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Introduction

We begin this story in Sweden, where a schoolgirl of eight years of age began her journey toward becoming one of the most influential leaders in the world. Early stirrings of her ascent started during her primary school years, when her teachers showed films about the degradation of the world’s environment: plastic junking up oceans, starving polar bears, raging forest fires.

Most classmates listened, were momentarily concerned, and then moved on. Greta Thunberg listened and obsessively dwelled upon our impending doom. Her classmates went about their day; she retreated into herself and became severely depressed about how little adults were doing to mitigate the damage. She began skipping school, barely ate, and wondered if the world would survive its current course.

At home, she began speaking with her parents about the climate, reading reports, and watching films. Her Asperger syndrome, she often says, became a source of power—in her weeks at home, her laser focus enabled her to build an encyclopedic knowledge about the environment. She began testing her powers of persuasion on her parents, knowing she could be convincing but not sure how to make herself heard. She worried she was too small to make a difference.

Then in February 2018, an unrelated tragedy struck some five thousand miles away. In southern Florida, a gunman armed with a semiautomatic rifle stormed through the halls of a high school in Parkland, killing seventeen and wounding seventeen more. Survivors were devastated.

Rather than wallowing in grief, an emboldened cohort of students turned their suffering into action. Meeting at first in small numbers on their parents’ living room floors, students launched Never Again MSD, an organization committed to tougher gun laws. They were determined that such a tragedy should never strike another community. In the days after the shooting, they took to the airwaves and to social media, demanding background checks and other measures of gun safety.

Young people across the United States became energized and inspired as they watched Parkland students walk out of classrooms, protesting weak gun laws. The students were plain in their language and unapologetic in their goal: They needed parents to end their complacency and finally act. Their protests quickly spread. Inspired by the Freedom Riders of the 1960s, they traveled the country to stir people up. Week after week, the momentum of their movement grew. It reached a peak when the students spearheaded March for Our Lives, a student-led demonstration that attracted some 1.2 million marchers in 880 events across America. It was the biggest anti-gun protest in American history, as millions shamed adults for their inaction.

From afar, Greta watched the Parkland students galvanize a following within a few short weeks. She was struck by the power and attention that could be attracted by a single defiant act like skipping school, an action many Parkland students adopted. Most of the Parkland activists—students like David Hogg and X González—were seventeen and eighteen years old, just a bit older than Greta. Before Parkland, they were normal kids; after, their world was upended. In response, they became national—and global—activists. They began to mobilize the country against its toxic gun culture.

Greta was amazed by their successes and inspired by their tactics, so she began to follow suit. Her protest—a walkout modeled after one staged by Parkland survivors—was small in scale at first. She stood outside the Swedish parliament with a painted sign reading “Skolstrejk för klimatet” (“School Strike for Climate”). She was fifteen. No one joined her, and many passersby pitied what seemed futile efforts. The next day, however, a few people joined after social media started buzzing. And the next, even more came. Soon enough, supporters regularly showed up. She stood there every day for five months until the Swedish elections, as she had promised.

Her internet presence continued to expand, fueling coverage in the national and international press. Her solitary act of defiance soon drew an estimated 4 million people into the streets for the Global Climate Strikes, the biggest single day of climate protests in history. Time magazine named her Person of the Year, and the UN invited her to speak to the General Assembly. She was once again scorching toward adults: “You are failing us,” she charged. “But the young people are starting to understand your betrayal.” Three years after her initial strike in Sweden, Greta doubled down on her attacks at Italy’s Youth4Climate summit. Instead of taking action, she described thirty years of empty promises as a bunch of “blah, blah, blah.” Greta Thunberg and the Parkland students are not alone, of course, in mobilizing thousands—and sometimes millions—to follow their leadership. Stories abound in which protestors are demanding greater social and economic justice. In some countries, we should acknowledge, the protestors are on the side of authoritarians, but in most nations they seek freedom.

