







In The Greats on Leadership, Jocelyn Davis distills the most important learnings from some of the greatest leaders and authors in history into one manageable book for anyone who wants to be a great leader.

Marshall Goldsmith, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Triggers, MOJO, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There

The Greats on Leadership brings to life the writings of many of our most-loved authors and applies their thinking to present-day business. It’s a pleasure to read and the tools are supported by practical examples. This is a book you will return to, time and time again.

Karen Blal, CIPD Regional Director Asia

To find a single book that captures the essence of the leadership wisdom of the past 25 centuries is simply priceless. A most enlightening read.

Catherine Alphonso, Director, Forum India Learning Solutions

A rare blend of old and new. Davis draws together leadership lessons from the Bible, Shakespeare, Mary Shelley, and James Joyce, combines them with the best of modern business writers like Marshall Goldsmith and Peter Drucker, and finishes them with her own observations.

Robert Mass, Partner, Head of International Compliance, Goldman Sachs

Jocelyn Davis has done it again. Her wisdom is evident as she uses the greats to outline a practical roadmap and accessible insights for aspiring or ambitious leaders. For anyone who wants to be inspired to take their game to the next level.

Srini Pillay, CEO, NeuroBusiness Group; Assistant Professor, Harvard Medical School; faculty in Executive Education, Harvard Business School

A uniquely insightful take on leadership development—eras come and go, yet great leadership practices remain the same.

Charles Miller, SVP Leadership Development, Citibank

Jocelyn Davis has always pushed for a deeper meaning of what it takes to be a successful leader. In The Greats on Leadership, what’s old is new again.

Kevin Higgins, CEO, Fusion Learning

This book is a great reminder to think about leadership in terms of the scope of the leader’s impact and not rungs on the corporate ladder. I love the concept of the levels of leadership, and I’m looking forward to trying these out.

Carmelita Lubos, Director, Global Talent Management, Burberry

With compelling stories, practical tools, and a crisp, clear writing style, you have a powerful, modern book that offers a path to leadership based on the best ideas of yesterday and today.

Amy Tananbaum, CEO and Principal, Results By Design

Leaders, and we are all leaders at various times, will be inspired by The Greats on Leadership. It is one leadership book you will refer to again and again throughout your career. Davis has an uncanny ability to relate great books to the problems of modern management, and by respecting the intelligence of her readers, she uplifts us all.

Robert Bienenfeld, Assistant Vice President, Environment and Energy Strategy, American Honda Motor Co.; Trustee, St. John’s College

Jocelyn Davis has spent the better part of two decades observing and writing about the characteristics of high-performing leaders and their teams. Now she combines her insights with the wisdom of great writers of the past two millennia to create a boldly original and eminently practical guide for leaders of all stripes. A must-read for anyone who is serious about continuing their own evolution as a leader.

Ed Boswell, Co-founder and CEO, Conner Academy; retired Partner and former leader of PwC’s People & Change Practice

Among the reams of books on leadership emerges one that goes beyond simple prescriptions to uncover a more profound understanding of the art. The Greats on Leadership is filled with the voices of the most important leaders and thinkers of their time; their wisdom is even more relevant today as we face unprecedented challenges in business and society. I highly recommend it.

Joe Wheeler, Executive Director, The Service Profit Chain Institute; co-author, The Ownership Quotient

History and biography can often provide more leadership wisdom than the latest management idea. Davis has provided a valuable resource which rightly focuses on the cultural and psychological dimensions of leadership, brought to life by a superb range of examples, from Plato to Jung, Herman Melville to Peter Drucker. Her discussion of fourth-level leadership, or subsuming one’s own ambitions to look for the common good, raises it above other titles in the field.

Tom Butler-Bowdon, author of 50 Psychology Classics, 50 Self-Help Classics, 50 Success Classics
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preface

WHAT’S IN THIS BOOK AND HOW TO USE IT

The Greats on Leadership is a tour of the best leadership ideas of the past 25 centuries with classic authors as your guides. In it you’ll find profound yet practical advice from history’s masterminds.

WHY CLASSICS?

I’ve long believed we can learn more about leadership from the likes of Shakespeare, Machiavelli, and Jane Austen than we can from today’s MBA programs and management theorizers. If you want to be convinced, try reading a business journal article on employee motivation, then read the “Saint Crispin’s Day” speech from Shakespeare’s Henry V (there’s an excerpt at the start of Chapter 8). Which do you find more enlightening, not to mention motivating? Consider, too, that many of today’s most successful leaders are fans of the classics. President Bill Clinton has said his top choice for a leadership book is the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, a second-century Roman emperor and philosopher.1 Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg names The Aeneid, Virgil’s epic poem about the founder of a city who “knows no boundaries in time and greatness.”2 And Oprah Winfrey’s favorite is To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee’s book about a small-town lawyer taking a stand against prejudice in 1930s Alabama.3

Classic books have three main advantages as reading for leaders. First, unlike most contemporary business case studies, they take seriously the risks we run when we seek to lead. Second, they don’t stick to topics found in an MBA course catalog; they explore a much broader subject, one great leaders know a lot about: human nature. (“When you reread a classic,” said Clifton Fadiman, host of the 1940s quiz show Information, Please!, “you do not see more in the book than you did before; you see more in you than there was before.”) Finally, they have stood the test of time. While their settings may speak of eras long past, their concerns are our concerns and their advice is as relevant as ever. The classics are like the Appalachian Trail or the Appian Way, ancient roads that still guide and delight the modern traveler.

