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FOREWORD





It is a real pleasure to welcome you to this book. While fully 

revising Effective Strategic Leadership for this second edition 

I was reminded of what fun it was to write it in the first 

place. So I do hope that you will not only profit from these 

pages but also enjoy the time you spend reading them.


Publishers understandably tend to measure the success of 

a book by the number of copies it sells, while for their part 

academics count the number of citations by colleagues in 

journals or conferences. Neither of these particular success 

criteria speaks to me. The success or failure of this book in 

your hands for me relates directly to its aim, which is to 

enable you to become a more effective strategic leader. We 

are partners in that common enterprise, each with our part 

to play.


You have the hardest part, for you have to do strategic 

leadership. My contribution is to stimulate your thinking, to 

equip you with some well-tested frameworks and to get you 

started on your journey. If you return occasionally to these 

pages in the course of your career and find inspiration and 

renewed hope, then this book will have served you well.





John Adair






 








INTRODUCTION





There is a widespread sense that across the world – whether 

in industry and commerce, the public services, government 

or the voluntary sector – there are not enough really effective 

strategic leaders, at least not in the numbers required. This 

shortfall is actually a global phenomenon.


A strategic leader is essentially the leader of an organization. 

An effective strategic leader is one who delivers the 

goods in terms of what an organization naturally expects 

from its leadership in times of change.


This book is written primarily for those who aspire to 

become effective strategic leaders. You may already be head 

of an organization, or know that you are next in line for 

such a role, or you may simply be aware that the path of 

your vocation is leading you in that direction.


That doesn’t exhaust the list of those who can read this 

book with profit! In large organizations there is – or should 

be – a strategic leadership team working under the conductor’s 

baton of the head person. Obviously the more each 

member knows of the principles and practice of strategic 

leadership, the better they can support and complement the 

contribution of their leader.


Do not assume, however, that this book only applies to 

those who work in large or medium-sized organizations. The 

body of knowledge and ideas it contains, especially the parts 

relating to strategic thinking, is equally relevant to those in charge of small organizations, and indeed to those like myself 

who work in unstructured fields. As the Roman playwright 

Plautus said: ‘Ergomet sum mihi imperator’ – ‘I am myself 

my own commander’. Today each of us has to be our own 

strategic leader.


Leading the way – whether for an organization or for 

yourself – is never easy. I hope that this book equips you for 

the challenge and that you enjoy reading it too.


The book is largely self-explanatory. Part One maps and 

explores the sources and fundamentals of strategic leadership 

– as far as I can tell for the first time. Part Two moves on to 

what you have to do today to be effective in the role, focusing 

on five key themes.


The idea that strategic leadership – leading your life – is a 

universal concept, one that is relevant to everyone, is so new 

that I doubt if this book will escape the fate of being 

classified, at least initially, as another management book. Yet 

there is material here for schools and universities as they 

gradually wake up to the challenge of helping young people 

to prepare for working life.


As with other books in the Effective series, I have given as 

many case studies and practical examples as possible to 

illustrate the principles. You can skip the material in boxes if 

you like, or return to it on a second reading. The summary 

of Key Points at the end of each chapter is designed as a 

succinct aide-mémoire, but occasionally I throw in a new 

idea just to see if you are still awake! I have spared you 

checklists, but you can easily ask yourself questions as you 

go along in order to relate what I am saying to your own 

situation.


To get the best out of a book like this one, however, you 

do need to widen your span of relevance. By that I mean 

that we naturally look for examples or case studies in our 

own field, such as business or education, and deem these to be relevant. But to see relevance in the examples of say, an 

orchestral conductor or a Greek general to leading a company 

or a school does call for what I call a wide span of relevance. It is the same principle, incidentally, that lies 

behind creative thinking – the sparks of meaning jump 

between two or more apparently unconnected things to 

produce new ideas.