In Pakistan, for example, a young girl in her teens became a voice for the education of other young women. At age fifteen, she was so threatening to the Taliban that they ordered her killed. Soon after, as she was riding a school bus to her home in the Swat Valley, three men stopped the bus, demanding to know which was Malala, and shot her in the face. She was perilously close to death. Somehow she not only survived but found the inner strength to continue her campaign to this very day. Her leadership in human rights has been so compelling that she was awarded a Nobel Prize for Peace, the youngest honoree in history.

In America, young women—especially Black women—have pressured the country’s leaders into embracing a progressive agenda. Tarana Burke, a young Black woman born in the Bronx, became a social activist at age sixteen. Tired of being harassed and assaulted, she started the MeToo Movement at thirty-three, taking to social media to “empower through empathy.” She wanted a safe platform where women could confide their private stories of sexual harassment and violence. In 2017, Time magazine proclaimed her one of its People of the Year. The day after Donald Trump’s inauguration, supporters of MeToo built much of the momentum behind the Women’s March, the biggest protest in American history on behalf of women’s rights. Beyond that event, Burke’s movement spurred a national awakening and reckoning on patriarchal sexual abuse, harassment, and power.

Several years after Burke coined MeToo, three Black women in their twenties and thirties—Patrisse Cullors, Alicia Garza, and Opal Tometi—created the social movement that came to be called Black Lives Matter when George Zimmerman, the man who murdered a Black youth named Trayvon Martin, was acquitted. Avowed “Black Radicals,” they initially drew venomous attacks from the right. But when Americans saw the television clips of George Floyd’s dying moments some seven years later, they were horrified. Just as TV clips of the Birmingham sheriff unleashing dogs on Black children transformed the civil rights debates of the past, clips of Floyd’s murder transformed the racial debates of today. Millions were stirred into supporting Black Lives Matter protests across the country. What’s more, the movement forced the country to confront its brutal racist past and present unlike any grassroots effort before it.


HOW LEADERSHIP IS EVOLVING

The journeys of Greta, the Parkland students, Malala, and the organizers of MeToo and BLM show just how rapidly leadership is evolving these days. We are no longer living in a world in which leaders are formed only in our nation’s most elite institutions, groomed in public life, and take charge from the start. Those days are gone, and thank goodness for it! Young people now are taking a multitude of different paths to leadership, many up from the bottom. They are not afraid to ruffle feathers, either. They speak up and stand up for causes that may make some of us uncomfortable. Ultimately, we should welcome conversations that expose—in thoughtful ways—alternative perspectives. We need fresh thinking as well as fresh energy.

Social media has given young leaders powerful new tools for making themselves heard by people around the world. In the past, young leaders in institutions like Congress were expected to keep their eyes open and their mouths shut. If you paid your dues long enough—say, fifteen years—you might become a committee chairman, but even then, the path to influence was uncertain. That was before Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, a part-time bartender with no experience in public life, knocked off the fourth most powerful member of the Democratic caucus and helped usher in a new progressive movement in America. She was and remains a master of social media.

Of course, the internet and social media are a double-edged sword. Yes, a strong personality, compelling ideas, and powerful rhetoric can capture public attention in an instant, but anonymous figures can then take to the internet to spread dishonest information, seeking to defame and destroy you. As students of social media have learned, it has become easier to gain power but harder to exercise it and much, much harder to keep it. To lead in today’s rapidly changing environment, one must now be endlessly attentive and adaptive.

One more point about the past versus present ways of leading: As emphasized here, emerging leaders today must be much more adaptive than in the past, actively engaging with followers and their collaborators to meet changing demands. But great leaders know that even as you learn how to navigate in roiling waters, you must also hold firm to your own True North. Your junior officers, as I learned in the navy, must manage the engine room down below, but the captain must be topside, a steady hand on the tiller.