But even the best-built old road can benefit from some new signposts, so The Greats on Leadership contains much more than a reading list. Setting out to cover most of what a leader needs to know, it addresses 24 leadership topics in as many chapters. Each chapter centers on a classic book, weaving the ideas together with practical insights for business leaders. Most of the classic selections are fewer than 100 pages, and I hope you’ll be inspired to read some of them; if time is short, you can simply read the summary at the start of each chapter and get the gist of the author’s wisdom. You’ll find tools (self-assessments, conversation guides, and the like) and examples to help you put the concepts into action. And each chapter points to a modern leadership guru—from Peter Drucker to Jim Collins to Doris Kearns Goodwin—who descends from and stands on the tall shoulders of the classic thinker.

The Contents Map on pages x–xi shows what’s covered in each chapter. If it looks like a lot to absorb, rest assured there’ll be no need to commit all of it to memory. As you’ll see in the Introduction, learning to lead is a matter not of memorizing lists of strategies and tactics, but rather of immersing yourself in great stories and treatises and applying their wisdom to your work. The outcome of such a process is that you’ll be able, like any practiced professional, to exercise knowledge and skill—in this case, leadership knowledge and skill—without needing to stop and refer to the manual.

WHAT’S NEW, WHAT ISN’T

Many of the ideas in this book are well known; you won’t be shocked to learn, for example, that leaders must adapt, or communicate well, or have courage. But while they may be common knowledge, they’re certainly not common practice, and this is the ill that The Greats on Leadership sets out to remedy. It seeks not to invent new precepts, but to illuminate time-tested precepts so they may be appreciated and applied by today’s leaders; not to manufacture new treasure, but to provide maps and tools so you can find and unearth your own riches from stashes long buried. I can promise you the journey will be enlightening, entertaining, and above all useful.

And there is something completely new at the end. The four leadership levels presented in Part VI offer a different way to think about our aspirations as leaders: a new “corporate ladder” whose rungs correspond to the impact we make rather than to the title on our business card. Though well suited to twenty-first-century organizations with their flatter structures, this new ladder arises from the deep understanding of leadership that can only be acquired from the great teachers of centuries past.

TWO WAYS TO USE THE BOOK

You can read The Greats on Leadership on your own or with a group. Here are some tips for each method.

On your own Read the book straight through, paying closest attention to the topics you find most interesting and dipping into a few of the featured classics. Or, create a self-study plan that suits your needs. Table A.2 in the Appendix lists seven common leadership challenges and the chapters that address them. To design your program, pick one or two of those challenges to work on. Read the indicated chapters and their associated classics, and apply the tools to your job. With this approach, you’ll build your leadership abilities and make progress on your specific issues.

With a group Gather a group of colleagues or friends and go through the book together. Read and discuss each chapter and each featured classic, try out the tools, and help one another apply the insights. For detailed guidelines and a sample schedule, see the Appendix. This level of investment in learning will earn you stronger leadership skills than most of today’s business school graduates possess—not to mention a better understanding of the great ideas of civilization. I hope some day to see universities offering Master of Leadership Arts degrees based on this classic approach to leadership education. For now, perhaps happily, we are on our own.

Contents map
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If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more, and become more, you are a leader.

JOHN QUINCY ADAMS

The farther backward you can look, the farther forward you are likely to see.

WINSTON CHURCHILL

Be not afraid of greatness. Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon ’em.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


Introduction

THE CLASSIC ART OF LEADERSHIP

Leadership is neither a skill set, nor a theory, nor a collection of strategies. It is nothing so formulaic. Good leadership is a form of practical wisdom: an elusive and holistic quality acquired through study and experience and applied with judgment, moment by moment, to an unpredictable flow of challenges. No single workshop or how-to book can teach it. But in this book, you’ll find a roadmap for developing it.

“WHEN’S LUNCH?”

Cecil B. DeMille (1881–1959), the famous Hollywood film director and producer, was known for his ability to construct movies on a grand scale: pictures such as Cleopatra and Samson and Delilah, with colossal sets and crowd scenes involving thousands. And, being the revered director he was, he generally had no trouble getting a throng of actors to listen and obey as he called out instructions for a take.

Once, however, while filming the Exodus scene of The Ten Commandments (the 1956 version) on location in Egypt, the 75-year-old DeMille ran into a leadership challenge.1 As the story goes, he was facing a crowd of several hundred extras dressed as Hebrew slaves while goats, camels, and geese waited with their handlers on the sidelines. It had been a hard morning’s shooting, and the noonday sun beat down as DeMille, atop a platform with a megaphone, gave directions for the next take, which would be one of the most challenging in the film. Now and then a goose honked or a camel snorted, but the humans were all silently attentive—except, DeMille noticed with irritation, for one young woman halfway back in the crowd, who kept chattering to the person next to her. After a few minutes of this, DeMille was fed up and shouted to the chatterer, in the time-honored style of a teacher dealing with whispering students: “Young lady! Would you care to share what you have to say with the rest of us?”

