Interview with Charles Handy for Third Way Magazine - 14/5/96

JG. What do you do? How do you describe what you do?

Well at one level I say these days I'm a writer and a broadcaster which is a more accurate description of what I do these days.  But I think all my life really after my early apprenticeship in industry I was in a sense an educationalist.  Not a trainer but an educationalist, trying to open people's eyes to what is going on.

JG. What's the difference?

Well a trainer tends to suggest he has the answers and can impart these answers (or what is given) to other people, but I don't really have the answers.  I have a view of what's going on in the world and a view I think of what I would like to see going on in the world.  I try to open people's eyes to the realities and the possibilities and the potentialities of life.  That's what I call education though I sometimes call it philosophy.  And I used to do it by teaching, literally in the classroom, or some halls but now basically I do it through writing books to reach more people.

JG. Would you ever use the word philosopher of yourself?

I describe myself now rather particularly as a social philosopher because people have called me a management teacher or even words like guru in a desperate attempt to describe what I don't even call myself - either a business philosopher or I would prefer to say social philosopher  because it covers the whole of life.  Philosophers in my view don't have that wide an approach.

JG. How has your thinking changed since you started as an educationalist?

Well I did indeed in the beginning think there was an undiscovered law of organisations, a law of management, a law of human behaviour lurking there in the undiscovered depths of the human being.  I would have been the great scientist who discovered the DNA of how organisations worked; and I remember I went to MIT in my early 30s - the Massachusetts Institute of Technology - in those days there weren't business schools in Europe and I was sure that I would discover the secret.  I think the first lesson I learnt roaming round their library and halls is there is no great scientific insight or cure.  So that's when I began to change.  The first book I wrote was called Understanding Organisations

JG. And it was after that point?

It was just before, because Understanding Organisations actually does say you can understand but you can't actually, totally predict what will happen. Even now I would back that view

JG. It must have been a big jump.  Conventional management thinking must be that you can understand management thinking and how to do it. 

Yes indeed.  So when I went back to help start London Business School I suppose I was still believing that you could reasonably understand even if you couldn't fully control.   I spent 10 years in the Institute Programme of Executives in London Business School most of which was taught by people who thought they had the answers.  And I got increasingly uneasy with that.   I then used to come back and teach a course on Society, life, philosophy and so on.  And that was fine because they seemed to find it very interesting but then they made that particular course a degree course and the trouble with a degree course is the questions you pose.  The project I used to give people to do was write a long essay on what they saw as the point of life and use that.  But in the end it seemed quite impossible to say stop doing that or sorry you've failed.   In the end I philosophised myself out of that kind of management thinking.

JG. Was there a point when you blew you cover?

I think it was an evolving situation; it was really becoming ridiculous teaching.    And even now my books are not readily accepted.

JG. Do you think an organisation can do anything they want and can organise themselves in any way they please?

Well it's not totally a free-for-all.  I mean if you take the world of advertising agencies for instance where basically every campaign is a new product created for the client.  So it's a highly creative kind of thing.  It's really quite hard to see how you can organise that except with a team of specialists working together on a project basis.  In the book I described this approach as the goddess Athena.  But nevertheless I have known advertising agencies which are ruled with a rod of iron by a Zeus figure where everything has to be done in his or her image.  So you have what I would call a corrupted cohesive culture.   So there are forces I think which push you in certain ways.  But there are other forces - personality or history or tradition - which pull you away.  So in every organisation - I typify four cultures or styles of gods within that group.  I have never yet met a pure one.  They are all corrupted and they're probably correcting in a way.  So there are forces I would say but that's about as far as it goes.  I couldn't give you a blueprint of a successful organisation.  It's dependent on the people in it, it's dependent on what country it's in, it's dependent on its tradition.  So even if you told me all of those things I couldn't actually give you a precise blueprint of how it ought to work.  All I could do is give you a reasonable suggestion.

JG. What about a company which takes something other than profit as the objective?

Well depending on what you see is the purpose of the company does change it of course.  If you say that the purpose of the company is to produce the most beautiful glassware in the world, for instance, in order to do that we'd assume you would have to make a profit first. But yes, that will be different.  There would be a slower pace of working.  So yes the objective does change it.  I now say that the profit is a result - the purpose is happiness.  You would like to have a happy life but Aristotle was wrong in saying that happiness is the purpose because what on earth do you do with that purpose?  If you do everything right, then you make money but if you make that your purpose you corrupt yourself.  Making money is just a way of providing services and things for people.  If you just want to be happy you could go off after drugs and drink far too much wine and then in the end you wouldn't be happy. .  We have to distinguish logically between the purpose and the result.