Although leadership is ever changing, some qualities and skills have eternal appeal across time and cultures. Leaders of today ignore them at their peril. Courage and character, for instance, have been prerequisites for great leadership since the classical Greeks and Romans. Euripides defined character as “a stamp of good repute on a person.” That definition fits as well now as it did in the fourth century BC. Similarly, Winston Churchill’s observation about courage still fits. “Courage,” he said, “is rightly esteemed the first of human qualities… because it is the quality which guarantees all others.” I worked for Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford and can attest that while both had courage, their characters were vastly different. One lacked character and was driven out by scandal; the other was a man of character who looks better and better through the rearview mirror.

Nations around the world have long embraced traditions of educating for leadership, but they have not always succeeded. In her book The March of Folly, the historian Barbara Tuchman raised the question of whether it is possible to educate for government. She concluded that many cultures have tried but have ultimately failed: the mandarins of China were rigorously schooled for administration but eventually gave way to corruption, incompetence, and an unquenchable thirst for power. So, too, the fate of the Turkish janissaries, Prussia after the Thirty Years War, Great Britain when its empire faded, and perhaps now the United States. All have tried to prepare leaders for good government; all wound up badly. “Aware of the controlling power of ambition, corruption and emotions,” she wrote, “it may be that in the search for wiser government we should look for the test of character first. And the test should be moral courage.” The problem, she then continued, may not be a matter of educating officials “as educating the electorate to recognize and reward integrity of character and to reject the ersatz.” Courage and character will always be foundational for emerging leaders. We shall return to them often in the pages ahead.

WHY THIS BOOK

Some years ago, I started writing this book in my imagination. I was reaching that stage in life that Erik Erikson called “generativity.” Erikson was a renowned twentieth-century psychoanalyst who created a development model identifying eight key stages in one’s life. Generativity, he declared, was the seventh. By it he meant a stage when an older person shows “a concern for establishing and guiding the next generation.”

When I left Washington for university teaching in 1999, I had definitely hit that stage. I was immensely grateful for the opportunity to have worked for four presidents in the White House—three Republicans (Nixon, Ford, and Reagan) and a Democrat (Clinton). But I had grown disillusioned with the direction in which our politics was headed and wanted to pass on to the next generations the key leadership lessons I had stockpiled from half a century in the public arena. Here, at the Harvard Kennedy School, we launched the Center for Public Leadership, which I directed or co-directed for nearly two decades.

Someday, I dreamed, I would write a book about leadership that shared my thoughts. But my twenty-year relationship with CNN was just starting up, while teaching and director responsibilities were seemingly unending, not to mention speaking engagements and other obligations in public life. In other words, life always seemed to get in the way.

In the past years, however, my dream—to help prepare a rising generation of new leaders—has taken on great urgency. Who could have imagined that our democracy—and long-standing democratic traditions around the world—might be on the brink of collapse? Who could have imagined that serious observers would be debating whether we are heading toward a civil war? But here we are. It feels like we are driving along a cliff in the middle of the night with our lights out. We all know it, but we can’t seem to stop it.

It’s time to face a stark reality: It’s time for the people driving the bus to return the keys. We have been at the wheel for the past thirty years, and it has not worked out so well. Now it’s time for new, fresh leaders to step in. Those of us who are older still have vital roles to play—preparing the young for leadership roles, passing on lessons we have learned, trying to smooth the path ahead. Some of our top universities are now offering successful programs for older Americans to help them launch new careers, often in the nonprofit sphere; other universities should pay heed.

But let’s be clear: much of our future now rests upon an infusion of fresh blood into our civic life. We need new, talented leaders who are looking for paths forward, not obsessing over past differences. As Winston Churchill said upon forming a new coalition government at a crucial moment in World War II: “Let personal quarrels be forgotten and let us keep our hatreds for the common enemy.” The United States desperately needs new leaders who put country before party, unity before division.