“Yes!” she shouted back. “I was wondering when the bald son-of-a-bitch was going to call lunch!”

A horrified hush fell over the crowd. Everyone looked nervously over at the young woman, then up at the imposing, but undeniably balding, director. DeMille lowered his megaphone and looked down at his feet as a few seconds passed.

Then he hoisted the megaphone once again and called “LUNCH!”

GOOD LEADERSHIP IS PRACTICAL WISDOM

What DeMille demonstrated in that moment was the kind of leadership you’ll never find in a tactics guide. He showed the ability to take in an entire situation (a tricky one he’d probably never faced before), decide how to respond, and act in a way that keeps things moving forward smoothly, all within seconds. He didn’t consult a manual. No training seminar could have told him what to do. But what he did worked: after he called lunch, the crowd burst into laughter and applause and off they went for a break, coming back in the afternoon to shoot the scene.

This ability—to see the big picture, make a decision in context, and choose the most effective action from a nearly infinite list of possible ones, all in the space of a moment—can be described as practical wisdom. It is the quintessential quality of a good leader. In fact, good leadership can be defined as “practical wisdom applied to any situation where you’re in charge (or trying to be).”

This isn’t to say that leaders don’t need skills, theories, and strategies; they do, but more than that they need the ability to integrate those skills, theories, and strategies and use them as a basis for action. A leader’s practical wisdom is about seeing and grasping the big picture in every sense: all the people and their needs, talents, hopes, and fears; all the possible paths forward and the obstacles that might obstruct them; and, perhaps most important, all his or her own motivations, strengths, and weaknesses. It’s about being able to hover above the fray, choosing just the right action in an instant, even when things go sideways—even when someone in the crowd starts yelling about the bald son-of-a-bitch (or, if you’re female, the big-haired bitch) on the platform.

Think of learning to be a medical doctor: there’s no way to capture in one textbook, let alone one PowerPoint presentation, the huge range of possibilities for action associated with being a good physician. Yet that doesn’t mean medical students can’t master those possibilities. They can, and they do. To be sure, they do it by studying theories, practicing skills, and memorizing strategies, but what is most important is putting it together, so that, ultimately, they can take action without needing to refer to the manual. The same is true of becoming a good leader.

But how does one learn these things?

LEADERSHIP AND THE LIBERAL ARTS

The boy who would grow up to be Alexander the Great used to sigh in exasperation whenever his father, Philip of Macedonia, vanquished yet another Greek city. “There won’t be anything left for me to conquer when I’m king,” he would say to his friends.2

Of course, when Philip died (in 336 BCE) there were still plenty of opportunities, and Alexander, now king of Macedonia at 20 years of age, summoned all the Greek leaders to a council in Corinth to make a plan for overthrowing the Persian Empire. He set off with a small army and a large debt. Within four years he had under his belt an unbroken string of victories that placed him on Persia’s throne.

Throughout these campaigns he led by example, sharing every toil and danger with his men, who as a consequence were fanatically loyal. His allies, attracted by his reputation for generosity and trustworthiness, were staunch as well. He was both strategist and tactician, with a mind for high-level goals and gritty details. Those who heard him speak called his oratory inspiring. In just a few years he transformed a collection of fierce but unruly mercenaries into a disciplined army, equipped with innovative weapons of his own design and trained to perfection. And by the age of 32 he had completed the conquest of the whole world as the Macedonians knew it, with an army five times larger than his original one and treasure worth several billion dollars in today’s money.

What accounts for his extraordinary ability? As a boy he clearly had a big personality, and of course he was the son of a king, but many precocious children from powerful families grow up to be nothing more than full-sized brats. He had wealth, but money doesn’t make an effective leader. He must have had plenty of talent, but raw talent won’t make someone king of the world.

Alexander’s talent, however, had an exceptional cultivator: his tutor, the philosopher Aristotle. Historian E.H. Gombrich describes Aristotle as “the teacher of mankind for 2,000 years” and says:

… what he had done was to gather together all the knowledge of his time. He wrote about the natural sciences—the stars, animals, and plants; about history and people living together in a state—what we call politics; about the right way to reason—logic; and the right way to behave—ethics. He wrote about poetry and its beauty … All this Alexander studied too.3

We don’t know the details of Alexander’s lessons, but we do know that he grew up to be a lover of history, poetry, and literature. As king, he surrounded himself not so much with military captains as with learned men, whose conversation he enjoyed. His favorite book was Homer’s Iliad, which he kept under his pillow next to his dagger. It’s said he tamed his war horse, Bucephalus, not through ordinary training methods but by noticing what none of the professional trainers had: that the horse was afraid of its own shadow. Alexander turned the stallion’s head toward the sun, putting the shadow out of sight, until it lost its fear and would tolerate a rider.

The sort of education Alexander the Great had from his tutor Aristotle was in the liberal arts: a curriculum consisting of classical languages, humanities, pure mathematics, and sciences. The ancient Greeks invented the concept of artes liberales, or “studies for free men”; the seven subjects were grammar, logic, and rhetoric (later named the Trivium) plus geometry, arithmetic, astronomy, and music (the Quadrivium).