For my assumption is that there is an underlying unity in 

strategic leadership, whatever field you are in and however 

structured or unstructured your work in it may be. When 

you study effective strategic leaders in organizations or as 

individual contributors for yourself, encouraged I hope by 

these pages, you will be increasingly aware of how much 

they have in common. Therefore you can draw lessons and 

insights from many sources in order to grow as a strategic 

leader.





There are many paths to the top of the mountain 

But the view is always the same.


Chinese proverb
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THE WORLD’S FIRST 

THOUGHTS





‘Those having torches will pass them on to others.’


Plato






Words are sometimes like nuts: if you crack them open you 

discover the kernel of their meaning. Strategy is a case in 

point. It is made up of two ancient Greek words. The first 

part comes from stratos, which means an army spread out or 

a large body of people. The second party, egy, comes from 

the Greek verb to lead. There is a rough breathing mark in 

the Greek that explains the spelling of the English word 

hegemony, meaning the leadership one nation or group of 

nations exercises over another or others, which is derived 

from it.


It was Athens, rivalled only by Sparta, which claimed the 

hegemony of the Greek city-states. Around 500 B. C. a senior 

commander in the Athenian army came to be called a 

strategos, leader of the army. The English word we use to 

translate this word is general. It literally means something or 

someone that or who is applicable to the whole. So a military 

general is accountable for the whole army as well as its parts.


In the Athenian citizen army during the fifth century B. C., there were ten large units based on the old tribal strands in 

the city. Later in Athenian history these units were commanded 

by what we would call professional soldiers but in 

the early days the ten strategoi were elected by their fellow 

citizens. To get elected a strategos was an important step on 

the political ladder for any ambitious young Athenian. Great 

leaders of the city-state such as Themistocles and Pericles 

had arisen by this very route. But the need for election acted 

as a hurdle: how could one get one’s fellow citizens – the 

voters – to vote in one’s favour? One man seems to have 

thought about this question – Socrates.





SOCRATES ‘THE THINKER’





We tend to think of Socrates as an old man but he was only 

about thirty-five years old when he began to be well known 

in Athens. By then he had served as a hoplite – a fully armed 

spearman – in at least three campaigns and carried himself 

with distinction. Indeed his courage and even heroism in 

battle became legendary. The gifted but wayward young 

general Alcibiades tell us, for example, that during a siege on 

the north Aegean coast Socrates saved his life when he was 

wounded and beset by enemies. He also remarked upon his 

friend’s remarkable indifference to the bitter winter conditions, 

wearing his ordinary thin clothing and going barefoot 

in the snow.


The small group of young men who gathered around 

Socrates like moths at a lamp were drawn by both his 

remarkable intelligence and his personality. One of these 

‘Socratics’ was Plato, who said of his master: ‘Of all men 

whom we met at that time, he was the wisest, most just, and 

the best.’ What sort of man did they see? In middle age 

Socrates presented an unusual appearance. It was said he had a head like a satyr (in Greek mythology, a male, woodroaming 

companion of Pan and Dionysius, often depicted 

on Attic painted vases with a goat-like aspect) complete with 

snub-nose, wide nostrils, protruding eyes and thick lips. 

Other descriptions also give him a paunch. He wore simple 

threadbare clothes and still walked barefoot but now with a 

peculiar limping gait. This was the man they nicknamed 

‘The Thinker’.


The son of a stonemason, Socrates constantly drew the 

analogy between the skills of artisans and craftsmen – the 



physician, the leather seller, the metalworker – and the wider 

roles and responsibilities of a citizen’s life, indeed that very 

life itself. All these practical skills could be learned by careful 

analysis, education and training and, where necessary, by 

experience, as everyone agreed. Socrates always professed 

himself unable to understand why the higher or more 

difficult arts – political leadership, statesmanship and the 

administration of justice, for example – were not acknowledged 

to be susceptible of the same treatment. Instead, he 

observed, these jobs were handed over to mere charlatans 

(such as Thrasymachus the ‘sophist’ in Plato’s Republic, 

demagogues like Cleon the leather seller and others of a 

similar kind described by the comic playwright Aristophanes 

and the historian Thucydides).