This is an especially ripe moment for a historic passage of the torch. Millions of Baby Boomers and alumni of the Silent Generation are starting to leave the stage, to be replaced by Millennials (born between 1982 and 1996) and Gen Zers (1997–2009). Together, these younger generations represent 140 million people, over 30 percent of our population. They are the biggest and most diverse cohort in our history—and will soon be the most powerful. From among these millions, surely we can identify, recruit, and support hundreds of thousands who can now work together to save the country.

I have been privileged to work with a wide array of these emerging leaders: sailors, young military officers, public servants, White House staff, journalists, social entrepreneurs, and of course, students. What distinguishes the best of the younger generations, I would suggest, are three qualities: their resilience, their civic engagement, and their idealism. Think for a moment of the trials they have encountered in just the first decades of the twenty-first century: the terrorist attacks of 9/11; two devastating recessions; once-in-a-century fires and floods; growing racial inequities; mass shootings of students; endless wars; a runaway national debt; the presidency of Donald Trump; a deadly global pandemic; and the breakdown in our politics and civic culture.

That’s an astonishing list. And it doesn’t count how many times Millennials and Gen Zers have lost their jobs, seen their debts explode, moved back home, and felt their future threatened. One might expect they would retreat from public life—and a good many have—but most of them have shown enormous resilience and spunk. They remain unbowed by tough times; some 80 percent between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine feel they hold the power to change the country for the better. Some 60 percent “feel like they’re part of a movement that will vote to express its views.”

They are already becoming engaged in our civic culture too. A survey by CIRCLE at Tufts University found that in 2016, just 5 percent of those between eighteen and twenty-nine had participated in a protest demonstration; by 2020, that figure had shot up to 27 percent. Another Tufts University survey found that in the 2020 election, voting by college students exploded from 52 to 66 percent. As we have seen repeatedly among today’s students, that voting tilted heavily Democratic, by a 61 to 37 margin in the 2020 presidential race. Meanwhile, the number of Millennials running for Congress between 2018 and 2020 jumped a whopping 266 percent! And new political stars like Pete Buttigieg, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Adam Kinzinger, Seth Moulton, and Mikie Sherrill have already started to change our political discourse. While I don’t share his politics, I also respect a former student, Dan Crenshaw. He is an ardent conservative who put his life on the line for his country—and paid a price, losing an eye in combat in Afghanistan.

At a time of so much cynicism about public life, it is encouraging as well to see many of the young maintain their idealism. A Deloitte survey has found that college-educated young people are increasingly telling prospective employers they won’t accept a job offer unless their company is committed to good citizenship. Their idealism encourages them to embrace a liberal policy agenda: climate change, public option or government-run health care, student debt relief, marijuana legalization, and criminal justice reform.

Many Millennials and Gen Zers readily embrace protest marches because they believe older generations have failed to address environmental issues, the wealth gap, and inequities on the basis of both race and gender. Older generations have sometimes paid lip service to these issues, yet the rising generations are inheriting the miscalculations, inaction, and problems gone unsolved by their parents. The young are rightly angry that the American dream may end for them, that there is no pot of gold at the end of a rainbow. There are thus built-in tensions between past and current generations, with the latter wondering why they should take leadership lessons from the former. Good question. There were some first-class leaders in the past who stood out years ago and remain role models today: people like John Lewis, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and John McCain, whose profiles kick off the first chapter of this book.

I am aware that I come to these issues as an older white male who has benefited from many privileges in life. While I grew up on a dirt road in the segregated South, I was blessed with a strong, supportive, and well-educated family. My dad was chair of the math department at Duke for a quarter century, and my mom was a lovely writer. I was unquestionably afforded certain opportunities that might not have been available to those of a different socioeconomic status, gender, or race. I have tried during my adult years to be sensitive to the views of others who have not been as fortunate, though I am sure I have fallen short at times here. I owe special thanks to the young people who served as early readers of this book; they helped me think more carefully about the differences among us, challenged my thinking, and helped me understand how we might heal the country in years to come.