JG. What about organisations whose members serve each other? Would they have a different ethos or structure?  You have dealt predominantly with business organisations...

Well if you take an organisation like a nunnery the purpose really is encapsulated in the process.  So what is the purpose? Is it to pray? Or have services.  The purpose will still shape the organisation. It isn't going to have lots of teams sitting round being busily creative in a Trappist Monastery.  And you will probably still have some sort of hierarchy.

JG. So its the process and the forms that support that process.

The purpose is embedded in that kind of process you would tend to have in particular types of organisation.  Whether for instance there is a Zeus figure.  I know of a lot of abbots like that.  Or you have what I call an Apollo type leader (they will have orderly precision) but there are others and all of them will like to impose their own personal style on that organisation.  So it's another force.  Every organisation in other words is the result of certain forces opposing each other.

JG. Equilibrium then?

Yes, if you get equilibrium you're lucky. Really untidy punctuated equilibrium a n expression which describes a rather chaotic scientific world. There is a certain order that goes deep but look beneath and you find a crazy world or random molecules. Organisations are rather like that.  They look quite nice on the outside but when you get inside it's like rather crazy molecules rushing around.

JG. Cultural change at the present time is another major theme in your books.  Could you talk about that?

Well I think we will look back on this century as the century of the organisation.  The organisation of the community at work where everybody wanted to have paid work, not necessarily for most of their lives but certainly for a large chunk of time.  So they were a sort of community of employees - we sold our time to these people who then told us what to do with our time.  And in many ways this made for a very secure society.  Perhaps rather like if you go back to the old industrial punching days which people didn't particularly enjoy, where we spend a lot of time clocking in and clocking out of the assembly line but at least you knew when the work was done.   I think what is now happening at the end of this century is the organisation is actually becoming an organiser rather than an employer.  Do the organising in the employer's office.  An awful lot of the work will be done by part time workers and that is quite disruptive for society.  There are a lot of people who actually deny it.  There was a very extensive report that came out the other day which had a table of figures which actually said that there will be in the year 2005 25% would be part time, 8% would be temporary, 14% would be self employed (it didn't mention the unemployed).  Those add up to 48%.  It then said in the same paragraph 83% will be permanent.  The article went on to say all these people like Charles Handy saying its changing are out of their minds: 83% will still be in permanent employment.  It actually said in permanent full-time employment.  I can only say that this must be wilful blindness. They can't add up!  Now I mean I agree that some part-timers working in Safeways down the road here will hope that they have a permanent job but I promise you their contracts make no promise of that at all.  Their contract doesn't say how many hours of work they will be given in a year.  So I think that it is a major shift which we are not recognising and of course we see the fringes of that in the sense of people being pushed out, particularly the articulate middle managers, and that  has been happening for a long time.  And its going to get more and more so I think there are several  implications of this.  One is that we have to take control of you own life and the results of our work and the organisation of our time. The government has been very lazy using organisations to raise taxes and to apply social norms  such as race relations and employment.  Organisations really have very little power over individuals.  They don't even see them a lot of the time.  I worked for instance, this morning I worked for the BBC - the radio - I read my script over last night at 10 o'clock.  My producer was in Manchester.  I went into a studio in Norwich where I sat alone in a room and was presented by two people sitting in London who made it I think more or less appear as if I was there - but I wasn't - so I had no human contact with anybody.  And yet the appearance on the outside was that the whole thing was organised in one room.  And more and more of us are actually not working with other people we never meet.  So how can the government actually control any of that or have any influence?  And it's not just me doing broadcasts.  It's electricians.  It's plumbers.  It's craftsmen of all sorts.  It's the person who cuts my lawn.  It's almost everybody.

JG. Do you believe its just a phase?  Will it calm down?

Well it will obviously get to an end.  In other words organisations will come to a basic core.  They will always need at any one time half of the working population - full-time but they will be a changing group of people I think in more than 20 years they'll push them out.  So at any one time a quarter of the people will be inside an organisation.  But only half of the people.  Secondly in your own life.  Only half of your life will be full time.   You'll be on your own at certain intervals.  When we get down to that sort of level, yes, it'll level out. They can't do without any people at all

JG. So its a phase change

Yes, it's a phase change and we'll get used to it.