By the early sixteenth century, these subjects, along with Latin and Greek, were seen by Europeans as the correct type of schooling for princes, government administrators, clergy, doctors, and lawyers. The system lasted for several centuries and worked well: people thus educated not only had been taught how to observe, reason, and communicate, but also had been immersed in great ideas of politics and philosophy and great stories of past leaders, their times and decisions, rises and downfalls. This kind of learning was supposed to transform how people understood the world, not just to load them up with facts and techniques. As the first-century Greek historian and philosopher Plutarch put it, “Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire.”

In the nineteenth century, however, there was an industrial revolution and technical knowledge began to be seen as the thing to have if you wanted to get ahead. Among business leaders, so-called scientific management methods gained popularity and were touted by theorists such as Frank Gilbreth, an early advocate of process improvement and familiar today as the efficiency-obsessed father in Cheaper by the Dozen. Gradually, as people saw the impressive results achievable with these methods, from assembly lines to anesthesia, they started to view the liberal arts as impractical; certainly not something on which doctors and lawyers, let alone business-people, should be spending their time.

HOW DO WE LEARN TO LEAD?

Nearly every organization today with more than a few dozen employees has some kind of leadership development program. But the trouble with all these learning programs is that most don’t work. A percentage (perhaps 15 or 20 percent, in my experience as a learning consultant) are well designed and well integrated into the organization, and pay off in the form of better leadership.4 Many, however, are simply opportunities for people to take a break from work and bond over some fun activities. And plenty of them—the PowerPoint marathons held in windowless meeting rooms with bad coffee—aren’t even enjoyable. Leadership training is by and large a disappointment to participants and sponsors alike.5 And while HR can improve the competency models, hire more dynamic instructors, or design apps and portals to replace the slides and binders, such efforts won’t solve the problem, which is the currently prevailing understanding of leadership and how to teach it.

Let’s set aside the debate over whether leaders are born or made. Let’s assume that leadership can be, to some extent, learned—or at least that nascent leadership ability can be developed. The question then becomes: How do you learn it? Is leadership a “skill set” in which people can be trained, as dogs are trained to sit and stay? Is it a theory one can absorb and then apply to certain problems, as one might do in the physical sciences? Or is it, perhaps, a collection of strategies to have handy at big decision points (“Let’s see … I think Strategy No. 27 is the one to use in this situation”)?

As we’ve seen, leadership is in fact something far more holistic. And in devoting themselves to studies of skills specific to their craft or business, to education that is more and more technical, leaders have lost an opportunity to develop the wisdom—the practical wisdom—that underpins real leadership ability. They have lost the perceptiveness and know-how that allowed Alexander, a good rider but by no means a professional horse-trainer, to determine why a particular stallion had resisted attempts at taming. Not only that, but given that most technical knowledge becomes outdated in a few years if not months, leaders have lost a foundation for learning and growing even within the bounds of their profession. Their training may fill a pail, but it doesn’t light a fire.

Now, I’m not recommending that all would-be leaders rush off to get a degree in liberal arts. I do believe, however, that the artes liberales approach is valuable, indeed essential, for developing genuine leadership ability. Peter Drucker, the twentieth-century consultant and author who has been called “the founder of modern management,”6 may have agreed. He wrote:

Management is thus what tradition used to call a liberal art—“liberal” because it deals with the fundamentals of knowledge, self-knowledge, wisdom, and leadership; “art” because it is also concerned with practice and application.7

What would it look like to study leadership as a liberal art? The core of the approach is twofold: first, immersion in a wide range of time-tested ideas about how the world works and how human beings think and behave; second, opportunities to explore and engage with those ideas in a practical way. That sort of immersion and those sorts of opportunities are what The Greats on Leadership sets out to provide. And it won’t take four years and your life’s savings.

THE INGREDIENTS OF LEADERSHIP

The classics teach us that there’s no pat formula—no Five Keys or Six Steps—for leading well. While leadership may indeed be that simple for a master with decades of experience, mastery is not so easily won. We can, however, list the many ingredients of good leadership, and such a list can provide a sense of what we are working toward.

Table I.1, The ingredients of leadership, is this book’s theoretical framework. It is based on my 25 years’ experience in the leadership training and consulting industry, during which time I reviewed or built some 40 leadership competency models for a wide variety of companies and industries; designed and developed about 30 leadership courses, both for specific clients and for broad markets; was head of Research and Development for The Forum Corporation, a global leadership training and consulting firm; and authored or co-authored three books and dozens of articles and white papers on leadership and workplace learning. I took the knowledge acquired from those years in the leadership development business and integrated it with my knowledge of classic books and authors deriving from a Master’s degree in philosophy and a Bachelor’s degree in philosophy and English literature.

The framework rests on three pillars: the business literature of the past few decades; classic works of political philosophy, history, psychology, and fiction; and my experience working with large organizations to educate their leaders. I intend it to be comprehensive rather than focused, a panoramic shot rather than a close-up. I believe it captures 80 to 90 percent of what a leader needs to know, do, and be.

Table I.1 The ingredients of leadership
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SOME COMMON CONCERNS

The idea of learning to lead from classic books may give rise to some concerns. Here are the seven I hear most often, along with my responses.