THE ARC OF THIS BOOK

Some years ago, I heard Bill Moyers of PBS describe a hike he had taken in Africa. In a gathering darkness, he and his team came upon a tribe encircling a campfire. Every short while, a different member of the tribe would stand up, gather two or three logs, and throw them on the fire—keeping everyone warm. Moyers made the point that our life together in communities should be like that, with each of us contributing two or three logs to keep the fires going.

That’s my hope in this book: to contribute my few logs. We are in a time of immense volatility in our national life, when crises are hitting us from all directions. It is increasingly clear that we need an infusion of strong new leaders to help us navigate safely. Through stories and reflections upon my half century in the public arena, I would like to share with you what I have learned about the development of young, passionate leaders—and why I am encouraged.

True leadership and change come through action. On that note I offer not only practical advice but tales of other defining leaders who have kept the campfires burning.

Over many years of teaching, I have been influenced by the work of Joseph Campbell, a prominent professor of comparative mythology and religion. In a study of myths and origin stories shared by societies across cultures and time, he discovered that one of the strongest shared myths is that of the hero’s journey. In essence, the hero leaves home to slay a dragon. By confronting challenges and fears on the way to the dragon, the hero undergoes a series of metaphorical “deaths” from which he recovers and then returns home with a new set of sensibilities and values.

Campbell believed that most human lives resemble a hero’s journey. “Our life evokes our character; you find out more about yourself as you go on. And it’s very nice to be able to put yourself in situations that will evoke your higher nature, rather than your lower,” he told Bill Moyers in a six-part PBS television series that drew on his work. Every one of us faces both inner and outer struggles: choices and soul searching we undergo in pursuit of a better inner self, and external experiences we face as we interact with others along the way.

This book, drawing from Campbell, views the development of a leader as occurring in two parts: an inner journey and an outer journey. It’s an adventure that leaders begin when they are young and continue the rest of their lives. As the late Warren Bennis, a leadership guru and great friend, has argued, becoming a leader is fundamentally the same as becoming a fully developed person. You can have companions along the way, but ultimately you must make the journey yourself.

This book opens with a consideration of some ancient chestnuts in the field. Does leadership really matter, after all? Why do we need great leaders? What are their most important qualities or traits? What values have endured over the centuries and which have evolved over time? The answers provide a foundation to everything that follows.

The book then plunges into its first major part: your inner journey. How does a leader first become self-aware and then achieve self-mastery? It is not enough just to be smart and talented. Richard Nixon was one of the best strategists I have ever met, but he had demons inside of him that he never conquered, and eventually they did him in. You must become “author of your own life,” as Warren Bennis once said. These early chapters explore the internal work you must undertake to identify your values, scattering some tricks and tips to help you as you embark on your adventure.

As much as we might wish otherwise, almost every rising leader experiences harsh, unexpected blows—crucibles, as they are usually called in leadership literature. A near-death experience, a collapse of your personal or professional life—they come in many forms. The next triplet of chapters explores how such hardships may impact your inner journey—and how, with the right outlook, some of our most celebrated leaders have emerged stronger. Crucibles have the potential to instill in us great moral purpose and an opportunity to solidify our goals.

The second part of the book will turn to your outer journey—the transition as you move from internal preparations for leadership to rubbing up against the outside world. We will explore how you might build relationships with others on your team and, increasingly, how well you work and play with others outside your immediate circle. As you will see, developing your awareness of others and your mastery of social skills is a close counterpart to your awareness and mastery of self. Questions abound in your outer journey: How do you manage your boss? Build a crackerjack team? Master the basics of public persuasion? Deploy social media? These are the tools and skills you need to make a leap to true leadership.

The third part of the book is an extension of Campbell’s two-part journey. Once you have worked on your internal mastery and encountered the outer world, you must be ready for action. You do not become a good leader by studying under a lamp, pursuing a third or fourth academic degree. You must avoid “a snare of preparation,” as Tolstoy put it. You must be in the arena itself.

