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Digest
3. Thoughts of
    CHAIRMAN GEORGE 
    PITCHER
The truth is I fell out of love with 
corporate consultancy a little over 
a decade ago. I simply couldn’t sit 
across walnut tables in boardrooms 
and talk bollocks for huge amounts 
of money anymore.

4. ROBERT PHILLIPS 
   put the system on the pyre
Tony Blair’s greatest mistake was 
not Iraq. It was neglecting wholesale 
constitutional reform. Two decades 
later and the cost is obvious: 
disenchantment, disengagement, 
and an explosive, fertile compost in 
which real “fruitcakes, loonies and 
closet racists” thrive – charismatic 
extremists beyond the clever PR 
construct that is Nigel Farage.

7. MARTIN LAMBIE-NAIRN 
   creative auto-da-fé
In truth, I can think of only one thing 
to chuck onto the bonfire. Creative 
brainstorms. I can’t think of a more 
useless waste of time – even though (or 
maybe because) large companies use 
them in an attempt to solve problems.

10. ALLAN BIGGAR
    do zombies burn?

“Excuse me”, I say to the young lady 
as I head for the seat next to her 
on the tube train. She stares back 
at me with that glazed, bug-eyed 
expression I vaguely remember from 
the aftermath of a good student 
party 30 years ago, but no, she’s not 
stoned.

5. ALARIC MOSTYN
   smoke out sexism
I want to see the end of all the 
barriers that get in the way of the 
empowerment of girls and young 
women – for the sake of all of us. 
At the truly nasty end, we are 
all horrified by Boko Haram 
kidnapping hundreds of girls to 
prevent their education, or the 
Taliban shooting Malala Yousafzai 
in the head for campaigning for girls’ 
schooling.

8. GARY MEAD
   burning rubber
What to do? Indulge in a bit of 
harmless fun – vapourize the world’s 
Barbie dolls, for instance – or take 
it seriously, and go for American 
arrogance and Russian paranoia? 
You’d think it would be easy, 
consigning to the flames whatever 
really gets you down. Trouble is – 
there’s too much to choose from. 

11. NEAL LAWSON 
    smouldering egos
I’m not sure how to set light to one – 
but I would torch the Ego. It’s both 
personal and political. I know we 
all need a bit of Ego – it gets us out 
of bed and helps sustain us. I don’t 
remember enough of undergrad 
psychology to know now where it fits 
with the Id and the Superego – I just 
know I can’t stand having to deal 
with people when it’s all about them. 
You know the type.

6. CHRISTINE ARMSTRONG 
   torch bullies and beepers
Less bonfire. More inferno.
Stuff that bleeps. Dogs with spiked 
collars.. Cheap plastic. People I 
did not give birth to who call me 
mummy. Self service check outs. 
Bullies. Call centres. Peppers. And 
Ofsted.

9. JULES PECK 
   inferno for the old, celebration for 
   the new
Our current economic model and 
its cronies are bankrupt, literally 
and morally. We need to burn them 
down and replace them with the 
future. 

Bonfire 
Night 
Special
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“We have no fear as the 
rotting corpse of PR comes 
pawing at our windows, 
looking to tear us apart.”

The truth is I fell out of love 
with corporate consultancy  
a little over a decade ago.  
I simply couldn’t sit across 
walnut tables in boardrooms 
and talk bollocks for huge 
amounts of money anymore.  
I now know the book I 
published in 2003, The Death 
of Spin (Wiley), was a cry for 
help, a 258-page suicide note 
for a brief though lucrative 
career in PR.

I took the money and ran. 
Happily, PR then seemed to be 
dying more quickly than my career 
in it - and m’learned colleague 
Robert Phillips had drafted its 
obituary elsewhere with far greater 
insight than I could ever muster. 
Like any disease, it’s hard to see 
when the terminal phase kicked 

in, but 2008 is a reasonable guess, 
when capitalism’s window-dressers 
could no longer conceal the rentier 
class who raided our tills. We 
pressed our noses to the glass in 
astonishment and despair.

 They’re still at it of course. 
Corporates will still need their 
reputations managed and egos 
massaged, financial services will 
still need help selling people crap 
they don’t need, and the whole ditzy, 
networky, ring-bound strategic, 
blogosphere buzz and  pointless 
conference of bores and freeloaders 
turns like a carousel on which ageing 
PRs ride gilded dinosaurs.