JG. With all these huge forces at work are you a fatalist?  Can you ride the current?

I'm a fatalist in the sense that I don't think you can stop the tide or currents of  technology which are there.  It's no good pretending - we've got 24 hour news programmes. And to shift everybody to shut up shop on Sundays and go back to the way it was, I would say everybody is slowly adapting these days.  The business That my wife and I run; we say that we produce books which we manufacture in 15 different countries, they're  sold in 13 different countries . It's all over the world and there's two of us running at all. So this happens to us.  It's also true of everybody.  I don't think you can stop that.  If Pat Buchanan in America wants to raise great big tariff walls around America and say the rest of us can go hang, I just don't it would be possible.  We can't even count what's going on.  I mean if I sell the rights of my book to America and I'm very honest with the tax man, but nobody else knows.  How do they do the foreign exchange calculation?  They don't know about intellectual property rights.  And the amount of money pouring through the foreign exchange market is a vast amount  So we can't even - the statistics don't mean anything.  So you can't stop that is what I'm saying.  I'm a fatalist in that sense.  Now can you do anything about it?  Yes you can ride those currents.

JG. You're an optimist then?

I'm an optimist in the possibilities and a pessimist about the short-term. I can't persuade a lot of people how big the opportunity is and how dangerous is the alternative.

JG. What are the parameters?  What is the best that can happen and the worst that can happen?

Well the worst that can happen it seems to me if we could actually run this country with relatively small and very hard working group of people.   If you don't really have very much to do and not much to live on  and spending your time watching television.   So you would have a very divided society, a ghetto society that's the worst that could happen.  A very bigoted society taking out its frustration on minorities.  A very protectionist society. So that's the worst.  The best that could happen is terribly exciting.  For instance, if as I argue intelligence or know-how or talent or whatever is actually free.  Our wealth uses vast resource, raw materials and machinery.  They will have limits, there's a finite amount of land and raw materials.  There's no limit to intelligence and know-how and talent.  Everybody therefore has a part in it.  Secondly, the new kinds of products we will be selling or services.  They don't consume any resources.  They don't pollute the world.  To some degree if people buy a lot of books they'll destroy trees but increasingly we'll be using screens so we've actually got the potential of unlimited wealth without actually destroying anything.  Everybody can partake in this,  that's the ultimate exciting thing.  But it seems to me the difference between the two - how on earth could you opt for one and not the other?

JG. So there's a very real alternative.

I think so but in order to buy that into that new alternative the present generation has to make enormous sacrifices for the future generation.  Because it's not the sort of thing that changes overnight it will take a generation or double generation.  So what this means is first of all that you have to believe in the my two scenario first - that it could be awful or it could be great.  And secondly you have to be prepared to spend money. And so far I can't find any political party follow it through.  They don't believe that it could be as bad as I say it could be.  Or that it could be as good as I say it could be.  And secondly they haven't the will to spend their money today to money today to benefit their grandchildren.  So in that sense I'm a pessimist.

JG. Could you explain about the Portfolio life and the Third Age?