The early days of a leader can be a time of danger, certainly one of failure. We will address the darkness that can come when a leader veers off course, abandons their True North, and self-destructs. In an increasingly volatile world, new leaders must exercise constant vigilance. You must learn to exercise leadership in a crisis—preparing when you can, then acting smartly when the crisis hits. This project would not be complete without addressing three of my favorite, but often overlooked, aspects of leadership: learning from history, a wicked sense of humor, and the creation of an integrated life so that you have joy as well as passion. You will find toward the end of the book’s twenty key takeaways, an executive summary for people on the run. If you check them out now, perhaps they will encourage you to read the rest of the book. I hope so.

In conclusion, we will turn once again to the central argument of this book: America is experiencing one of its worst crises since the beginning of the republic. While the next few years are likely to be rough, we can be much more hopeful about the long run if we remember who we are, if we take heart from our past, and if we prepare young generations for lives of service and leadership. We must unleash their idealism. As Martin Luther King Jr. once observed: “Everybody can be great… because anybody can serve. You don’t have to have a college degree to serve. You don’t have to make your subject and verb agree to serve. You only need a heart full of grace. A soul generated by love.”






PART ONE YOUR INNER JOURNEY







ONE HEARTS TOUCHED WITH FIRE


He could have ducked.

His father was a prominent physician and intellectual, his mother a major abolitionist, his family well connected. So when President Lincoln issued his first call for volunteers in the Civil War, Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. could have easily ignored it.

Instead, he dropped out of Harvard College and signed up as a first lieutenant in the 20th Massachusetts, putting his life on the line for the sake of his country. He answered the call. In battles that followed, Confederate bullets struck him down repeatedly—at Ball’s Bluff, Antietam, and Chancellorsville. In one battle, he was shot in the chest and barely survived; in another, he was shot in the neck and left for dead.

But as his biographer Mark DeWolfe Howe has written, those grievous wounds did not diminish his life. They instead shaped and strengthened his public leadership for the next seventy years. Even as he witnessed so much death and destruction, his inner steel hardened, and his aspirations for America grew. He rose to become one of the nation’s most influential and eloquent jurists, named to the Supreme Court by Teddy Roosevelt and serving until FDR reached the White House.

Some years after the Civil War, in a speech on Memorial Day in 1884, Holmes described how military service had inspired his generation. “As life is action and passion,” he said, “it is required of a man that he should share the passion and action of his time at peril of being judged not to have lived.… Through our great good fortune, in our youth, our hearts were touched with fire. It was given to us to learn at the outset that life is a profound and passionate thing.”

“In our youth, our hearts were touched with fire.”

What a glorious way to capture what so many young men and women have experienced in one era after another in committing themselves to civic life, seeking to create a fairer, more just, and more peaceful world. Life will hold perils, but in devoting yourself to the service of others, you find a satisfaction that transcends your troubles. As many have discovered, service and leadership are inextricably bound together. Indeed, leadership at its best is service to others.

BUT DO LEADERS REALLY MATTER?

In one generation after another, down to our day, we have seen the joy and inner peace that comes to leaders who work tirelessly to serve others. Think of Jane Addams in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, creating Hull House to serve as many as two thousand women a week; she was the first American woman to win a Nobel Prize. Or the many creations of Albert Schweitzer in the first half of the twentieth century, including the hospital he built in Africa, at Lambaréné. Schweitzer believed that “the purpose of human life is to serve, and to show compassion and the will to help others.”

Think too of the work of Frances Perkins in New York in the 1920s and 1930s, a creative force behind the New Deal. Or Eleanor Roosevelt, who opened doors for scores of women in midcentury and served as the chairperson of the drafting committee of the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Or Gandhi, King, Mother Teresa, down to John Lewis and New Zealand leader Jacinda Ardern of our own time. All commanded universal respect. As we will see in the pages ahead, the way men and women exercise leadership continues to change—we have, for example, largely discarded the Great Man theory of centuries past in favor of more collaborative and diverse leadership—but the need for leaders of courage, compassion, and character has not only remained essential but has grown exponentially.

