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Leadership and Meditation
Abstract

The paper suggests that good leadership requires meditation. Two different reasons for this conclusion are discussed. A superficial connection between leadership and meditation is that today’s managers notoriously suffer from stress, and meditation is often advertised as a means of stress reduction. I argue that the more interesting connection between leadership and meditation lies in the fact that certain styles of meditation can be regarded as nothing else but calm, careful and concentrated thinking. An attempt to define the notion of “good leadership” leads to the suggestion that good leadership requires the leader’s decisions to be “carefully considered”, or sufficiently “pre-meditated”. This is explained by various observations on contemporary leadership which indicate that many examples of bad leadership result from the leaders’ avoidance of calm, careful, and concentrated thinking. 

I argue that the avoidance of thinking spoils the quality of many organizations’ leaders’ decisions. Very often “business as usual” characterizes the CEOs’ behaviour even when the environment calls for radical changes in strategy. I also discuss the distinction between thinking and meditation, and what “calm, careful and concentrated thinking” involves. The ethical quality of the resulting decisions is identified as the most plausible differentia specifica, leading to a characterization of meditation as cultivation of a “calm, careful, concentrated, and compassionate attitude”. 

Introduction

As academic topics, both Leadership and Meditation are somewhat tricky. Both are treated in hundreds of publications, and it is fair to say that many or maybe even most of them do not meet the usual academic “standards” of rigor and cogency. From the stern viewpoint of analytic philosophy, much of this literature would probably be regarded as “not to be taken seriously”. Certainly, there is as little agreement in the leadership literature on what constitutes good leadership as there is agreement in the meditation literature on what constitutes good meditation. However, the vastness of the respective literatures indicates that both leadership and meditation are taken quite seriously by the respective audiences. And disagreement on fundamental issues characterises many fields of academic philosophy, and is thus hardly a good reason for discrediting the very issues of leadership and meditation. Also, it has to be recognized that most of the pertinent literature does not pretend to meet academic standards, but rather to give practical advice to those who want to improve their own practise of leadership or meditation, respectively. 
Apart from this similarity, the two topics that my paper connects may seem to have little in common. According to the stereotype, the typical meditator is not a leader, but rather a contemplative, inward-looking character, whereas the typical leader is a political or business executive with a tight schedule of meetings, phone calls, and reading of documents or of their executive summaries. The typical modern executive will just be too busy to have time for undisturbed sitting in meditation. At best, meditation will be allowed for as a pastime like golf, tennis, or jogging. After all, quite a few executives are known for taking the time for such relaxing activities, and the “work-life-balance” is not ignored by all of those who are responsible for leading more or less large organizations.

In fact, I want to argue in what follows that good leadership almost requires meditation. However, I will not just claim that meditation is a good or maybe superior alternative to relaxing activities such as golf or yachting. It is true that meditation courses are offered to prevent or counteract the stress from which modern executives notoriously tend to suffer. I do not wish to belittle the therapeutic value of the meditation techniques taught in such courses, and if an executive begins to think and learn about meditation because his overly busy lifestyle gives rise to health problems, this may lead to a deeper understanding of meditation and accordingly to better leadership.
This, at any rate, is the main claim of what follows: I will argue that it is the ethical dimension of responsible leadership that requires a leader to practise meditation. 

Meditation as thinking
What is meant by “meditation”? There is a bewildering variety of answers to this question. Blake (2003), e.g., offers a full month of daily different meditations. I will not try to give an overview of all the different traditions, techniques and views about meditation. I do wish to share with the reader my own understanding of what it is to meditate, but I admit that it is based on only a tiny selection of the wide spectrum of views on meditation. 