“I like great books, but I’m not a leader” You may not have a leader’s title, but you don’t need that in order to step into a leadership role. According to the American Management Association, the definition of “leader” is broadening: many organizations now consider people to be leaders based on their impact and the results they achieve, not on their position in a hierarchy.8 (For a way to think about leadership levels in terms of impact rather than position, see Chapters 23 and 24.) Consider also that good leaders are needed in many contexts, including corporations, not-for-profits, professional firms, government, the military, communities, and households.

“The books you’re talking about are over my head” I doubt it. The main reason these thinkers have stood the test of time is that their works are accessible, vivid, and useful to just about everyone. Of course, that doesn’t mean they are quick and easy. They do make you think. You’ll find, however, that The Greats on Leadership has done the heavy lifting of selecting the best books and highlighting the most interesting parts. All you need do is enter with an open mind, prepared to consider what these great authors have to say.

“I need to know about business leadership” Business is humans working together to imagine possibilities and solve problems. It has been going on for thousands of years. If you are a business leader or want to be one, I think you’ll find the ideas and examples discussed here speak more powerfully than anything offered by the management gurus-of-the-moment. Of course, if your goal is to fill a specific educational pail, you’ll be better off reading a book or attending a workshop on that topic. But if your goal is to light a fire—one that will illuminate and energize your path as a business leader for years to come—you’re better off learning from the great thinkers found within these pages.

“I’m a woman, and most of these books are by and about men” One of the genuine drawbacks of learning leadership from the classics is that prior to the mid-twentieth century female authors were scarce, and female authors who wrote about leadership issues were even scarcer. I don’t believe any book less than 50 years old can be judged a classic, so my options were limited. Even so, you’ll find here three books by women (The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, by Ruth Benedict; Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley; and Emma, by Jane Austen) and several more with female main characters (Antigone, Saint Joan, and others), ensuring that women’s perspectives and experiences are represented. Moreover, even the books with mostly male characters have been selected with an eye to their ability to speak to readers of any gender, nation, tribe, or time. That universality is, partly, what makes them classic. I do not believe that male authors can speak only to men any more than I believe female authors can speak only to women. So, to all my readers, I say: Read these classic books as if they were written for you, and you’ll gain insights that are relevant to you as a leader.

“These books are all Western. What about Eastern literature and philosophy?” The classics of India, China, and Japan contain as much leadership wisdom as those of the West, if not more. The final chapter of this book uses one of the fundamental texts of Taoism, the Tao Te Ching, to shed light on a higher level of leadership than is revealed in the work of most Western thinkers. Eastern philosophy, however, is not the place to start when you’re looking for leadership insights; it is the advanced course, not the introduction. For that reason, nearly all the books examined herein are drawn from the Western tradition. (For more leadership classics from a variety of authors, see my blog at jocelynrdavis.wordpress.com.)

“These stories and ideas can be understood only in historical context” This concern is a variant of the previous two, and many scholars will agree. “All books are artifacts of their place and time,” they’ll say, “and must be read as such.” They will, for instance, object to my treating Moses as a real leader with lessons to offer present-day leaders; they will say the Exodus story can be approached only as a narrative whose purpose was to shape the identity of a particular Middle Eastern tribe of the sixth century BCE. While this approach has its merits, I’ve chosen another that has, I think, more value for readers outside academia; namely, reading these books as if they speak directly to us down the ages and across cultural divides—as indeed I believe they do. The reason Jane Austen’s novels are still bestsellers is not that millions of people today want to make a study of the customs of the early nineteenth-century English gentry, but rather that millions of people today find Austen’s characters and plots relevant to their lives.

I take it as undebatable that some books contain insights transcending time and place. I also take it as given (though not undebatable) that people are human beings first, individuals second, cultural products third, and gender or ethnic stereotypes a distant fourth. Leaders should divide their study time accordingly, making it their business to understand human nature deeply, individuals thoroughly, cultures adequately, and genders and ethnicities only insofar as they shed light on the first three. The classics featured herein are ideal for such a study plan.

“We know much more about leadership today, based on scientific research” There has indeed been a great deal of research on leadership in recent decades, some of it interesting and useful. Journals such as Harvard Business Review and Psychology Today will keep you up on the latest ideas and will often provide helpful tactics. My claim is not that classic books are more scientifically sound than contemporary research, but rather that reading and discussing classic books is a better way to learn to lead. In practice, leadership is more art than science. The “scientific management” attempts of the early twentieth century spawned a set of leadership theories that ignored much about the human mind and heart and as a result didn’t work very well; half the business management articles published since the 1960s have been aimed at debunking those very theories. My recommendation is to study the latest research to learn about the science of leadership, but if you want to learn the art of leadership—if, that is, you want to become the sort of person whom others follow—study the classics.

Although I wouldn’t lump all contemporary theorists together any more than I would all classic ones, I do believe the works of each group bear a family resemblance and foster a distinct outlook in aspiring leaders. The contemporary view, with origins in the “dismal science” of economics, reminds me (for the most part) of a concrete water tank: convenient to drink from, but a bit shallow, tepid, and apt to run dry. The classic view reminds me of a great lake: wide and turbulent, with deep waters feeding the rivers and streams that, ultimately, make our gardens grow. Age, said the philosopher Francis Bacon, is best in four things: “old wood best to burn, old wine to drink, old friends to trust, and old authors to read.”9

Table I.2 on pages 14 and 15 presents, in highly simplified form, the contemporary and the classic view on each of this book’s topics.