 That’s why this is called 
Revolutionary Times. See what 
we did there? Revolutionary is not 
only the overthrowing of an old 
order, but also something that goes 

round and round. And what goes 
around, comes around. We need to 
be vigilant that the zombie clients 
and the PR undead don’t come for 
us. We won’t get fooled again.

 We’re holed up at Jericho 
Chambers, a collection of bright 
people who know there’s an 
alternative, a better way to do 
business, changing the way the 
world works. Not, as it happens, by 
talking bollocks but by changing 
the way corporates behave, dealing 
in actions not words, rejecting 
the notion that there is no higher 
human purpose than how we 
communicate. We have no fear as 
the rotting corpse of PR comes 
pawing at our windows, looking to 
tear us apart. We have plenty to 
sustain us within - and a good cellar 
if the zombies break in.

Thoughts of CHAIRMAN GEORGE PITCHER
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Tony Blair’s greatest mistake 
was not Iraq. It was neglecting 
wholesale constitutional reform. 
Two decades later and the cost 
is obvious: disenchantment, 
disengagement, and an 
explosive, fertile compost in 
which real “fruitcakes, loonies 
and closet racists” thrive – 
charismatic extremists beyond 
the clever PR construct that 
is Nigel Farage. Britain faces an 
existential democratic crisis. Urgent 
reform is needed of the monarchy, 
parliament and the voting system. 
None is fit for purpose. 

I have long loathed the monarchy. 
A mediocre Greco-German family, 
blessed by the Archbishop of 
Canterbury, invokes a non-existent 
god’s ‘given’ right to allegedly 

‘lead’ one of the world’s greatest 
democracies. It makes no sense. 
Monarchy speaks to the false controls 
and faux nostalgia that remain 
constant barriers to the UK’s global 
social and economic progress. The 
monarchy positions itself as a benign, 
moderating influence, but enshrines 
anachronistic values and systems 

within the weighty symbolism of the 
hereditary principle. To avoid further 
democratic stagnation, Britain needs 
an elected Head of State.

In the House of Lords, 92 semi-
incestuous relics remain stranded as  
a result of Labour’s 1999 compromise. 
Universally, they are neither wise 
nor appropriate, symbols of a failed 
system, rather than (all) being failures 
themselves. This odd assortment 
resides pointlessly in an Upper 
House that numbers over 800 – itself 
an opaque, mostly rewards-based 
bureaucracy, spinning out of 
control. The US, with a population 
of nearly 320 million, has just 100 
senators. The Bundesrat, German’s 
effective second chamber, has only 
69 members. A radically overhauled 
upper house would see fixed-term 
tenures shared among real people 
from society’s frontline.

The voice of real people is certainly 
not heard in the House of Commons. 
By latest estimates, a core 20%+ of 
UK voters is now anti-Europe, anti-
immigration and anti-Westminster. 
UKIP becomes a protest vote, just 
as the LibDems did before it – a 

negative response to a long-term 
trend. An outdated first-past-the-
post voting system – which can no 
longer deliver its own sole purpose of 

‘strong government’ – now attempts 
to squeeze multi-party politics into a 
two-party straightjacket. The 2015 
General Election, with its predictions 
of stasis, is already being heralded 
as the ‘car crash election’. Maybe it 
needs to be. Britain needs to see that 
the party is over.

David Cameron smirked: “go to 
bed with Nigel Farage and wake up 
next to Ed Miliband.” The truth is 
that few of us want to sleep with any 
of them. The ‘next generation’ of 
leaders offers little respite: more clones, 
equally vacant ideas, constant Punch-
and-Judy exchanges. New leaders are 
required from beyond Westminster’s 
bubble and squeak.

Conservatism bedevils all parties. 
“Conservatism”, Ralph Waldo 
Emerson observed, “makes no 
poetry, breathes no prayer, has no 
invention.” The forces of institutional 
conservatism – from monarchy 
to parliament – now threaten the 
democracy of us all.

“Nowhere is the hereditary 
principle more visible than in 
the House of Lords, where 92 
semi-incestuous relics remain 
stranded as a result of Labour’s 
1999 compromise.”