For centuries, historians and social scientists have debated whether leaders matter to the unfolding of the human story. Origins of the study of leadership can be found in ancient Greece, Rome, and China. In more modern times, the Western school of thought has been driven by historians, moral and political philosophers, practitioners, and most recently, social scientists. Different scholars bring with them their own approaches: Historians tend to focus on lessons from high-profile leaders from the past, while practitioners apply their own experiences and insights to leadership analysis. In the past several decades, as thinkers like Warren Bennis worked to solidify “leadership” as an academic discipline in its own right, social scientists have increasingly dominated the field of leadership research, applying an objective, “value-free” lens in understanding what constitutes effective—or ineffective—leadership.

Although leadership studies were initially focused on the qualities of leaders, the discipline has taken on explaining increasingly dynamic forces at play between leaders and their followers. How do leaders effectively navigate a world in which their values and culture may not align with those of their followers? What role do followers play in the efficacy of a leader? If a man exercises power in an immoral or evil way, should he still be called a leader? How can one voice seek to empower and advocate for a diverse cross section of interests? As we continue to understand the nuances of human behavior and expand our understanding of who can become “a leader,” questions related to what constitutes good leadership have multiplied.

At the crux of it all, however, is one central question: How great an impact can one person have on the arc of history? As the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. pointed out, many eminent thinkers have believed that individuals are only the pawns of larger forces, such as God’s will, fate, and historical inevitability. In War and Peace, Tolstoy argued that if there had been no Napoleon, a different French general would have invaded Russia, slaughtering all in sight. Individuals, Tolstoy wrote, are but “the slaves of history.” He belonged to what has been called the determinist school of thought—a set of beliefs stretching back to gods and goddesses on Mt. Olympus and stretching forward to Marx, Spengler, Toynbee, and, indeed, Nazism.

In one of my favorite essays, “Democracy and Leadership,” Schlesinger made the counterargument that determinism at its core denies human agency as well as human responsibility. When an individual murders another, we hold him accountable for his act unless he is judged incapable of distinguishing right from wrong; we don’t give him a free pass. We believe each of us is responsible for our own behavior. Each of us has our own agency—for good as well as bad. And so it goes with leadership: Each of us can choose to make a positive difference.

In 1931, Schlesinger wrote, a British politician visiting America crossed Park Avenue in New York City after dinner, looked the wrong way, and was struck down by a passing car. “I do not understand why I was not broken like an eggshell,” he later said. Fourteen months later, an American politician was sitting in an open car in Miami when a gunman fired at point-blank range. Had the gunman’s arm not been jarred by a nearby woman, the politician would have died; as it was, the man next to him perished.

Schlesinger posed this hypothetical: If history had played out differently, that British politician could have died that night in New York. So too could that American politician have succumbed to his bullet wound in Miami. If those two men, Winston Churchill and FDR, had died on those days, would history have been any different? You bet! Every serious person believes that neither Neville Chamberlain nor Lord Halifax—the alternatives to Churchill—could have given voice to the British lion as Churchill did during the war. Similarly, no one believes that Vice President John Nance Garner, the Texan who said his office was “not worth a bucket of warm piss,” could have led us through the Depression and the war as FDR did.

Our greatest leaders have emerged from both good times and, more often, challenging ones. They are those among us who, in our darkest hours, stir us with hope and provide us with a clear vision for the days ahead. Often they remain calm at the helm when facing a crisis; they can right a sinking ship. In a pinch, the very finest among them make the difficult calls, calls that can ultimately alter the course of history. Through courage and character, they motivate others to follow their lead; one single person can inspire the masses to act, to change the world for the better. Individuals still matter, especially in leadership.