ONE MORE CONCERN AND THE RATATOUILLE PRINCIPLE

By now, I hope you’re open to the idea that leadership is a liberal art that can be acquired through the study of great books and application of the wisdom therein. But you might be wondering: Does this mean anyone who engages in such studies can become a great leader?

Ratatouille is an animated film about Remy, a Parisian rat who yearns to become a great chef.10 Although Remy has talent, he is blocked by relatives and colleagues who won’t believe in his cooking abilities, nor even in his desire to cook, because he’s, well … a rat. Undaunted and determined to follow his dream, Remy draws inspiration from his idol Auguste Gusteau, a deceased chef-restaurateur and the author of a cookbook titled Anyone Can Cook. Throughout the film, various characters refer to that sentiment with either approval or scorn, and none more scornfully than Anton Ego, France’s top food critic. He thinks the idea that “anyone can cook” is nonsense, and he reinforces the point by writing scathing reviews of restaurant meals prepared by chefs who don’t measure up to his exacting standards.

In the end, however, Ego is moved to tears by a dish that Remy has designed and prepared for Restaurant Gusteau. He learns soon after, to his shock, that Remy is not only a culinary novice but also a rodent. That evening, Ego writes a glowing review of Gusteau’s and its new talent in which he modifies his former opinion, stating, “Not everyone can be a great chef. But, a great chef can come from anywhere.”

As with chefs, so with leaders. It’s true: not every leader can be Great with a capital G. Really Great leaders are few, and undoubtedly they are born with some of the resources that propel them to greatness, not to mention are lucky enough to be in the right place at the right time. Nevertheless, to paraphrase Anton Ego’s words, a great leader can come from anywhere. We needn’t look only in the ranks of MBA students at prestigious business schools or among the politically well connected. We needn’t look only at people who have corner offices or a million followers on Twitter. There are outstanding leaders in all walks of life, making a difference right now in offices and shops, museums and schools, city halls and suburban neighborhoods. Might you have the potential to be one of them? The Ratatouille Principle says you might.

And even if great leadership turns out to be beyond our reach, we can still aspire to better leadership, something every organization and community cries out for. All we need are some timeless teachers, a few fellow students, and a map for the journey.

Table I.2 Contemporary vs. classic views of leadership






	TOPIC

	WHAT TODAY’S GURUS TEND TO SAY

	WHAT THE CLASSICS TEND TO SAY




	A leader

	Is a charismatic, visionary proponent of change

	Is someone who goes first, creates hope, and focuses on people




	Leadership traps

	Threaten us when we aren’t sufficiently confident, intelligent, or decisive

	Threaten us when we prioritize being right over being effective




	Change

	Accelerates when a leader explains why the change is necessary and maps out new procedures clearly

	Accelerates when a leader works with the natural phases of change and attends to people’s emotions about it




	Justice

	Is mostly a matter of being objective and unbiased, applying the exact same rules to all

	Is mostly a matter of knowing what is fitting or due to each person, even if that implies different treatment for some




	Power

	Is a negative thing and should not be pursued overtly; correlates directly with status

	Is the ability to get work done and make things happen; does not necessarily correlate with status




	Authority

	Is the same as power and springs solely from one’s title

	Is separate from power and has three potential sources: rational/legal, traditional, and intrinsic




	Crises

	Demand that leaders make unhesitant decisions while operating “at the edge”

	Demand the ability to keep learning and helping others learn in the midst of turmoil




	Competitive advantage

	Is based on finding uncontested space out in the marketplace

	Is based first on a team’s internal unity, agility, and excellence; then, on the wiliness to turn the tables on a competitor




	Dilemmas

	Are a species of problem arising in volatile environments and requiring cleverer than usual solutions

	Are an eternal type of challenge, fundamentally different from problems and requiring management, not solutions




	Communication

	Means painting an inspiring vision of the future so that one’s listeners will want to go there

	Means painting a picture of the special enterprise to which one’s listeners belong and what it demands of them




	Motivation

	Rests on basic human drives for safety and sustenance, which must be met before “higher” needs come into play

	Rests on the basic human drive for meaning, which persists even when physical needs aren’t met




	Personality types

	Are a way to appreciate people’s differences

	Are a way to appreciate people’s differences and our own flaws and blind spots




	Decisions

	Improve when we become aware of, and guard against, dozens of cognitive biases

	Improve only when we understand and act to mitigate the one fundamental bias that underlies the rest




	Culture

	Cannot really be understood by those outside it; the best we can do is learn rules of etiquette for various nations

	Can be grasped through study and exploration; can be bridged with listening, empathy, and humility




	Relationships

	Are best seen as degrees of closeness along a single dimension from strangers to friends

	Are best seen as points arrayed in two dimensions: with or against you and conditional or unconditional




	Accountability

	Is easily increased, as long as we are clear and uncompromising about what is expected

	Is ambiguous and fraught with difficulties; efforts to increase it backfire unless accompanied by efforts to drive out fear




	Talent development

	Requires leaders to identify team members’ improvement opportunities and work to close those gaps

	Requires leaders to cultivate talents already present, helping team members become their best unique selves




	Vision

	Is something every leader should articulate and pursue

	Is a risky game, to be pursued only when safer options have been exhausted




	Character

	Is simply a question of being authentic, true to personal values, and determined to reach goals

	Is a question of balance or holding to a mean; consists of specific virtues, which are developed primarily through self-mastery




	Leadership levels

	Correspond to titles (manager, director, and so on); can be eliminated if an organization chooses to be “flat”

	Correspond to the positive impact we make and the legacy we leave; exist even in “flat” organizations







part I
THE HEART OF LEADERSHIP


Better leadership begins with two questions: What are the behaviors that distinguish true leaders from misleaders? And, what are leadership’s most dangerous traps?