Yes.  Well let's take the Portfolio Life first.  This comes from my belief that more and more people are actually going to be outside the organisation and effectively selling their products into the organisation or to individual clients whether they call themselves temporary or part-timers or whatever and I'm arguing that rather than call yourself freelance or jobbing or whatever it is more respectable and I think more helpful if you could say that you have a portfolio that is a collection of different products, skills, talents, of different products - rather like a chef would tell you it's much less risky to have a spread.  Rather like an artist you want a variety of pictures rather than doing the same one all the time because that would get a bit boring.  Rather like a model you want to show yourself in different poses.  So any sensible person now has a string of clients and has different products and skills.  And you should look at developing your own portfolio.  Now apply that to my other view - not just mine of course, it's an old Hindu philosophy of life, there are stages, in particular three or four.  The first one is learning, growing up, apprenticeship - it used to last 10 years - but I suppose with the industrial age say from 16 it comes out at about 25.  We now watch young people experimenting with life, the bore is that we haven't totally accepted them that they now take 25 years instead of 18.   The first 25 years is growing up and experimenting and they don't expect to settle down.  Now the next 25 years is a very serious time of life for most  people when you begin to take on responsibilities, tend to have a relationship, children, you have to earn money, you have to accumulate a serious collection of  skills and in order to do that you have to enter the world of work one way or another.  Of course some people don't get that chance which is a shame: they should.  But that again that doesn't last probably more than 25 years.  So that by the time you're 50 you're entering the third age which of course I've been in for 10 years and I find that the third age is really living when you can really be yourself because hopefully by then you know what skills you have, you will probably, one way or the other, be able to sell some of those skills, you will have accumulated a bit of money. Your children will probably will have left home.   And you can have a more interesting portfolio which isn't just made up of the hard work fee paid type you can have a portfolio of five types of  work.  There's paid work selling your time or providing services. Then there is gift work where people give their time for free. Then there is study work because a lot of people in this third age begin to say well I really would like to learn another language or like to go and travel.   And fifthly interestingly, there is what I call homework and particularly for men this a new experience of working around the home  and caring for elderly parents who are increasingly home centred.  Or cooking - I have a deal with my wife now we're in our third age, we divide the year in two.  I have six months where I do my work and she assists me. Then she is a photographer and she takes priority and I arrange the outside engagements.  It has been very good for me, I think, very satisfying, very enjoyable.  So you have a much more interesting portfolio.  And the fourth age is the time of dependence..  Some people unfortunately take longer in it.  But if you're lucky and you keep going,  the fourth age may be short.

But the third age should not be forgotten - the age from 50 to 75 - that should be an age of great fulfilment, great enjoyment and of course the interesting thing is the way the demographics goes in society.  These things are very important because they are increasingly going to the bulk of the voting population.  And the people with most money to spend ironically.  I know that something like 20% of them, there are actually quite a lot of them - have more disposable income than people in their 30s.  But these people are actually going to set the tone of society.  And the big question, will they be deeply conservative and entrenching, or will it be rather more optimistic, investing, caring for - that seems to be one of the very big questions.  I spend quite a lot of my time actually talking to these sorts of people telling them you are the future, you think you're the past.  You are actually the future.  You will determine the way things develop.

JG. So grandparenting as a way of life.  But wider than that.

In a much wider sense than that.  Being responsible for the next generation.  And so if you're going to start voting governments in who want to increase your pension and that sort of thing, that's very selfish.  But if you have any concerns for the future of the world.

JG. You mentioned in the second age, people not getting in to work.  One of the criticisms mentioned in one of your books is people saying It’s all very well for you.  How do you answer that?

Well, yes it is all very well for me and so one answer is to say well To hell with you you're irrelevant.  My argument is more people want to live like me, in other words they've got to think for the long term way not the short term solution.  It's a middle class professional view and I'm arguing that the future belongs to people with a middle class professional view.   People who have got to have  professional skills.  They might have a middle class view of the future  to make the best of the future.  And I perceive more and more that society wants to be like that and the government has been totally surprised by that.  They wished to get more people into higher education. They never expected such  a response.  Higher education went from 13% to 20% over 10 years basically would go up much higher than that if there were more funds.  And if you're young there are plenty of opportunities to acquire skills. I'm afraid there is a lump at the bottom who don't and these are the people I'm worried about.  There's going to be a minuscule number of jobs for them.  So my answer it is coming towards me hate it though you may.  I'd say that's the way the world is going.

JG. Do you think there are limits to what organisational thinking can explain?

No, I don't think so.  I think an organisations are a very important part of society and whether they are institutions, families or whatever, they are all organisations and thinking about organisations is very powerful.  It doesn't mean that I cope with them any better.  It does mean that I can actually understand the character and patterns of behaviour. Its a powerful tool

JG. In The Empty Raincoat you named kings and prophets and identified with the prophets

I see myself as a prophet and I started life working in oil, tried running organisations, then I taught managers.  I was always too interested in the problem people. In a large organisation you have to be tough and say I'm sorry.  For the greater good its better that you go.  And I didn't like doing that. You have to have a touch of arrogance to be a king.  I'd be a very bad king..  The thing is you can't call yourself a prophet not in the sense of saying "This is what is going to happen" but more as with an Old Testament prophet who stands on a hilltop and says "Beware.  See the hordes and coming.   Repent change your ways"

JG Do you ever get wistful and say to yourself I wish I'd gone out and done it myself or wished you had the king skills to incarnate yourself in an organisation?

Yes there was a time when I was keen on making a very creative place.  But I actually recognised that even though I might have the right ideas.....