Socrates himself wrote no books. Our principal sources of 

information about him are the writings of two of his inner 

circle: Plato and Xenophon. As they both wrote their various 

works in the form of Socratic dialogues it is not easy to 

determine whether the voice we hear is that of Socrates on 

the one hand or of Plato and Xenophon on the other. But 

what is best called the situational theory of leadership – that 

in any situation people will tend to follow or obey the man 

or woman who knows what to do and how to do it – is 

found in both Plato and Xenophon and attributed to their master. It is a sound surmise that it goes back to Socrates 

himself. Both use the example of a ship’s captain and his 

crew. Here is Plato’s version from the Republic:





The sailors are quarrelling over the control of the helm 

. . . they do not understand that the genuine navigator can 

only make himself fit to command a ship by studying the 

seasons of the year, sky stars and winds, and all that 

belongs to his craft; and they have no idea that along with 

the science of navigation, it is possible for him to gain, by 

instruction or practice, the skill to keep control of the 

helm whether some of them like it or not.







Encouraging others by confessing his own lack of knowledge, 

Socrates set out to think things through for himself in 

discussion. Thereby he led his interlocutors on a journey of 

the mind. Towards the end of it they began to see and 

discover for themselves what knowledge or skill was required 

in any human being. Socrates, essentially a philosopher, 

believed that knowledge is virtue and virtue knowledge – it 

is knowing the good and knowing how to seek it in any 

circumstance. For Plato, that journey would lead him ever 

further away from the practical issues of living and working 

that interested Socrates, far into the realm of abstract ideas, 

the domain of philosophy which would forever bear his 

stamp. But his fellow student, Xenophon, would take a very 

different course.





THE CASE OF THE YOUNG CAVALRY 

COMMANDER







One day, Xenophon tells us, Socrates engaged in discussion 

with a newly elected cavalry commander. As Xenophon himself was elected to that office it is tempting to believe 

that this is a piece of autobiography and he is describing 

here his first encounter with ‘The Thinker’.


Under questioning from Socrates, the young man agreed 

that his seeking of the rank of commander could not have 

been because he wanted to be first in the cavalry charge, for, 

as Socrates pointed out, the mounted archers usually rode 

ahead of the commander into battle. Nor could it have been 

simply in order to get himself known by everyone – even 

madmen, he conceded, could achieve that. He accepted 

Socrates’ suggestion that it must have been because he 

wanted to leave the Athenian cavalry in better condition 

than when he found it. Xenophon, both a renowned authority 

on horsemanship and the author of a textbook on 

commanding cavalry, had no difficulty in explaining what 

needed to be done to achieve that end. The young commander, 

for example, must improve the quality of the cavalry 

mounts; he must school new recruits – both horses and men 

– in equestrian skills and then teach the troopers their cavalry 

tactics. All these points emerged step by step out of the 

dialogue.


‘And have you considered how to make the men obey 

you?’ continued Socrates, ‘Because without that, horses and 

men, however good and gallant, are of no use.’


‘True, but what is the best way of encouraging them to 

obey, Socrates?’ asked the young man.


‘Well, I suppose you know that under all conditions 

human beings are most willing to obey those whom they 

believe to be the best. Thus in sickness they most readily 

obey the doctor, on board ship the pilot, on a farm the 

farmer, whom they think to be the most skilled in his 

business.’


‘Yes, certainly,’ said his student.


‘Then it is likely that in horsemanship too, one who clearly knows best what ought to be done will most easily 

gain the obedience of the others.’


Xenophon captures here that very distinct theme in 

Socrates’ teaching on leadership already identified above. In 

harmony with the rest of his doctrine (for, despite his pose 

of ignorance, Socrates had ideas of his own), it emphasizes 

the importance of knowledge in leadership. People will obey 

willingly only those whom they perceive to be better qualified 

or more knowledgeable than themselves in a particular 

situation.





THE CASE OF THE ASPIRING GENERAL





One of the young Athenians around Socrates announced 

that he wished to stand in the annual election of ten generals 

in the city’s army. Socrates encouraged him to attend the 

classes of an itinerant teacher called Dionysodorus, who had 

recently arrived in Athens and advertised a course in generalship. 