Lofty questions, indeed, but lofty in the best sense: pondering them will lift you up above the daily turmoil—above, say, the five emails Diego sent you at 7:15 this morning about the problem in Accounting whose resolution requires the report Carol was supposed to have done yesterday, only she’s out sick and said she’d hand it off to Ted, who you think is unreliable and who reports to Suzanne, who you suspect is trying to undermine you.

Whether you are new to leadership or an old hand, being in charge can feel like slogging through a swamp on a squelchy path with gnats buzzing round your head and pockets of quicksand threatening to engulf you. If you pause and look, however, you’ll see a ladder here and there: a chance to ascend, take a breath, and gain some perspective before heading back down into the muck. What are the behaviors that mark a true leader? What are the traps a leader should beware? These questions are the first ladders we’ll climb.

Chapter 1 looks at leadership myths and truths through the lens of one of the most ancient leadership stories: that of Moses, as told in the Old Testament book of Exodus. And Chapter 2 takes its cue from King Lear, Shakespeare’s play about a leader who stumbles into a pit of confusion, descends into madness, and emerges, finally, to the light.

great author

MOSES AND EXODUS

This ancient story helps us see the holes in a pernicious and persistent myth about leadership.

The events of the Exodus story are traditionally dated to 1400–1300 BCE, but the archeological evidence suggests they actually occurred much later—if they occurred at all. Modern scholars believe the story was first recorded in the sixth century BCE, during the Babylonian exile of the Israelites, and then completed and revised over the next two centuries. While there is no indication of a population half a million strong departing Egypt at any time, there are a few documents that tell of a much smaller number of people being brought to Egypt as captives, being kept in slavery, and eventually leaving the region, all some time during the first millennium BCE. These incidents may be the wellspring of the tale.

The factual accuracy of Exodus, however, is not our concern. Everett Fox, translator and editor of The Shocken Bible, describes Exodus as “a mix of historical recollection, mythical processing, and didactic retelling”1 and compares it to the semi-legendary accounts of the American founding—Washington and the cherry tree, the Boston Tea Party, and so on—whose purpose is not to present information but rather to educate readers in the ideals at the heart of a nation. Similarly, the purpose of the second book of the Old Testament is to bind a people together with a common understanding of who they are and what makes them special. Since conveying such an understanding is a key ability for leaders, Exodus is worth reading simply in order to see how that kind of storytelling works. More important, though, this partly mythical tale serves as a counterweight to an unhelpful myth that continues to skew our view of leadership today: that leadership is about charisma.

[image: image] Read this in Exodus: Chapters 1–18 and 32–34.



chapter 1
ONE MYTH, THREE TRUTHS

The book of Exodus tells how a man with a speech impediment, shaky self-esteem, and a tendency to lean on his relatives is chosen by God to lead a nation of 600,000 people to freedom. Moses doesn’t fit the standard conception of a great leader, yet his may be the world’s best-known leadership story, given that the Bible is the top-selling book of all time and The Ten Commandments one of the top-grossing films. It’s a good place to start, for if we have any preconceived or superficial notions about leaders—such as the myth described below—Moses’ story is apt to clear them away, leaving us open to some deeper truths.

A CHARISMATIC EXECUTIVE

The word charisma comes from the Greek, meaning “a favor one receives without merit of one’s own; a gift of divine grace.” Today it has come to mean the ability to captivate people with an eloquently expressed vision of the future. The hallmark of the charismatic leader is the stirring speech delivered from a high perch: a horse, a cafeteria table, the deck of a sailing ship. The image runs deep in Western culture and, despite some debunking in recent years, in the world of leadership development. Job descriptions for senior leadership roles invariably list “executive presence” (code for charisma) as a key requirement, and leadership competency models usually include a section called Inspiring Others. Great leaders of the past, from Julius Caesar to Joan of Arc, are frequently described by history books as charismatic and their successes attributed to charisma. And in one of the first leadership seminars I ever attended, the instructor began by stating flatly, “Leadership is a matter of charisma. The trick is to figure out what charisma is.”

None of this would be problematic if charisma were seen as icing on the cake of leadership ability and hiring decisions were made based on the quality of the cake. Too often, however, leaders are hired or promoted based on the icing, and that’s when things go awry, as in the following example.

Oliver, a senior marketing professional, had just landed the top Consumer Affairs job at HomeCo, a global consumer products company.2 In the cover letter to Oliver’s interview packet, the executive recruiter had this to say: “His experience is impeccable, but more important, he’s on the leading edge. When you speak with him, you’ll see he’s got some exciting ideas and knows how to drive change. Quite frankly, he’s a visionary.”