ROBERT PHILLIPS put the system on the pyre
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I want to see the end of all the 
barriers that get in the way of 
the empowerment of girls and 
young women – for the sake of 
all of us. 

At the truly nasty end, we are 
all horrified by Boko Haram 
kidnapping hundreds of girls to 
prevent their education, or the 
Taliban shooting Malala Yousafzai 
in the head for campaigning for 
girls’ schooling. The girls in Nigeria 
have still not been freed to return 
to school. And there are still girls 
in many parts of the world who feel 
it is unsafe to go to school. There is 
plenty to do.

In the UK, we may congratulate 
ourselves that our girls go on to make 
up around 60% of those graduating 
from university. But the pay gap 
has widened in the past 10 years, 
with young men fresh out of college 
earning significantly more than 

young women. And that is before the 
glass ceiling comes into play. The 
latest figures show that only 8% of 
FTSE 100 companies have female 
executive directors.

The disempowering of girls and 
young women partly continues 
at the mundane level of everyday 
sexism. We still have a long way to 
go to shape the assumptions about 
young women, motherhood and 
family – and even further to go 
in our leadership role models: the 
alpha-male known for IQ not EQ, 
for control not collaboration. The 
playing field is not level and the 
match has been fixed. 

So let’s sweep away all of that. We 
have so much to gain.

Fascinating and detailed research 
by Anita Woolley and Thomas 
Malone at MIT shows that the 
more women there are in a team, 
the smarter it is, collectively. It’s 

the result of hormones, emotional 
intelligence and social factors. Team 
diversity is not just ethical – we now 
know it is also much better for the 
performance of the organisation. 
Research by those such as John 
Coates (in The Hour Between 
Dog and Wolf) shows that women 
are better equipped for long-term, 
strategic thinking, take more 
time before acting, and are less 
aggressively competitive and less 
risk-prone. The banking crash would 
probably not have happened if more 
of the financial industry – indeed, 
any of it – had been run by women.

Let’s celebrate this year’s Nobel 
Peace Prize winner Malala (a school 
girl whose henna tattoos were of 
scientific equations) by pushing away 
barriers to the empowerment of girls 
and young women. And that means 
us men have to stand up and do 
more in support of this.

“In the UK, we may congratulate 
ourselves that our girls go on to 
make up around 60% of those 
graduating from university.”

ALARIC MOSTYN smoke out sexism
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You catch me at the end of 
the VAT quarter, frantically 
chasing invoices while hiding 
from our accountant, so on 
that basis my first target is 
the horribly complicated UK 
tax system. Then burn down 
our benefits system, letting go of 
the complicated nonsense and 
making it fit for modern life. To 
do this would of course depend on 
ditching our political class who, since 
they’ve never run a business, worked 
freelance or been on benefits, are 
far too snugly insulated from the 
madness they so casually wreak to 
do anything about it. For the record –  
I’m not up for literally burning 
people but am confident something 
pertinently and publicly symbolic 
can be arranged.

 After a bracing start, I’d move 
on to stuff that bleeps. It’s time to 
reassert control over our white goods: 
I’ll empty the washing machine/
dishwasher/microwave, shut the 

fridge and charge the damn phones 
when I’m ready. Not at 2am. Dogs 
with spiked collars have to go. Cats 
only escape because I fear the 
retribution of my cat-loving friends. 
Just keep the buggers away from me 
before I change my mind.

 A quick coffee break, and onto the 
avoidance of waste. Cheap plastic. 
Don’t burn it – please God – just 
don’t make it in the first place. When 
it breaks as it is lifted out of the box, 
breaking one of my children’s hearts, 
I rage at our mass stupidity. Perhaps 
we can burn the business plan of 
everyone who seeks to make money 
out of objects that will never serve 
their stated purpose.

 After lunch are some personal 
issues I’d like to get straight: people 
I did not give birth to who call me 
Mummy, people who call in sick on 
a Monday because they don’t fancy 
it, bell peppers (the devil’s vegetable), 
automated check outs and the 
dreaded ‘bagging area’, ‘must-buy’ 

lists of pretty but useless stuff, mass 
storage centres and people who stand 
on the left. Anyone who informs me 
that their child is extremely gifted. 