When the young man returned he had to endure some 

good-humoured banter from Socrates and his friends.


‘Don’t you think, gentlemen,’ said Socrates, ‘that our 

friend looks more “majestic”, as Homer called Agamemnon, 

now that he has learned generalship? For just as he who has 

learned to play the harp is a harper even when he does not 

play, and he who has studied medicine is a doctor even 

though he does not practise, so our friend will be a general 

for ever, even if no one votes for him. But an ignoramus is 

neither general nor doctor, even if he gets every vote. Now,’ 

he continued, turning to the young Athenian, ‘in order that 

any one of us who may happen to command a regiment or 

company under you may have a better knowledge of warfare, 

tell us the first lesson in generalship Dionysodorus gave 

you.’





‘The first was like the last,’ the young man replied. ‘He 

taught me tactics – nothing else.’


‘But that is only a small part of generalship,’ replied 

Socrates. By question-and-answer he then led the young man 

into a much fuller understanding of the knowledge and 

abilities required for a successful military leader. A general 

must be good at administration, so that the army is properly 

supplied with military equipment and provisions. Moreover, 

as Xenophon knew from his own experience, a general 

should ideally possess a number of personal qualities and 

skills:





He must be resourceful, active, careful, hardy and quick-witted; 

he must be both gentle and brutal, at once straightforward 

and designing, capable of both caution and 

surprise, lavish and rapacious, generous and mean, skilful 

in defence and attack, and there are many other qualifications, 

some natural, some acquired, that are necessary to 

one as a general.







Even on the all-important subject of tactics, Socrates found 

the instruction given to his young friend by Dionysodorus 

to be deficient. Did Dionysodorus give no advice on where 

and how to use each formation? Was no guidance given on 

when to modify deployments and tactics according to the 

needs of the many different kinds of situations one encounters 

in war? The young man insisted that this was the case. 

‘Then you must go and ask for your money back,’ said 

Socrates. ‘For if Dionysodorus knows the answer to these 

questions and has a conscience, he will be ashamed to send 

you home ill-taught.’


In this Socratic dialogue, as in the previous one, Xenophon 

is offering instruction in the art of being a strategic leader. 

What he is doing is helping his young listeners to form a complete concept of strategic leadership, in contrast to the 

limited or imperfect notion of it offered by Dionysodorus and 

his kind. The Socratic view is roughly that what prevents you 

from being a good leader is – in the first place – that you do 

not have a true concept of strategic leadership. If you could 

but see the truth, then you could hardly prevent yourself from 

moving towards it. Although neither Athens nor any of the 

other Greek cities had any business schools, the figure of the 

itinerant guru speaking to large audiences for fat fees on such 

subjects as the art of public speaking, generalship, or how to 

be happy and successful was a familiar one. These sophists, 

as they were called, were clever men, some more than others, 

known for their adroit, subtle, plausible reasoning but lacking 

in substance. Socrates and other philosophers regarded them 

as glib, superficial and out for money (Socrates himself did 

not charge fees).


Often, as in the case of Dionysodorus, the sophists did not 

really know what they were talking about. When Hannibal – 

arguably one of the ten greatest generals of all time – was in 

exile at the end of his long career, his host Antiochus, the 

Greek king of Syria, took him to hear a lecture by an elderly 

sophist who specialized in military leadership. ‘Well, what did 

you think of it?’ Antiochus inquired at the end. Hannibal 

looked at the king with his one remaining eye and replied 

in his characteristically dry, laconic, humorous way: ‘In my 

time I have had to listen to some old fools, but this one beats 

them all!’





THE CASE OF NICOMACHIDES








Once, on seeing Nicomachides returning from the elections,

Socrates asked him, ‘Who have been chosen generals,

Nicomachides?’


‘Isn’t it just like the Athenians?’ Nicomachides replied. 