At least one understanding of meditation identifies it with concentrated thought or reflection. Descartes’ famous Meditations on First Philosophy might well have been alternatively called A Treatise on First Philosophy. Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations come to mind as another example of a reflective kind of meditation, spelling out the author’s philosophical views along with supporting arguments. The Roman emperor’s writings are also a good example of an eminent leader’s meditating. In fact, as the title of the Greek original is τὰ εἰς ἑαυτόν, a more literal translation than “Meditations” would be "thoughts addressed to oneself”.
Now, if we tentatively identify meditation with concentrated thinking, there should be little disagreement with the claim that good leadership requires concentrated thinking. However, if one looks at actual management practise, it seems that the typical CEO of a large organization – be it a public or commercial one – devotes only a tiny fraction of his time to concentrated thinking. According to Mintzberg (1975), CEOs work at an unrelenting pace, and their activities are characterized by brevity, variety, and discontinuity. Up to 80% of a CEO’s working time is spent in oral communication, the cellphone being switched to “silent” only for ceremonial occasions such as speeches or concerts. To be sure, most CEOs would claim that they think a lot about what they do, but hardly anybody seems to create somewhat extensive time slots for undisturbed individual thinking. Where companies do have formalized processes of strategic planning, most of the thinking is done by specialized staff, and it is by means of meetings, presentations, and discussions that strategic decisions emerge. Managers “seem to jump from issue to issue, continually responding to the needs of the moment” (Mintzberg, 1975, p. 51).
It could perhaps be argued that the CEO does the required thinking in between the many routine tasks and activities, and that he does not stop thinking while he communicates. That may be so, but casual observation shows that even mildly sophisticated tasks – such as solving an arithmetical problem – are very difficult to do well without focussing or concentrating on the task for some uninterrupted time span. All the more, decisions on far-reaching issues in a complex and changing environment call for focussed and careful evaluation of all the bits and pieces of information, background knowledge, and speculative ideas that have been collected by the one who has to make the decision. 
To be sure, evaluating information that pertains to strategic decision making is very different from solving an arithmetical problem. There simply is no clear-cut algorithm one can rely upon to produce the optimal solution. Rather, strategic decision-making has to rely on judgment. Decisions need to be made precisely because there are no compelling grounds for doing this or that. It does not seem far-fetched to hypothesize, however, that the quality of a strategic decision depends on the time and mental effort that the respective individual decision-maker devotes to it. Of course, that does not mean that the longer one thinks, the better the resulting decision will be. There are, of course, decisions that need to made without much delay, even if they are associated with considerable risks. However, my impression is that too many of today’s leaders – both in business and politics – spend too much time with “getting things done” - and too little with thinking for themselves. Too often those who are in a leadership position, and could therefore make a difference, do not really “lead”, but rely on others. Specialists, experts, advisors, or consultants are often invoked by both political and business leaders not only to add credence to what they decide, or to provide information or opinion, but to effectively make a decision for the leader. To be sure, as a leader cannot have expertise himself in all relevant areas, experts will need to be heard in many cases, but the leader will have to decide on whom he considers an “expert”, and take into account that experts often have their own agendas. It is hardly possible to give a once-and-for-all definition of “good leadership”, but it seems sufficiently clear that a good leader should devote a good amount of his own critical thinking to the more important issues he must decide on. On the most important issues he must make himself an “expert” – and that plainly requires the leader’s undisturbed, concentrated and careful thinking.
Moreover, one will confirm by casual evidence that the quality of a decision is going to be negatively affected if the decision-maker allows it to be governed by unmitigated emotions - be they “negative” ones such as hate or anger, or “positive” ones such as love or compassion. Thus, the kind of thinking one would like to recommend to leaders must not only be characterised as careful and concentrated, but also as calm or unexcited.
That much seems to be true even when the “decision criterion” is “given”. Even if, e.g., one could take for granted that ultimately the company’s discounted cash flow is all that matters, the CEO would be well advised to spend quite some time with undisturbed thinking on any strategic decision he is required to make. However, “given-ness” of the decision criterion is a counterfactual condition. The decision criterion is hardly ever beyond doubt, and at least when far-reaching decisions need to be made – those which truly call for leadership – it should not be taken for granted. In particular, leaders of large organizations (and often also of not-so-large ones) typically have to weigh their personal needs and goals against those of the organization – let alone against those of external stakeholders. What complicates decision-making even further is that neither one’s personal objectives nor those of the organization are immutable or even unambiguously defined. At least to some extent, a leader can influence both his own objectives, and those of the organization. At the same time, many stakeholders – from inside and outside of the organization - attempt to influence the leader’s criteria. Consequently, all sorts of objectives or criteria need to weighed or at any rate to be taken into account by the leader. Do you risk to sacrifice your personal health or family life by working 15 hours a day in order to better achieve your company’s objectives? How much risk is acceptable? How important are the employees’ interests? Are the interests of the poor or the jobless in China or Africa as important as those of domestic workers? How important is the long-term perspective compared to immediate pressures? Is it worth your while to think about global warming?
Thus the thinking a responsible leader is required to perform will involve not only a narrowly construed “professional” dimension, but will have a distinctively ethical dimension – it will involve reflection on the question “what should I do?” without narrowing it down to some substitute question such as “what do the shareholders want me to do?”, or “what will earn myself most prestige in the long run?”
What I have said so far may seem to amount to the claim that responsible leadership requires the leader’s calm, careful, and concentrated, thinking, including ethical considerations. Why did I choose to speak of meditation instead? 