Oliver entered the company at a turbulent time. An organizational restructuring was underway, which meant, among other things, layoffs for about 30 of his group of 100. While the restructuring decisions hadn’t been his, his employees badly needed communication about the ongoing changes—communication he failed to provide. Five months passed before he scheduled an all-team conference call, and during those months he held only sporadic one-on-one meetings with his direct reports. He mostly spent time with executives, and in those situations his charisma was on full display.

Oliver talked convincingly about the results he had achieved in previous jobs. He said the field of consumer affairs was mired in the past and needed to be redefined as part of an end-to-end customer experience. He spoke about the new technologies he planned to install, the new ways he would utilize social media, and the links to be forged with Marketing and Product Development. Most impressive of all, he talked like a businessperson, something no previous head of Consumer Affairs at HomeCo had been particularly good at. But when he took the same tack in his first team conference call, delivering an energetic spiel about the group’s future and asking for questions, there was dead silence. Later, one employee explained the reaction this way: “You can’t be absent for five months and then call a meeting and try to be all charismatic.”

Oliver’s departure was announced half a year after he had arrived. Given his obvious intelligence, one might wonder whether he was an effective business leader who simply lacked some warm fuzzies. It later transpired, though, that during his brief tenure he had significantly overspent his entire annual budget. A year later, the Consumer Affairs group was still digging itself out of the financial hole. The consensus at HomeCo by then was that Oliver, though undeniably charismatic, was no leader.

It appears, then, that charisma isn’t sufficient for effective leadership. But is it even necessary? Our first featured classic suggests not.

MOSES THE TONGUE-TIED

Moses, the central character of Exodus, doesn’t fit the standard image of a great leader. Although by story’s end his confidence has grown, throughout the first ten chapters he barely says a word except to express doubt that he’ll meet expectations. Some modern observers have called him an introvert (see “On tall shoulders: Susan Cain on leadership myths and truths”); I’d go further and call him a Nervous Nellie.

In the film The Ten Commandments, Moses shows proud defiance as he’s arrested and exiled for killing an Egyptian overseer; in the book, however, he simply runs away when he realizes his crime has come to light. “Surely the matter is known!” he says (Exodus 2:14), and flees the country in a panic.3 In his new homeland he finds a wife and settles down as a shepherd, working for his father-in-law. For many years he displays no larger ambitions. Then one day he gets the big call: God appears to him in the burning bush and tells him to lead the Hebrews out of Egypt. These four statements are Moses’ response:

Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, that I should bring the Children of Israel out of Egypt? (3:11)

I will say to them: The God of your fathers has sent me to you, and they will say to me, What is his name?—what shall I say to them? (3:13)

But they will not trust me, and will not hearken to my voice, indeed, they will say, YHWH has not been seen by you! (4:1)

Please, my Lord, no man of words am I … for heavy of mouth and heavy of tongue am I! (4:10)4

on tall shoulders

SUSAN CAIN on LEADERSHIP MYTHS AND TRUTHS

In her book Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, Susan Cain writes in praise of introverts: those who are often described as shy but who might more accurately be called thoughtful. Introverts shun self-promotion and loud displays in favor of taking a quiet stand or making a quiet contribution.

Cain is a notable contemporary debunker of the leadership-as-charisma myth and champion of a different view of the behaviors that make a leader. She tells of history’s many “limelight-avoiding” leaders, among them Rosa Parks, Steve Wozniak, Mahatma Gandhi, Eleanor Roosevelt—and Moses, who, she says, “was not the brash, talkative type who would organize road trips and hold forth in a classroom at Harvard Business School.”5 Instead, he climbed a mountain to speak with God one on one and wrote down, carefully, everything he learned on two stone tablets.

“We don’t ask why God chose as his prophet a stutterer with a public speaking phobia,” Cain says. “But we should.”6

[image: image]

God tries to set Moses’ mind at ease. He explains his identity, promises support, demonstrates how to work some magic to impress the Hebrews, and says not to worry about the public speaking because he’ll tell Moses exactly what to say. After all that reassurance, Moses’ fifth and final remark is essentially, “Can’t you find someone else?”—whereupon God loses his temper. He tells Moses his brother Aaron can be the front man, and makes it clear the discussion is over.

Moses, probably seeing no alternative, packs his bags. He sets off for Egypt, meets up with Aaron, and informs him without enthusiasm of their assignment. God arranges ten plagues to persuade Pharaoh to free the slaves, and through the first nine, Moses says and does very little. Aaron does the talking and wields the staff that turns the Nile to blood and summons forth the frogs and gnats, while Moses stays in the background, relaying God’s instructions. It’s not until the approach of the tenth plague—the killing of the first-born of Egypt and the Passover of Hebrew homes—that Moses says more than a few words to Pharaoh or speaks at all to his own people. And, surprisingly, it is right before he makes this speech that his leadership status is noted for the first time: by now, the narrator says, Moses is “considered exceedingly great in the land of Egypt, in the eyes of Pharaoh’s servants and in the eyes of the people” (11:3). Inspiring speeches clearly aren’t the reason, for he hasn’t made any.
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