LEADERSHIP

The Hon Justice Michael Kirby AC CMG

1.  Do you consider yourself to be a born leader or do you think that it was a learned skill?

I think there are genetic factors in leadership.  Intelligence.  Good health.  Appearance.  Good concentration.  Ability to persist under stress.  There is a lot that can be learned.  But you could not deny some genetic factors.

2.  Did you always think that your future role would involve leadership?

Yes.  I was always pretty ambitious and as a boy and a student, aiming to do well and come top of the class.  I assumed from my education that I would have some leadership opportunities in my life.  Something inside me was telling me to achieve and strive to win.  

3.  What style of leadership do you prefer?

Front line.  Up front.  Raz-a-mataz and all.  

4. What is the largest organisation you have lead?


The International Commission of Jurists (based in Geneva) – a global network for lawyers, judges and others concerned with human rights and the rule of law (membership of thousands).  Nationally, I have headed the Australian Law Reform Commission 1975-84 (inaugural Chairman) and the NSW Court of Appeal (President 1984-96) – the busiest appellate court in Australia.  

5. What are the main traits required of an effective leader?


A democratic attitude; engagement and utilisation of others with true respect for their ideas; imagination, flair and good presentation of new ideas in ways that make them seem less threatening.  

6.  Where do ineffective leaders go wrong?


Lack of courage, insight, organisation; lack of empathy to others; lack of intelligence and ability to think and speak clearly. 

7.  Who or what inspired you to move towards leadership rank?


Early success in education; a loving and supportive home environment and parents who encouraged me, without putting undue pressure on me.

8.  What role do you think that the media play in making or breaking leaders?


A big role – bigger and bigger.  The media have their own agenda and sometimes cannot tolerate contrary opinions.  The Australian referendum in 1999 on the republic was a good illustration.  The media almost with one voice demanded it and suppressed or belittled the views of those who disagreed.

9.  What do your consider your best leadership style?


Democracy.  Engagement and involvement of others.  

10.  What do you think are the necessary requirements to be a leader?


Extremely hard work.  Education.  Good humour and persistence.  Churchill's motto was "Never give up."

11.  What problems do you overcome as you become a more experienced leader?


As one grows older and longer in top positions one becomes more self confident – knowing from past experiences that is unlikely that one will completely botch up a task.  This allows the negative aspects of stress that tend to plague the novice to be mastered– also self doubt can be controlled.  Experience permits decisions to be made more quickly and with greater assurance.  At that stage, greater and newer problems present: complacency, arrogance and self importance.  


My origins were relatively humble.  They do not let me get too big for my boots.  Also my religious upbringing is still with me and to this extent I forgive my enemies and critics, consider whether they may have a point and seek to learn from constructive criticism.  Forgiving enemies is a great tactic.  It totally confuses them and it strengthens one's own moral position – and defends the ego from the hurt of those who would pull you down.  

12.  Do you set goals?


I set goals every day.  Little, achievable goals.  As to life, I am still on the highway.  I have further goals of service and adventure.   The game is not up yet.

13.  What advice can you give to an up and coming leader?


To respect other people's own space – as I have demanded respect of mine.  To be considerate and inclusive.  To be forgiving and supportive.  In short, to be loving – a product of my childhood and life.  I am very demanding on myself and those around me.  People know that but often react well to the whirlwind that is involved in life with me.  Those who don't like whirlwinds tend to stay away.

14.  Do you always agree with the decisions you make?


I have to make decisions all the time with which I do not necessarily agree. I have to implement laws – even when I regard them as foolish or unjust.  Within my prerogatives, I try to modify things and point decisions in the directions I prefer.  But I do not fight against things that I cannot change.  It is important to target one's efforts at things that can be changed.  

15.  What is your vision?


A vision of constantly improving the human rights of all – especially the disadvantaged: women, people of colour, religious minorities, gays and lesbians and so on.  Having been on the receiving end of discrimination, I never liked it.  It has made me realise what it is like – and motivated me to try to improve things for others.  Of course, often there is not much that can be done.  And then I remember Churchill: "Never give up."

16.  Who has inspired your leadership style?


Mahatma Gandhi – who wrought a great change by generally peaceful means and was invariably polite, never complaining about occasional set backs and suffering, focused on the big picture, extremely determined and always well dressed (usually in a loin cloth) – symbolising humility.  Keeping a sense of proportion and of one's own insignificance in the mighty universe and endless time should help us all to retain essential humility.  Not a single one of us is a big deal.