‘They have not chosen me after all the hard work I have 

done since I was called up, in the command of company 

or regiment, though I have been often wounded in action.’ 

(Here he uncovered and showed his scars.) ‘They have 

chosen Antisthenes, who has never served in a marching 

regiment nor distinguished himself in the cavalry and understands 

nothing but money-making.’


‘Isn’t that a recommendation,’ said Socrates, ‘supposing 

he proves capable of supplying the men’s needs?’


‘Why,’ retorted Nicomachides, ‘merchants are also capable 

of making money, but that doesn’t make them fit to command 

an army!’


‘But,’ replied Socrates, ‘Antisthenes also is eager for victory, 

and that is a good point in a general. Whenever he has 

been choirmaster, you know, his choir has always won.’


‘No doubt,’ conceded Nicomachides, ‘but there is no 

analogy between the handling of a choir and of an army.’


‘But you see,’ said Socrates, ‘though Antisthenes knows 

nothing about music or choir training, he showed himself 

capable of finding the best experts in these activities. And 

therefore if he finds out and prefers the best men in warfare 

as in choir training, it is likely that he will be victorious in 

that too; and probably he will be more ready to spend 

money on winning a battle with the whole state than on 

winning a choral competition with his tribe.’


‘Do you mean to say, Socrates, that the man who succeeds 

with a chorus will also succeed with an army?’


‘I mean that, whatever a man controls, if he knows what 

he wants and can get it he will be a good controller, whether 

he controls a chorus, an estate, a city or an army.’


‘Really, Socrates,’ cried Nicomachides, ‘I should never 

have thought to hear you say that a good businessman would 

make a good general!’





By his familiar method of patient cross-examination, 

Socrates won agreement from Nicomachides that successful 

businessmen and generals perform much the same functions. 

Then Socrates proceeded to identify six of these functions or 

skills:











	•  

	Selecting the right man for the right job








	•   

	Punishing the bad and rewarding the good








	•   

	Winning the goodwill of those under them






	•   

	Attracting allies and helpers






	•   

	Keeping what they have gained






	•  

	Being strenuous and industrious in their own work


















‘All these are common to both,’ Nicomachides accepted, ‘but 

fighting is not.’


‘But surely both are bound to find enemies?’


‘Oh yes, they are.’


‘Then is it not important for both to get the better of 

them?’


‘Undoubtedly; but you don’t say how business capacity 

will help when it comes to fighting.’


‘That is just where it will be most helpful,’ Socrates 

concluded. ‘For the good businessman, through his knowledge 

that nothing profits or pays like a victory in the field, 

and nothing is so utterly unprofitable and entails such heavy 

loss as a defeat, will be eager to seek and avoid what leads to 

defeat, will be prompt to engage the enemy if he sees he is 

strong enough to win, and, above all, will avoid an engagement 

when he is not ready.’


The amazement expressed by Nicomachides at Socrates’ 

line of argument in this dialogue rings true. For the teaching 

of Socrates, that people will only follow leaders who have the 

authority of knowledge relevant to a given situation, must 

have been well known in Athens. Moreover, in that city, businessmen were held in low social regard. Young gentlemen 

from good Athenian families would seek military and 

political careers, but they did not become merchants. Of 

course the scale of commerce and industry before the Industrial 

Revolution was relatively small and the scope for leadership 

was correspondingly limited. Armies and navies, by 

contrast, remained the largest and most important forms of 

common human enterprise until relatively recent times. In 

the mid-eighteenth century, for example, the Royal Navy of 

Great Britain was the largest industry in Western Europe.


Socrates did challenge this Athenian snobbery that has 

cast such a long shadow in history. ‘Don’t look down on 

businessmen, Nicomachides,’ he said towards the end of 

their discussion. ‘For the management of private concerns 

differs only in point of number from that of public affairs. 

In other respects they are much alike, and particularly in 

this, that neither can be carried on without men, and the 

men employed in private and public transactions are the 

same. For those who take charge of public affairs employ 

just the same men when they attend to their own; and those 

who do understand how to employ them are successful 

directors of public and private concerns, and those who do 

not, fail in both.’