What is meditation?

The right choice of words depends on their meaning, and our Western scholarly traditions require one to define one’s central notions. However, to define “meditation” is almost a contradiction in terms. First of all, notions pertaining to introspective processes or phenomena can hardly be defined without recourse to other such introspective terms. And those elements of the definiens will tend to be as much “in need of a definition” as the original definiendum. 
Secondly, just like “plain” thinking, meditation is a very subjective thing –  there are as many ways of meditating as there are meditators. Not only are there many different traditions which carry names such as “Yoga”, “Zen”, “Mindfulness”, or “Sufism”, but even within any given such tradition there are schools and sub-schools, and very often it is emphasized that each meditator has to find his own way of spiritual development. 
Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, one of the central experiences often associated with meditation is that one transcends the limitations of language-bound concepts, realizing experientially that reality itself is not carved up according to our concepts, but is rather something like one all-encompassing unity that as such we can experience much more directly than by stating facts by means of language. It would run counter to this insight to give some “clear definition” of meditation and then try hard to meditate in just that “well-defined” sense of the word.
This warning about definitions notwithstanding, one certainly can try to convey one’s ideas or views about meditation by means of language, hoping that other concepts about mental processes are better understood - in the sense of being regarded by the audience as less “in need of a definition”. 
With this aim in mind, one can try to compare meditation with “mere” thinking – in the hope that the latter term is less elusive than the former. But what do we do when we think? If thinking is done merely en passant, without much reflection or introspection, it may perhaps be identified with the spontaneous sentences which we quietly “say to ourselves”, as if to accompany what we are “doing”, or as a comment or “response” to what we read or hear. Even if one is sitting still and undisturbed for, say, 15 minutes, one cannot easily avoid that such language-bound mental processes keep coming up in a more or less chaotic manner. If one tries to control one’s thoughts, by focussing on one particular issue or question, one realizes that this is possible only to some degree. It is this basic observation that the more explicitly meditative traditions react to in different ways.
First of all, there is the Yoga tradition, as described in the classic text by Patanjali (2003), or the scholarly work of Eliade (1977). Here, in fact, the aim of meditation is to focus on one particular object or “point” to such an extent that, ideally, all perception of mental activity stops. As a starting point, one typically concentrates on one’s breath, and does nothing else but observe the breathing, possibly helping one’s awareness to stay focussed by counting the in- and outflows of breath. It is hardly appropriate to call this kind of meditation “thinking”. To the extent, however, that to control one’s thinking meets obstacles, and analytical thinking requires some degree of the ability to control one’s mind, one can say that focussing on some object is a meditation style that can help to train ones ability to think.
Similarly, the mindfulness meditation of Buddhist traditions that asks the meditator to be mindful of whatever thoughts, feelings, or other states of consciousness arise in meditation, is said to improve one’s sensitivity for one’s environment even outside of the meditation.
Actually, it is more the training effect of regular meditation that is considered beneficial by most meditative traditions than the effect that a once-in-a-while meditation can have in preparing the meditator for an important decision. And today there seems to be “hard” scientific evidence that regular practicing of meditation does change the meditator’s abilities (Austin, 1999). Perhaps even more important than its impact on abilities is its confirmed impact on attitudes. Austin (p. 650) quotes a study showing that as little as four weeks of regular meditation in the Zen tradition increased empathy towards others in a group of student psychological counsellors.
The descriptions or theories of how one’s personality develops over years of meditation vary considerably. There are rather elaborate descriptions of stages of enlightenment (e.g. Enomiya-Lassalle, 1968, who compares Christian meditation with Zen), but there is also the view within the Zen tradition that it is the sitting, Zazen, as a bodily “activity” that counts, and all striving for enlightenment is rather counterproductive.
However, it seems that with hardly any exception the religious meditation traditions emphasize that meditation enables one to overcome an egocentric view of the world. In his “Buddhism without Beliefs”, Batchelor (1997) aptly describes the widespread anguished and egocentric attitude towards life as “self-centered craving”, and identifies the “letting go” of one’s cravings as being at the heart of Buddhist “awakening”. But whether one follows a “beliefless” interpretation of Buddhism, a Hinduistic interpretation of Yoga, or an Islamic interpretation of Sufism (Ernst, 1997), it seems that all the spiritual traditions that emphasise the importance of meditation, see it as a way of de-emphasising selfish desires, or of radical acceptance of life as it is (Brach, 2003). It seems almost tautological to say that overcoming self-centered craving, while looking at the world in its entirety, means opening up to the needs of others, and thus entails compassion.
It also seems a common trait of different meditative traditions that meditation is not regarded as separable from life outside of meditation. Rather, it is seen as an integral part of a way of life that accepts life as it is, avoids hurting others, and instead tries to help and support them. If pressed to give a definition, I would suggest to think of meditation as of cultivating a calm, careful, concentrated, and compassionate attitude. This will certainly entail thinking in the ordinary sense of the word, but it will also require the meditator to reflect on his attitudes, and try to overcome selfishness and self-centeredness. 