 To end the day on a high are the 
big, hairy buggers. The bullies and 
psychos have to go – Gordon, Fred, 
Bob, Terry – you know who you are 
and your ‘work’ is done. All of those 
inspired to be like you can follow 
in an orderly line. Call centres and 
automatic messages can be torched: 

‘dial the sixth letter of the password’, 
you know, the one you agreed to 
twelve years ago and have never 
thought about since, only to learn 
that ‘you are the twenty-seventh 
person in the queue, thank you for 
your patience’. 

And just before cocktail hour I’d 
hurl in Ofsted: yes you lazy sods who 
have not bothered to inspect our 
local nursery for a full half term, so it 
cannot operate. Please show up soon 
or I might forget our fire is supposed 
to be symbolic.

“It’s time to reassert control over our white 
goods: I’ll empty the washing machine/
dishwasher/microwave, shut the fridge and 
charge the damn phones when I’m ready.”

CHRISTINE ARMSTRONG torch bullies and beepers
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In truth, I can think of only one 
thing to chuck onto the bonfire. 
Creative brainstorms. I can’t 
think of a more useless waste  
of time – even though (or maybe 
because) large companies use 
them in an attempt to solve 
problems. It’s typically the 
Marketing Department which 
comes up with the idea of a 
creative brainstorm.

In 35 years of running creative 
projects, I have never met a creative 
marketing person. I respect what 
marketing people do – but they  
are good at understanding and 
framing the problem – not solving 
creative problems. 

Let’s outline how these creative 
brainstorming sessions work.

Imagine a room of 15 people, 
several from marketing, someone 
from HR and IT, the marketing 
director’s personal assistant, a 
PowerPoint operator, a project 

manager or two and if you are 
lucky a Planner. The only common 
denominator in this group is that 
not one of them (except the Planner) 
solves creative problems for a living. 
Everyone thinks it would be a good 
idea to speak, even though what 
they say might be neither useful nor 
practical. Everyone thinks there 
should be consensus. This means 
that everybody will attempt to agree 
with everybody else. The end result? 
Compromise and fog.

This is all wrapped up in the 
politically correct misconception 
that by going through this tortuous 
process, everybody has been 
involved, so it must be a good thing, 
which is patronizing twaddle. After 
two hours the meeting breaks up 
and, because no single person has 
the responsibility for a solution, 
everybody forgets the whole thing 
and gets back to the day job, until 
the next creative brainstorm.

What is it about solving creative 
problems that is regarded by those 
who control the budgets, but have no 
skill or ability, to think they have to 
make a contribution to solving these 
problems? Is it because ‘being creative’ 
is regarded as being superior, and 
being uncreative inferior? Those of 
us who earn our livings by providing 
creative solutions to commercial 
problems don’t see ourselves in that 
way. Particularly as other useful 
life skills seem to pass us by, like 
process management, figures and 
organization.

So I want to see creative 
brainstorms on the bonfire. Let 
the marketing people do their 
marketing, their personal assistants 
carry on being personal. Let human 
resources do whatever HR does. 
And leave creative people alone, 
to take carry the can in solving 
creative problems to improve 
commercial outcomes.

“In 35 years of running creative 
projects, I have never met a 
creative marketing person.”

MARTIN LAMBIE-NAIRN creative auto-da-fé
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What to do? Indulge in a bit 
of harmless fun – vapourize 
the world’s Barbie dolls, for 
instance – or take it seriously, 
and go for American arrogance 
and Russian paranoia? 
You’d think it would be easy, 
consigning to the flames 
whatever really gets you down. 
Trouble is – there’s too much  
to choose from. 

In the end though, for me, there’s 
one thing I utterly loathe. The 
internal combustion engine, or 
ICE for short. I have to declare 
an interest at the start. I have a 
car. What’s remarkable is how 
impossible life has become without 
a car, unless you live in a city with 
good mass-transport systems. But I 
don’t fetishize my car. It’s just a ton 
or so of slowly rusting metal, hugely 
inefficient in so many ways – and 
even more so when you count the 
minutes spent in traffic jams.

