reserve to respond to the unforeseen and so should a leader.

A great leader is an innovator. Innovation always involves risk. We can and should accept and calculate risk, and accordingly stick our necks out to match our resources. But we cannot eliminate risk altogether, and still attempt to innovate. He who dares nothing hopes for nothing.

The downsides of risk are mistakes and failures. They are quite different from failures that arise from indecision and inaction. While the former is a positive mistake, the latter is a negative mistake. "There are risks and costs to a programme of action," said John F. Kennedy, "but they are far less than the long range risks and costs of comfortable inaction."

Leaders must always be ready to accept a positive mistake. Of course, there ought to be a reassessment after each mistake to learn lessons but not to inflict punishment. Oscar Wilde defined experience as the name given to our mistakes.

"A lofty vision, a passionate heart and a mellifluous expression — that is what the leader needs in his arduous journey," says Iqbal. Without vision people perish. Without passion nothing worthwhile is accomplished. Without sweetness and empathy, you cannot win the hearts and minds of the people.

We have bypassed both Renaissance and Reformation. In Europe, Renaissance, which was the revival of art and science, reached its peak by the end of the 15th century in Italy before spreading northwards. Reformation, which began in the 16th century, restored direct relation between God and man by eliminating the hegemony of the priests. We are lagging behind the West by about five centuries so far as Renaissance and Reformation are concerned.

The Muslim leaders cannot put an end to their anguish along that of their community until they fight for a radical change and renovation. Dealing with the problem, Iqbal says: "As a cultural movement, Islam rejects the old static view of the universe and reaches a dynamic view." He makes plea for a society in which the categories of permanence and change must be reconciled. "It must possess eternal principles to regulate its collective life," he says. But Iqbal goes on to qualify: "Eternal principles when they are understood to exclude all possibilities of change tend to immobilise what is essentially mobile in nature."

Iqbal attributes "the immobility of Islam during the last 500 years" to this reason. According to him, the principle of movement in the structure of Islam is ijtihad which means to exert with a view to form an independent judgement. The destruction of Baghdad in 1258 by the Mongols dealt a fatal blow to ijtihad, to innovative thinking. He bemoans the fact that "the lot of most Muslim countries today is that they are mechanically repeating old values."

"The closing of the door of ijtihad is a pure fiction suggested by intellectual laziness". If some Muslim leaders still uphold this fiction, Iqbal rightly asserts, "Modern Islam is not bound by this voluntary surrender of intellectual independence." The Muslim leaders must uphold the banner of ijtihad and must lead their community out of the long, dark night which has enveloped us for the last 500 years.
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