If one wants to de-emphasize religious connotations, one can certainly explain what I said without using the word “meditation” (although hardly without reference to ethics and compassion). Given, however, that the main meditative traditions have originated from the world religions, and each world religion has meditative traditions of its own, a few words about how meditation relates to religion seem required. It seems fair to say that the meditative traditions emphasize direct experience of the ineffable, and de-emphasize sharp distinctions that humans draw and maintain by means of words and concepts. The meditative traditions thus tend to have little difficulty with crossing or transcending the boundaries between the different religions. Although meditation is often done according to some particular ritual, the ritual itself is typically much less important than it is in those religious traditions which define themselves by some credo or an allegedly “literal” reading of a holy book. 
Thus the religious meditative traditions typically oppose the fundamentalist traditions which hold that the sacred texts need not be interpreted. From a meditative point of view such fundamentalist beliefs are erroneous, as they ignore both human fallibility in correctly interpreting a text, and the richness of god’s creation. Meditating on a particular piece of sacred text would rather be seen as the search for a new or more profound understanding of the text.
It may also be helpful to compare meditation and prayer. Again, the main distinction seems to be that prayer heavily relies on language, and typically does not call into question the adequacy of the language that is used in prayer. Just as thinking, prayer may well be compatible with meditation in the broad sense developed above, but prayer is often also a ritualized element of a fundamentalist construal of religion. 
What is “good” leadership?
Does meditation necessarily lead to good leadership? Again one is tempted to ask for a definition, and again “goodness” is notoriously hard to define. What seems important to me, is that “good leadership” should not be understood in some narrowly construed sense of “professionalism”, but in the fully normative, ethical sense, according to which a decision or action is “good”, if it seems “right” or “legitimate”, when all the relevant interests, opinions, considerations, and pieces of information have been taken into account. Now, given that each decision is made by some particular decision-maker in some particular situation, and given that no algorithm for reaching the best decision exists, one simply cannot hope to give a situation-independent criterion for “goodness”. My own assessment of my own decision can easily change, if a new bit of information arrives. Sometimes not even external information is required to change my assessment, but it may just be a new idea that all of a sudden comes to my mind and changes my judgement.
Thus any attempt to argue for a “necessary” connection between meditation and good leadership seems to be futile simply because it would presuppose a situation-independent account of “goodness” and “meditation”. Certainly one can also point out that ordinary language allows for “premeditated murder” – which is clearly meant to be an ethically bad decision resulting from careful, and maybe also calm and concentrated, thinking. However, it is hard to imagine that a meditator who cultivates an attitude of compassion would decide to murder somebody. Of course, there will be borderline cases. There will be premeditated decisions to kill somebody where outside observers might concede that compassion was a motive of the killing. Euthanasia at a suffering patient’s request is at least not unanimously rejected as murder. Abortion offers another type of ending emergent human life where ethical intuitions differ widely, and the requirements of compassion are far from being uncontroversial. 

