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The leadership conundrum
	Clues to managing ‘negative capability’. 
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T.T. Srinath 
A friend of mine was recently promoted from being a Manager to a General Manager; from being directed to having to lead. Within less than a week he started experiencing tension, he was always in a rush, cancelling appointments and running around unsure. What lay at the root of this? Clearly, he had been pushed to the edge of his capacities. 

One hypothesis, perhaps, is that he was having difficulty coping with the demands made on him. Another is that he lacked the competence to manage the new role. But perhaps his true dilemma was his incapacity to live with the doubts, the uncertainties and the mystery of the new role. His inability to live in ‘negative capability’ was stressing him out. 

Negative capability indicates the capacity to live with ambiguity and paradox, to hold or to contain, not just to react to the pressures of one’s impulses. The term ‘negative capability’ was first used by the British poet Keats who said: “It is necessary for a poet to be open to impressions, sensations or whatever, for the poet to be capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without an irritable reaching after fact and reason.” 

Today more than ever leadership demonstration demands the capacity to seek out and work on the edge of uncertainty. A leader’s positive capabilities are those based on knowing and is manifested through activity, work and achievement. His negative capability, however, is based on not knowing, or not doing, on being no longer in control of the situation. 

Negative capability 
Negative capability for a leader suggests the capacity for containment i.e. the capacity to live and to tolerate ambiguity and paradox and to remain content with ‘half-knowledge’; to tolerate anxiety and fear and stay in the place of uncertainty in order to allow for the emergence of new thoughts or perceptions. 

It implies the capacity to engage in a non-defensive way with change, without being overwhelmed by the pressure to react. It also indicates empathy and even a certain flexibility of character, the ability to tolerate a loss of self and a loss of rationality by trusting in the capacity to recreate oneself in another character. 

It is knowledge that I do not know that allows me to do nothing. It is also my confidence in my own judgment that allows me to accept that, for the moment, my judgment is failing.

Organisation leaders must be oriented towards the unknown creative insight of the moment and hence towards ‘the edge’ of their ignorance. Negative capability thus gives free reign to imagination. When leaders know that they do not know they permit themselves the risk of thinking new thoughts. They resort to what is called ‘yield intelligence: just being there and just listening.’ 

How then does one practice ‘non-demanding’ leadership in an age where a leader is called upon to act, direct and orchestrate?

A model of leadership demonstration (graphical representation given above) offers itself for consideration.

A famous quote says ‘in the beginning leadership must establish direction, in the end the leaders must say thank you, in-between the leader must serve.’ I alter this quote saying ‘leadership must be clear in intent, must set the context for people to act, set the boundary for practice, in between must resist action or live in inaction.’ 

The role of leadership 
The greatest challenge for leadership today is to stay with ambiguity and trust in the wisdom of people and situations to pan out effectively. Yet, a leader must establish to his followers with clarity why he wishes to pursue what he is doing, must singularly establish the context in which people can perform and finally set the boundaries for people to act. Beyond this, leadership has no role other than to wait and watch.

In organisations, unfortunately, ‘the default’ position that leadership takes is to control. Yet the ability to accept that not everything can be resolved makes for great leadership. In an environment which pushes to control it is difficult to wait, to be patient, to be passive, to be observing. 

The pressure to act comes from the popular belief that leadership must be visible, must be surefooted and decisive. Reversing this thought requires faith and trust in self and others. 

The priority, therefore, for creative leadership is to know that others yearn to be heard, to be engaged — not in debate, not in mind to mind but heart to heart and in so being live with uncertainty of outcome.

(The writer is an organisational and behavioural consultant. He can be contacted at ttsrinath@vsnl.net) 