JG Even if you didn't do it, what would the Charles Handy organisation look like?

Oh it would be full of space in the sense that there would be lots of room for people to move in. I hope that there would be a philosophy of responsibility  for the future of the world, a sense of ambition and passion around a cause or something like that.  And there would be no hierarchy although they would listen to me in my organisation

JG It sounds as if there is a bit of a king in you.

Yes but I wouldn't be sitting on a throne I'd be some sort of weird and wonderful monk.  The project leadership would be dispersed.  And everybody would be more or less paid the same as far as possible.

My son actually works for such an organisation.  He's an actor and half the year they work together cheek by jowl.  They're all paid the same.  And there is an inspirational leadership who are an inspiration but once the play is under way, they fade into the background.  My son is one of the youngest of this company.  When they go around he tends to get pushed up as the spokesman but he doesn't actually organise anything.  So you have a changing leadership among equals, an inspirational initiator and a camaraderie.  Its also fairly temporary; they tend to have a pause then recreate themselves and bring some of the old crew back.

JG Is it by accident or design that you resist the temptation to campaign or moralise.  It must be tempting

Preach: I'm often asked to preach.  The nearest I get to preaching is Thought for the Day but my wife reads through all my scripts and cuts out anything that sounds preachy.  I'm not terribly sure that I agree with an ordained priesthood but if they are allowed to preach it is as someone who is trained.  And I think it is extraordinary that people set themselves up.  So I try desperately not to sound preachy.

JG So the prophet asks questions whereas the priest preaches.

That's right and I refuse to be a consultant because I don't have solutions.  I have ways of helping people.  The most I will do: I will sit with a group of people normally and offer counsel and we will spend half a day together and I will indulge in what I call Socratic education: rude questions.  To get them to look at the world they inhabit with new eyes.

I used to give a device in one of my books called the Sigmoid curve.  It doesn't tell anyone  what to do.  It says if you look  where you are in this particular way, you could find where you are , but it doesn't tell you where or whether to jump off

JG Does that mean you no longer have clients?

Well no I don't.  I used to.  I used to have organisations I spent a lot of time with.  Now I write books.  Which is a bit lonely actually.  I meet people who have written to me about some aspect of my books, invite them for breakfast, start the day with a rush of ideas.  I miss having clients.  But it was getting dangerous because  people would come and want to sit at your feet and treat you as some sort of guru.  And that's very wrong.  Dependency culture grows rampant and I don't like that because I don't know...

JG You said wrong

Well I actually think its wrong; well wrong for me.  Because I don't learn.  If I'm supposed to be the guru but I don't learn.  I learn my listening to other people working through it.  I don't mind expressing my views trenchantly in books or broadcasts because you can throw the book away or switch the thing off.  But if you have a group of 6 people  what are sitting there and have paid a certain amount of money.  Well its terrible.  They'll sit there and expect you to tell them what to do.

JG You said that you don't like it but you actually called it wrong

Well I think its impertinent for me to try and solve their problems.  I get lots of letters from people saying for example I really got excited from your broadcast.  I'm 42 years old.  I have no job.  I'm trying to live a portfolio life please can you help?  And I can't.  I can give you ideas.  But I can't tell you what to do.  I don't know you well enough.

JG So if someone wanted to know politically where to go to make the biggest impact.  Whether to join a pressure group or run for the European Parliament.  What would you say to them?

I wouldn't advise them.  I'd give them my views.  The European Parliament might not be the most influential place in the world and  it might just be very suitable for you if you are a great orator or whatever.  I don't have the time.

JG You draw the map but you don't stick the pins in.

That's a good way of putting it.

JG In the same way we talked about community.  How would you map that?  Where are the wheels to which shoulders should be put?

Well I'm always tempted to think its government and I hear myself saying and I believe when I say that governments follows the lead of senior executives in large bodies that lead change.  So I have lots of ideas that would be good in opposition.  I don't think you can put your shoulder to the wheel in politics which will help change much.  They're very conservative.  I'm not too concerned about being in power.

So I look for people who lead fashions.  In organisations that lead fashion.  They would have to be new organisations with space around them.  That's for business but I look for other forms of community organisations.  And I believe that society is changed by case law.  I look for things like case law that I can write up.

JG Was that the recent Radio 4 series?