I for one find it hard to make any categorical, situation-independent claim about the ethical legitimacy of euthanasia or abortion. To be sure, a political leader who has the power and opportunity to shape legislation, has to make up his mind one way or another. I do think that wise legislation will acknowledge the meditator’s insight that  our “clearly defined” legal terminology will not necessarily do justice to each and every individual decision-situation. Again, it seems that the more violent religious opposition against euthanasia and abortion comes from traditions which believe in a literal interpretation and absolute ethical validity of selected texts, and care little about their consistency with others. However, the fact that such violent opposition is not very widespread just seems to confirm that the existence of borderline cases is widely accepted.

Of course, there are also historical examples where calm, careful and compassionate thinking have quite clearly been lacking in a prominent leader’s decision-making. A prominent case in point was George W. Bush’s decision to launch the invasion of Iraq. It was not only a decision that was justified by means of faked intelligence. Much more importantly, it was certain beyond reasonable doubt that the war would sacrifice far more human lives than the 3000 who were killed in the 9/11 attacks, and that this killing of thousands of Muslims by US-led troops in turn would further fuel the already existent hatred of the US in many parts of the Muslim world (e.g., Pitt and Ritter 2002). In principle, these negative consequences would have had to be weighed against the positive one of saving many Iraqis from torture and murder by Saddam Hussein’s regime. But there is no evidence whatsoever that such a weighing would have been carried out by Bush or his advisors (Woodward 2004, Singer 2004, von Rimscha 2006), and the likely result of such a hypothetical weighing seems so unequivocal that one can only regard that decision as having been based on insufficient – or complete lack of – calm, careful, and compassionate thinking by the leader of the world’s only superpower. In fact, even when making far-reaching decision, Bush is known for having relied on his instincts rather than on critical and reflective thinking. Incidentally, the case also shows that unlike meditation, ritualized prayer as practised by G.W. Bush is quite compatible with lack of compassion and  careful thinking. 
Interestingly, Bush’s opponent in the 2000 presidential elections provides a positive example of leadership and meditation. Al Gore can certainly be said to be a leader in the movement to curb global warming, his decision to become active in this field is certainly one that deserves praise from an ethical point of view, and he is known to practice meditation. An example of a “meditator” in the more general sense defined in this paper is Mahatma Gandhi. Although he acquainted himself with much Hindu, but also other religious teachings and philosophies, he does not seem to have meditated much in the usual sense of “sitting in undisturbed concentration”. However, it is very clear from his autobiography that he did very consciously cultivate a calm and compassionate attitude, and his political leadership is widely recognized as an exemplary ethical one. And what he writes about prayer, which he did practice, comes at least very close to meditation: “.. worship or prayer is no flight of eloquence; it is no lip-homage. It springs from the heart. If, therefore, we achieve that purity of the heart when it is ‘emptied of all but love’, if we keep all the chords in proper tune, they ‘trembling pass in music out of sight’. Prayer needs no speech. … I have not the slightest doubt that prayer is an unfailing means of cleansing the heart of passions. But it must be combined with the utmost humility.” (Gandhi, 1957, p. 72.) 
While it does not seem to have been researched how much meditation is actually practiced among business leaders, there are noteworthy examples, such as Bob Ford, who is also well-known as an environmentalist. 
Conclusion
To conclude, one can hardly claim that practising any particular style of meditation

is something like a necessary and/or sufficient condition for good leadership. In this paper, we have not even touched the questions of how one can learn to meditate, or how often one should meditate. Nevertheless, the above considerations indicate that practising meditation in the broad sense of cultivating an attitude of calmness, carefulness, concentration, and compassion, is likely to improve a leader’s decisions. To the extent that this is true not only for the top executive, but also for the lower rank manager, one may wonder if an organization can encourage meditation. Considering how little is actually needed in order to meditate, the answer seems quite straightforward. Just like prayer rooms are provided in quite a number of organizations, an environment where one can be undisturbed for a certain time span, seems all that is required in terms of facilities. And just as time is often allowed for prayer, for a coffee or a cigarette break, it should be quite easy to make meditation possible even during the workday. From the evidence there is, it seems that there is much to be gained from encouragement of meditation at work.
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