AUTHORITY FLOWS TO THE ONE WHO KNOWS







Socrates, then, clearly taught that professional or technical 

competence should be a prerequisite for holding a position 

of leadership responsibility. Here Xenophon and Plato are 

doing more than handing on that torch to us. ‘You must 

have noticed,’ said Socrates, ‘that a man who is incompetent 

does not attempt to exercise authority over our harpists, 

choristers, and dancers, nor over wrestlers. All who have authority over them can tell you where they learned their 

business.’


The tendency of people to follow a leader who knows 

what to do, observed Socrates, is strengthened in a time of 

crisis. In a discussion with Pericles, named after his father, 

the famous statesman, which took place when an army from 

the Greek state of Boeotia was threatening Athens, Socrates 

made the additional point that such a crisis should be more 

to an effective leader’s liking than a period of ease and 

prosperity, for it is easier to make things happen. He illustrated 

this point with an analogy, the behaviour of sailors at 

sea:





For confidence breeds carelessness, slackness, disobedience: 

fear makes men more attentive, more obedient, more 

amenable to discipline. The behaviour of sailors is a case 

in point. So long as they have nothing to fear, they are, I 

believe, an unruly lot, but when they expect a storm or an 

attack, they not only carry out all the orders, but watch in 

silence for the word of command like choristers.





In spite of his own military experience, which must have 

given him many opportunities to observe from the serried 

ranks of the Athenian phalanx of the competencies or 

incompetencies of the various generals he had served under, 

Socrates conducted these discussions on a general level, as 

befits a philosopher and teacher. But Xenophon was shortly 

to find himself in military command and faced with a real 

crisis. The teaching of Socrates would now be tested and 

shaped in the hot forge of experience.


Apparently against the advice of Socrates, Xenophon 

enlisted in a Greek mercenary army which the Persian prince 

Cyrus the Younger hired in a bid to replace his brother 

Artaxerxes II on the throne of Persia. In 401 B. C. a decisive battle was fought at Cunaxa, not far from ancient Babylon. 

The 10,400 Greek hoplites acquitted themselves well on the 

day, but Cyrus lost both the battle and his life.


After the battle of Cunaxa, the Persians offered the Ten 

Thousand (as the Greeks were later known) surrender terms 

if they stayed where they were but threatened to kill them all 

if they moved from their camp. In this crisis the man of 

authority was the most experienced of the six Greek generals 

– Clearchus the Spartan. He took the burden of decision 

upon himself.


Clearchus indicated that he would act as spokesman for 

his fellow generals to the Persian emissaries but gave no 

indication to anyone what he was going to say. After sunset 

he summoned a meeting of the officers, briefly reviewed the 

options and then told them what they must do. They must 

head northwards that very night on the first stage of a long 

march to safety on the shores of the Black Sea, which lay 

some 800 miles away. As Xenophon records in The Persian 

Expedition, everyone sensed that only Clearchus could lead 

them out of mortal danger:





On receiving their instructions the generals and captains 

went away and carried them out; and from then on 

Clearchus was in command, and they were his subordinates. 

This was not the result of an election, but because 

they realized that he was the one man who had the right 

sort of mind for a commander, while the rest of them 

were inexperienced.








ARE KNOWLEDGE AND EXPERIENCE ENOUGH?





But is having knowledge and experience relevant to the situation 

– the general working field or the particular situation of crisis – the whole of leadership? Xenophon knew that it 

was not so. From his close observation of men in action, he 

made a distinction between those leaders who won willing 

obedience from their subordinates and colleagues, as compared 

to those who merely extracted compliance from them 

either out of fear or a grudging acceptance of the authority 

of knowledge.


Clearchus, the Spartan general who saved the day after 

Cunaxa, is a good example of such a limited leader. We can 

recognize men of his stamp again and again in military 

history. The Roman army depended upon men such as him. 