Yes that's right.  People criticised it as too optimistic.  But what I was trying to say was that its OK if you have rules and they have different rules.  But it seems to be OK for them.  So its okay for you.  You might find yourself a househusband if you're involved in marriage.  The British have a predilection for recidivists who attitude to these scenarios is to think it all wishy washy.  I get up the noses of certain people.  I think that's just what one does.  You can't force people into change.  I don't think you can push people into change.

JG You talked about not moralising and preaching.  Does that mean you would never put pressure on people you felt were not behaving morally?.  You wouldn't say for example to an employer It would be better for you if you treated your people otherwise.

Well I suppose there was a time when I was a sort of consultant.   In the days when I believed  in all that.  I certainly wouldn't do it now.  I wouldn't get into that situation.  And if someone came and told me what they were doing, I wouldn't then say that what they're doing is terribly wrong.  I would try and spell out something beyond.  I have my views.  I'm very happy to say on Thought for the Day Its wrong to do these things.

JG Do you think there are moral imperatives?

Well I get close to that.  If you asked me what they were I would find it very difficult to say anything which is absolutely imperative.  Thou shalt not kill.  But there are circumstances when it is.  There are circumstances when I imagine you're allowed to commit adultery.  So all my moral imperatives are hedged around with You should not do harm to those you love.  What I do believe is that we have within us a force for good and a force for evil and we should restrain one and encourage the other.  I'm philosophically trained to see situations all over where these would be tested.

JG But the next question would have to be what those circumstances are.  How do you know which circumstances you're in?  This would be the moral imperative for enabling you to judge the circumstances...

Yes well in every circumstance you should identify what it valid.  Things aren't black and white.  In a difficult situation Clearly if I see a stranger walking by the window it would be morally wrong to shoot him.  It would be wrong to walk into a classroom and shoot at people - clearly wrong.  But I can't say that you should never shoot.

JG Is it that as soon as you tie it down you're never quite sure if its moral or not?

There are extreme situations where it is clearly all bad.  But I'm saying there are no general laws.  That isn't sounding very helpful - I think its the real imperative that makes me back off.  Not in general but in specific circumstances.  There are moral principles but again they amount to such things as would force us to do harm.  That is why I don't wish to consult.  You might get it wrong.  Don't lay your moral code on other people.

JG Do you regard yourself as a religious person?

The word religious is a problem. I am a religious person but I do not believe in a particular strand of belief.  I suppose I'm a Christian humanist but I regard that as a tautology.   I believe that Christianity is a humanist religion about God made flesh.

I'm religious in the sense that I believe that we have a capacity to live good lives, that there is a force for good in the world that we are impelled towards that sense but there is a force for evil in the world.  And a belief that you can make a difference.  I don't believe in a supreme being.  I believe in heaven in the sense that you make it here.  I don't believe in an afterlife.

JG It sounds very Stoic

Its certainly not Epicurean.  Its fairly Stoic in the best sense of the word.  No I'm religious in a very deep sense in that I do really believe that  you can make the world a better place by striding out.

JG But by saying that you don't believe in a supreme being, do you mean you don't believe in any spiritual power or person?

I believe in a spiritual force.  I don't believe in a supreme being.  I don't believe that force is personified.  We have in religious education a very strange way of using language.  I believe the word God to me is a convenient description for a spiritual force.   And you feel that force at certain times.

JG Do you feel some sort of connection to it?

In certain places, empty churches constantly, books, nature, holy places.  This place. There was a French journalist who described this study as a chapel.  Yes you do feel it.

One of the awkward things about the inner city is that people can't .  I suppose the things that I believe come from that spiritual force are beauty and truth and love.

JG The reason I ask is because if people have a belief about it is a need for a connection, not merely to have a battle between good and evil out there somewhere or even within themselves but to feel there is some form of personal connection.

Well that's a very comforting thought but Christianity has been interpreted as a very comforting religion though actually I find it to be a very tough religion.  But its not interpreted that way by many people and that is why I didn't want to say that.  Its up to you - but you can get help.

If you want to go down the Trinitarian route its the Holy Spirit who has always interested me.  I suppose when I was working in Windsor castle and our house was ten steps from  the chapel and every morning at 8 o'clock there was a time in the chapel.   And I found that a wonderful soothing and an inspirational start to the day not particularly because of the words but because of the focus of the word beyond oneself.  But I miss that.  We now every morning walk through the woods before breakfast and starting work, which has some of the same feeling.  I think the church had something in its services which it has lost.

