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Ladies and gentlemen, I should like to welcome all of you to the 17th edition of the International 

CREANDO Symposium. This year’s topic is Success and Failure in Creative Leadership. 

 

Success and failure are labels that we stick on our experiences. The criterion for the choice of labels is 

the correspondence between our goal-oriented intentions and the results achieved. Thus the whole 

procedure is based upon a process of evaluation and evaluation is often highly subjective and 

arbitrary rather than objective. 

 

Our evaluation of success or failure is time-dependent: it changes over time. It is field-dependent 

because it changes with changing context conditions. It is state-dependent because it is influenced 

by our moods and intentions and by the results of ongoing learning. When we are young, we seem to 

know exactly what success or failure is. As we grow older, we learn that many a presumptive success 

marks the beginning of a failure, while many an apparent failure marks the beginning of a success. 

When we reach maturity, we understand that our decisions and actions not only produce intended 

consequences but also unintended consequences, and that the impact of both is often 

unpredictable. With this insight our former certainties are replaced by uncertainty, and eventually we 

come to the conclusion that sometimes you win and sometimes you lose, often without knowing 

which is which. But however we may feel about our track record, our subjective evaluation of that 

track record, combined with the evaluation of that track record offered by our environment, shapes 

our self-image, our identity and thus our motivation and performance. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to take an example from literature to illustrate concretely what I 

have just stated abstractly. 

 

Ernest Hemingway, one of the great creative leaders in literature, wrote a masterpiece called The 

Old Man and the Sea. The hero of this short novel is Santiago, an old Cuban fisherman. In his youth he 

was so strong that he was hailed as Santiago el Campeón, Santiago the Champion. But time takes its 

toll, and inevitably el Campeón grows old. His strength dwindles, and what is worse, he is abandoned 

by Lady Luck. For eighty-four days in a row, accompanied by a little boy named Manolin, he has 

taken his skiff out to sea without catching a single fish. After forty days of ongoing bad luck Manolin’s 

parents no longer allow their son to accompany Santiago, for due to his misfortune the old man has 

become salao – a Cuban term for “dishonoured”. 
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Early one morning in September the old man rows alone out to sea, moving far beyond the great 

well which most fishermen dare never cross, fearful of the strong Gulf currents. After a long period of 

patient waiting and drifting, the old man catches a huge marlin, eighteen feet long – longer than his 

skiff – and weighing over fifteen hundred pounds. 

A great struggle ensues between man and beast, but eventually the fish dies, and the old man ropes 

it in and fixes it to the side of his boat. After two days and two nights out at sea Santiago begins 

rowing back to shore. The going is rough, as there are miles and miles to tow and dangers lurking 

everywhere. 

A big Mako shark appears on the scene and snatches a huge bite out of the marlin. The old man 

harpoons and kills the shark. Hours later two other sharks begin to circle the boat. The old man 

attacks them with a club and a tiller, breaking both tools. The sharks disappear, but from now on the 

old man has nothing left to defend his catch. Hours later the fins of a whole pack of sharks cut 

through the surface of the sea. Bite after bite the predators rip into his marlin until nothing but the 

head, the sword and the backbone are left. For a while the old man is terribly disappointed, but 

gradually he understands that despite the loss, he has been successful. Despite his age, despite a 

painful cramp in his left hand, despite being exhausted, hungry and thirsty and despite being alone 

far out at sea, he has caught the biggest marlin he has ever seen. The sharks may have torn away 

the flesh, but he has survived. In a moment of profound serenity he muses, “…Man is not made for 

defeat. A man can be destroyed but  not defeated.” 

The old man finally reaches port, pulls his skiff up onto the beach, hoists the mast onto his shoulders, 

and slowly makes his way back to his hack, where he collapses on the bed. 

In the morning Manolin discovers the boat and the fish and watches the incredulous fishermen 

measure and re-measure the skeleton of the huge marlin, proof and symbol of the old man’s victory. 

Suddenly the old man is no longer salao; he has regained his honour. Manolin will be able to 

accompany him again on his fishing trips. Hemingway ends his beautiful tale with the old man lying 

on his bunk, fast asleep from exhaustion and, for the first time in years, dreaming his favourite dream 

of young lions playing on a beach. And as he dreams, young Manolin is at his side contemplating the 

old man with love and admiration. In a nutshell, the story is one of a hero in a state of helplessness, 

who after putting up a valiant fight, re-enters a state of helplessness and drifts off into a blissful sleep 

in peace, harmony and serenity. 

 

I leave it to you, ladies and gentlemen, to discover the moral of the story. There is more than one 

conclusion to be drawn from Hemingway’s masterpiece. My own preferred conclusion is: You cannot 

really fail as long as you try to do your best within the structural constraints set by the prevailing field 

conditions and by your own resources and handicaps. 

 