Their type would resurface in later armed forces: the Prussians 

of Frederick the Great, the British Royal Navy in 

Georgian times, the German Wehrmacht in the Second 

World War, and the American Army in Vietnam.


Clearchus was about fifty at the time of his death. He had 

spent much of his life at war, acquiring by hard experience a 

sound knowledge of his profession. But, as Xenophon noted, 

Clearchus never won the hearts of men. He had no followers 

who were there because of friendship or good feeling towards 

him. Xenophon continued:





As for his great qualities as a soldier, they appear in the 

facts that he was fond of adventure, ready to lead an 

attack on the enemy by day or night, and that, when he 

was in an awkward position, he kept his head, as everyone 

agrees who was with him anywhere. It was said that he 

had all the qualities of leadership which a man of his sort 

could have.


He had an outstanding ability for planning means by 

which an army could get supplies, and seeing that they 

appeared; and he was also well able to impress on those 

who were with him that Clearchus was a man to be 

obeyed. He achieved this result by his toughness. He had a forbidding appearance and a harsh voice. His punishments 

were severe ones and were sometimes inflicted in 

anger, so that there were times when he was sorry himself 

for what he had done. With him punishment was a matter 

of principle, for he thought that any army without discipline 

was good for nothing; indeed, it is reported that he 

said that a soldier ought to be more frightened of his own 

commander than of the enemy if he was going to turn out 

one who could keep a good guard, or abstain from doing 

harm to his own side, or going into battle without second 

thoughts.


So it happened that in difficult positions the soldiers 

would give him complete confidence and wished for no 

one better. On these occasions, they said that his forbidding 

look seemed positively cheerful, and his toughness 

appeared as confidence in the face of the enemy, so that it 

was no longer toughness to them but something to make 

them feel safe. On the other hand, when the danger was 

over and there was a chance of going away to take service 

under someone else, many of them deserted him, since he 

was invariably tough and savage, so that the relations 

between his soldiers and him were like those of boys to a 

schoolmaster.





It is tempting to conclude that while Clearchus had great 

abilities as a soldier, and also as what we would now call a 

manager, he fell far short of being a great leader. One reason 

why people today often react so negatively to the idea of 

military leadership is because they assume that all military 

leaders are cast in the same mould as Clearchus. This is 

certainly not the case. Xenophon’s last point, that Clearchus 

treated his soldiers like a pedagogue (literally in Greek a 

‘leader of children’) is illuminating. The Greeks prided themselves 

on the belief that they were the most intelligent people 

on the face of the earth; they were deeply conscious, too, of their tradition of equality and democracy. They did not like 

being bullied or treated as children.


Xenophon, aged twenty-six, was elected as one of the successors 

to Clearchus and the other five Greek generals whom 

the Persians butchered in an act of treachery not long after 

Cunaxa. Having been taught leadership by Socrates, what style 

of leadership would Xenophon display? Doubtless he thought 

hard about that question. Obviously he did not want to be 

another Clearchus, nor did he want to err too far in the 

opposite direction of courting popularity and appearing weak. 

Xenophon tells us that Proxenus the Boeotian, one of the 

other murdered generals, had made that mistake. It was he, 

incidentally, who had first invited Xenophon to go on the 

Persian expedition, and so they were probably friends. 

Proxenus was a very ambitious young man and had spent 

much money on being educated by a celebrated teacher called 

Georgias of Leontini. ‘After he had been with him for a time,’ 

wrote Xenophon, ‘he came to the conclusion that he was now 

capable of commanding an army and, if he became friends 

with the great, of doing them no less good than they did him; 

so he joined in this adventure planned by Cyrus, imagining 

that he would gain from it a great name, and great power, 

and plenty of money.’ Yet, with all these ambitions, Proxenus 

made it clear to all that he wanted to acquire these things in 

a fair and honourable way or not at all. He liked to be liked, 

however, which led him into the mistake of appearing soft 

and of courting popularity for its own sake:





He was a good commander for people of a gentlemanly 

type, but he was not capable of impressing his soldiers 

with a feeling of respect or fear for him. Indeed, he 

showed more diffidence in front of his soldiers than his 

subordinates showed in front of him, and it was obvious 

that he was more afraid of being unpopular with his troops than his troops were afraid of disobeying his orders. 