JG It sounds as if you have relocated God (that word again) from out there to inside yourself.  You've relocated.  You haven't changed the belief or faith.

Well if you want to use the word God yes but spirit.

JG When you say within yourself you still mean something bigger than yourself?
It forces you to reach out to others

JG A quick question. It has become fashionable theologically to locate evil not just in people but in social structures

I think that all structures can be a force for evil.  I used to send students to walk into the reception of a company and feel the atmosphere.  Its amazing what they picked up just be pausing for a few seconds.

JG I wanted to talk briefly abut meaning. People like Richard Dawkins talk about meaning as a meaningless offshoot.  Are you as cynical about meaning?

No I think he thinks its an artefact that comes from my genes and so on.  I really find that an odd view of meaning.  If you think that there's not much point in life.  There is for him of course because he has redefined it in connection to himself.  His genes drive him to find out more about genes.  No I think there a number levels of meaning.  One is the idea of a journey which continues until death.  Human identity starts by improving yourself.  The second stage is expressing yourself.  Most people stop there.  The third stage which I think is necessary is contributory where you have some sort of meaning in your life through others and that's much more satisfying than piling up more money in the bank.

That's one element.  There's a second element that I call the white stone from the book of Revelation which has your name on it. There is a really inventive word on the stone its there you just have to discover it.

The third bit is about something other.  There is something bigger than us if you want to call it God.  But basically as you take control, as you reach out to others, as you find the name on the stone

JG And that surely is a moral imperative?  You could suggest that people ought to find it?

Well OK well done well done you talked me into it! I have a moral imperative.

JG And you realise more and more that you felt you were a pimple but that you could still make a difference.  Its a paradox.  You don't see it as irreconcilable?

No I don't.  It is a paradox.  You're lost in wonder.  You are a pimple and the world will go on without you.  When I worked in Windsor castle one of my privileges was having a key to the Queen's private garden.  I had to sign for it.  And the custodian of the keys said will you please put the year in full because we get confused between the centuries.

JG And he was enjoying every minute of it.

He loved it!  I realised what a pimple I was filling a space in a huge book going back 400 years to get a set of keys.  But while I was there as a temporary inhabitant I had a chance to make a difference in life.  You must have both.  If you think you're some kind of god you're wrong.  If you think you're just a pimple then you won't believe you can make a difference.  I think you have to do both.

JG It sounds like an inverse relationship, the less you make of yourself the more you can contribute

As a former academic you can get very arrogant.  but if you stay as a pimple you get very depressed.  You need the two.  What I love is the vicarious thrill of watching  former pupils.   You know teachers watch their pupils and they never say that it was because of Charles Handy but that's life.  And you secretly hope.  So when all my students get knighted you wonder if they'll write and say thank you Charles but they never do.  So its seeing other people grow.  And you think secretly but you must never profess openly that you had something to do with the process.  But sometimes you get something like a letter I got saying I lost my legs in a car accident 3 years ago and since then I have lain in bed .  I heard you yesterday morning and I got out of bed, rose to the challenge and enrolled on a degree course and you think Hey take up your bed and walk now Hey Charles Handy.

And you know what is so funny about life is its like a circle that I started off in Ireland doing religion and got bored and 30 years later I found myself in Windsor going to chapel every day. Its a like a spiral On the other hand you hope that you move on..

JG You sound like a happy man

Well I'm comfortable in my own skin which I wasn't for a long time.  For a long time I was pretending to be something else.  I was pretending to be an oil executive, or a successful professor.  I'm comfortable in my own skin which is a very nice feeling.  I'm not terribly ashamed of what I do.  I'd like to move to do greater things.  I'm not ashamed of it which I was rather.

JG Would you ever write a biography?  It sounds as if what you talked about is as much a journey of self discovery as saying I discovered I enjoyed teaching so I became an educationalist.  Would you consider doing that?

Well I did.  Because I was going to cast my new book as a spiritual exercise.  But when I got down to it seemed so arrogant.  It might come across as a list of failures or as very arrogant.  There's an awful lot of me in my books.  Which is what intrigues me. I need to write about it.

JG Its the same thing looking over your shoulder. You can make a difference but don't be too cocky about it.

So its like I think I'm a prophet but really other people must say that.  But you've drawn me into saying more than I should.

JG You're very flattering.  Thanks very much indeed.
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