Car-lovers and promoters will go 
on and on about the beauty of cars, 
their power, their ‘brand’. I haven’t 
done an objective survey but my 
suspicion is that adoration of the car 

is a very male thing, and that most 
women frankly don’t give a toss 
what they drive or are seen in. Car 
worshippers may even claim that the 
astonishing economic growth of the 
past 130 years, since the invention  
of the ICE, has in large part been 
due to the ability of individuals to  
zip around. Excuse me while I go  
off and weep.

There are annually about 1.25 
million deaths worldwide as a 
result of vehicle accidents; between 
two and three thousand of those 
happen in the UK. Leaving 
human tragedy aside – not often 
you get to write that – we should 
consider what the costs are of the 

‘astonishing economic growth’. Just 
a handful that spring to mind 
are addiction to a finite resource 
(crude oil); pollution (not just of the 
atmosphere but also our villages 
and towns); collapse of community, 
as people speed by oblivious to 
their surroundings; massive, mind-
boggling unsustainable consumption 
of metals; and vast industries 
established to do little more than 
sell us a ton of rusting steel. If we 

stand back for just a moment, isn’t 
the question obvious – how on  
earth did we reach this sorry state 
of affairs?

Imagine a world in which the 
individual ownership of an ICE 
vehicle is banned. What might be 
the consequences? An immediate 
black market in motorcars of 
course, but put aside for a moment 
the resulting illegalities. A return 
to mass transport systems that 
actually function, whether by road, 
rail or waterways. A slowed-down 
lifestyle – no more hopping in the car 
and going. Much greater demand 
for horses (this from someone who 
fears the beasts) which would foster 
localised communities and greater 
human interchange. Fewer deaths. 
Less rapid depletion of scarce 
resources. A countryside in which 
slowness dominates; towns where it 
becomes impossible to ignore others; 
cities that are a joy to travel in rather 
than a grim slog.

Above all – no more measuring 
others by the size of their penis 
substitute. See – I told you car 
fetishes was a man thing.

GARY MEAD burning rubber

“What’s remarkable is how 
impossible life has become 
without a car, unless you 
live in a city with good 
mass-transport systems.”
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Our current economic model 
and its cronies are bankrupt, 
literally and morally. We 
need to burn them down and 
replace them with the future. 

Thankfully alternatives are 
emerging. Professor Gar Alperovitz, 
a leading thinking and practitioner 
in the new economy, has recently 
said “just below the surface of media 
attention literally thousands of grass 
roots institution-changing, wealth-
democratizing efforts have been 
quietly developing.”

Along with people like Professors 
Erik Olin Wright, Steve Keen, 
John Bellamy Foster and David 
Schweickart, Alperovitz is just one 
of many academics and think-tanks, 
like Nef, actively working on the 
shape and functioning of a radically 
new form of economics. 

Alongside this is a fabulous 
proliferation of post-capitalist 
alternative practices which are 
showing how consumption and 
production can be done in very 
different, person-to-person (p2p), 
democratic ways. But, as William 
Gibson has said: “The future’s here, 
it’s just not evenly distributed.” Too 
many dinosaur ideas, structures and 
organizations are blocking change. 
So we need to burn the old ways and 
celebrate and nurture these new ones.

Leading progressives in the 
business community are tuning in to 
this thinking, and indeed themselves 
supporting experimentation. But 
our politicians are almost all asleep 
at the wheel. New citizen parties, 
such as Partido X and Podemos, are 
showing how differently politics can 
work, as are participative democratic 

BANK

innovations in places like Porto 
Alegre and Paris. A new form of 
decentralized p2p politics, people-
powered participative democracy, 
will need to emerge from these ashes. 
Again there are plenty of examples of 
innovations in these spaces but they 
are blocked by the incumbents.

Guy Fawkes is sometimes toasted 
as “the last man to enter Parliament 
with honest intentions”. That sounds 
about right. So we need to burn down 
the centralized, inert, heavy clunking 
fist that Westminster represents. A 
far better use for Parliament and 
Portcullis would be as cultural and 
creative centers, Fab Labs, cafes and 
nightclubs. Or maybe, rather than 
burn down Parliament itself, it’s time 
to throw out the politicians and shift 
power back to the streets, the factories 
and the people.

“New citizen parties, such as 
Partido X and Podemos, are 
showing how differently politics 
can work, as are participative 
democratic innovations.”