He imagined that to be a good general, and to gain the 

name for being one, it was enough to give praise to those 

who did well and to withhold it from those who did 

badly. The result was that decent people in his entourage 

liked him, but unprincipled people undermined his 

position, since they thought he was easily managed. At the 

time of his death he was about thirty years old.





It could be said that Proxenus was not right for the military 

situation and could not establish the right relationship with 

his soldiers. But he would probably have been just as 

ineffective in non-military spheres of leadership as well. For 

Proxenus’ very virtues created a certain lack of firmness or 

toughness which can lead to a loss of respect. Without 

respect, leadership is fatally impaired. A weak leader exposes 

himself to exploitation by his more unscrupulous subordinates. 

Bad leadership of this kind looks remarkably the same 

whatever the field or area of human enterprise.


Xenophon, who sat at the feet of Socrates, the Western 

world’s first great teacher of leadership, now shows us what 

he meant by leadership.





A LEADER IN ACTION





Imagine yourself on a sun-baked, stony hillside on the 

southern edge of Kurdistan (on the borders of what is now 

Iraq and Turkey) watching this scene unfold before you. It 

is about noon; the sky is clear blue except for a line of white 

clouds almost motionless above a distant mountain range. 

Marching through these foothills come the advance guard 

of the Ten Thousand. The hot sun glints and sparkles on 

their spears, helmets and breastplates. They are hurrying forward, eager to reach the safety of the mountains in order 

to be rid of the Persian cavalry snapping like hunting dogs 

at their heels. But first they have to cut their way through 

the Carduci, the warlike natives of the region. Across the 

pass you can see a strong contingent of these tribesmen, 

already occupying the lower heights of a steep hill, which 

commands the road. Now the Greek advance guard has 

spotted them too, and it halts. After some hurried deliberations 

you can see a messenger running back. A few minutes 

later a horseman – it is Xenophon – gallops up to the 

commander of the advance guard, a seasoned Spartan captain 

named Chirisophus. Xenophon tells him that he has not 

brought up a reinforcement of the light-armed troops that 

had been urgently requested because the rearguard – still 

under constant attack – could not be weakened. Then he 

carefully studies the lie of the land. Noticing that the Carduci 

have neglected to occupy the actual summit of the hill, he 

puts his plan to his Spartan colleague:





‘The best thing to do, Chirisophus, is for us to advance 

on the summit as fast as we can. If we can occupy it, those 

who are commanding our road will not be able to maintain 

their position. If you like, you stay here with the main 

body. I will volunteer to go ahead. Or, if you prefer it, 

you march on the mountain and I will stay here.’


‘I will give you the choice,’ replies Chirisophus, ‘of 

doing whichever you like.’





It would be an arduous physical ask, Xenophon points out, 

and he tactfully says that being the younger man he would 

be the best one to undertake it. Having chosen some 400 

skirmishers, armed with targets and light javelins, together 

with a hundred handpicked pikemen of the advance guard, 

he marches them off as fast as he can towards the summit. But when the enemy see what the Greeks are doing, they too 

begin to head for the highest ground as fast as they can go.





Then there was a lot of shouting, from the Greek army 

cheering on its men on the one side and from Tissaphernes’ 

people cheering on their men on the other side. Xenophon 

rode along the ranks on horseback, urging them on. 

‘Soldiers,’ he said, ‘consider that it is for Greece you are 

fighting now, that you are fighting your way to your children 

and your wives, and that with a little hard work now, 

we shall go on the rest of our way unopposed.’


Soteridas, a man from Sicyon, said: ‘We are not on a 

level, Xenophon. You are riding on horseback, while I am 

wearing myself out with a shield to carry.’





Although he could conceivably have had him arrested and 

punished later, Xenophon did not take this course. Writing 

of himself in the third person, he tells us what happened 

next:
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