JULES PECK inferno for the old, celebration for the new 
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“Excuse me”, I say to the young 
lady as I head for the seat next 
to her on the tube train. She 
stares back at me with that 
glazed, bug-eyed expression 
I vaguely remember from the 
aftermath of a good student 
party 30 years ago, but no, 
she’s not stoned. As I point to 
her bag on the seat and try to break 
through her stupor, I see the tell-tale 
white head phone wires dangling 
from each ear. “Ah, another mobile 
phone zombie”, I hear myself mutter. 
As I finally sit, having received 
the usual tutting from the lady 
concerned, I notice a young man, 
head down, slumped in the seat 
opposite. Is he ill, I wonder? Then I 
notice his fingers darting across the 
screen in his hand… 

I’m no Luddite but I would burn 
these damn devices. Now no-one 
can remember what we did without 
24/7 access to whatever turns us 
on online, or the ability to be rung 
any time day or night, or texting, 
or email. Who needs ears when 
you can just plug in? Try to recall 
a time – not so long ago – when 
we didn’t spend our lives staring at 
the screen in our hand. I’m not so 
naive to imagine us Brits would, in 
the absence of the mobile device, 
actually start a conversation with a 
stranger in a public place. But we 
might give our heads time to think. 
Perhaps time to think great things 
and invent the next wheel, or just 
sit and wonder about life. Would 
Gandhi have thought great things 
pre-iPhone or would he have got 

addicted to online scrabble with 
his cousin while the world passed 
by? Would Newton have noticed 
the apple falling if he’d been wired 
into the latest track from Ella 
Henderson? Whatever happened to 
silence? Whatever happened to time 
to think?

Now it’s with us, which of us can 
do without it? So burning your 
mobile phone is probably impossible. 
But at least switch it off sometimes. 
This bonfire night try switching it 
off – and wave a few sparklers with 
friends and family; listen to the 
bonfire roar, watch the sparks fill 
the sky while your mind f loats freely 
and enjoys the sensations of an 
Autumn evening of fun. Do that for 
at least an hour or two – before the 
inevitable ‘selfie’.

“Try to recall a time – not so 
long ago – when we didn’t 
spend our lives staring at the 
screen in our hand.”

ALLAN BIGGAR do zombies burn?
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I’m not sure how to set light 
to one – but I would torch 
the Ego. It’s both personal 
and political. I know we all 
need a bit of Ego – it gets us 
out of bed and helps sustain 
us. I don’t remember enough 
of undergrad psychology to 
know now where it fits with 
the Id and the Superego – I just 
know I can’t stand having to 
deal with people when it’s all 
about them. You know the type. 
People who never listen. People 
who never ask. People for whom 
the whole world seems to exist just 
for them. I recoil from these people, 
who never shut up and suck in all the 
oxygen. Me, me, me! Really?

The problem of course is that 

people with Egos do well and 
dominate our world – economically, 
socially and politically. Whatever 
it was in their childhood that made 
them so insecure and so needy 
of others, whoever bullied them 
in the playground – we all play 
the price as they rise to the top of 
corporations and organisations to 
reap their sad revenge. 

But maybe we don’t have to 
burn either the Egos or the bodies 
containing them. The world is 
changing fast and the Egos may not 
thrive as they once did. Driven by 
technology we are shifting from a 
world of hierarchies to a world of the 
horizontal. In a networked society – 
driven by social media and the ability 
to know anything anywhere and 

connect to anyone anywhere – the 
old elites and the egos that sustained 
are being undermined. In a peer-to-
peer world the key to success is not 
to drone on, impose or bully, but to 
listen, relate and practice empathy. 
On the emerging flat structures you 
have to behave in a more egalitarian 
and democratic fashion.

Leaders might always need a touch 
more ego than the rest of us – but 
tomorrow’s leaders know it’s not 
about them, but all about us. They 
know their job isn’t to dictate but 
to enable dialogue – not to impose 
policy answers but to build platforms 
to co-create the future. The leader 
becomes a ladder.

So more than anything, we want 
and a need a bonfire of the vanities.

“Leaders might always need a 
touch more ego than the rest of us 

– but tomorrow’s leaders know it’s 
not about them, but all about us.”

NEAL LAWSON smouldering egos