ARE LEADERS BORN OR MADE?

Experts disagree whether the qualities and talents of effective leaders are in their DNA. When Dwight Eisenhower was a kid, others automatically looked to him in organizing their touch-football games; he wrote later that teenage teams were his training grounds for leadership. Abraham Lincoln had less than a full year of formal education, but his words still ring true with us a century and a half later. It certainly appears that some people are born gifted—or, as Warren Buffett likes to say about his investment savvy, he was lucky to have won life’s lottery.

You may have been born with some natural advantages, but if you want to excel as a leader—to go “from good to great,” as Jim Collins puts it—you have to work steadily over a long period of time. Frequently, personal development depends heavily upon your own patience and persistence. It is only through first mastering your own intentions, coming to understand your values, and then leading increasingly large groups of followers that one can truly become an effective leader. The journey is not straightforward and is sure to be full of failures large and small, but leading can prove to be one of life’s most meaningful endeavors.

HOW SHOULD WE DEFINE LEADERSHIP?

Students of leadership also argue over how it should be defined. That’s because the practice of leadership draws primarily upon subjective, hard-to-measure qualities like character, compassion, empathy, and the like. It is more art than science. Or as Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart famously wrote in a 1960s case, obscenity is hard to define but “I know it when I see it.” Or perhaps you might compare leadership to jazz: The art, as Miles Davis suggested, is how to play the silence between the notes.

Altogether, students of leadership have found over two hundred definitions of leadership. Many of them are similar. A number touch upon the ability to inspire others. Ronald Reagan, for example, thought a great leader is “one that gets the people to do the greatest things.” A slightly different school of thought emphasizes the selfless nature of leaders. Lao-tzu famously said, “A leader is best when people barely know he exists; when his work is done, his aim fulfilled, they will say: We did it ourselves.” Likewise, Nelson Mandela thought it better to empower others, leading from behind and allowing them to celebrate the fruits of their labor. Others home in upon personal traits, common among them courage, vision, and integrity. Today there is a school of thought emerging around the idea of leaderlessness—a concept that emphasizes collective action and shared roles rather than a single individual guiding the masses. We will return to this subject in pages to come.

The definition that I find most compelling, however, and use in classrooms comes from the Pulitzer Prize–winning author and historian Garry Wills. In a book written a quarter century ago, Certain Trumpets: The Nature of Leadership, he presented biographical sketches of individual leaders, weighing how followers shape their leaders. Sorting out distinctions, Wills offered this definition of a leader: “one who mobilizes others toward a goal shared by leader and followers.”

Traditionally, scholars have agreed that there are three main elements to leadership: the leader, followers, and context. Each matters. We spend most of our time focusing on leaders and overlooking followers. But as Garry Wills recognizes, the qualities of followers heavily influence the success of leaders. For example, the French Revolution and the American Revolution both sought to strengthen the liberty of their peoples and both occurred at relatively the same time in history. Why, then, did the American Revolution succeed and the French fail? Thomas Jefferson believed that Americans had long experience in self-governance beforehand while the French people had lived under the thumb of the monarchy and the church. Americans were culturally ready for independence; the French were not. A former colleague of mine, Barbara Kellerman, has written a valuable book on followers that I recommend.

Similarly, the context in which a leader finds her- or himself will also shape what that person can get done. In his recent studies of leadership, political scientist Joseph Nye has pointed out that in 1939, Winston Churchill was a washed-up leader. The British public was then clinging to hopes of a negotiated settlement with Germany and saw Churchill as impulsive and militaristic. But within a year, as the Nazis marched across France and threatened to invade Britain, Churchill was seen as a savior. The context had changed, summoning him into action.

I would offer one amendment to the traditional view that leader, followers, and context are the three key pillars of leadership. In my experience in various White Houses, there is always a fourth element: the goals. A leader will be much more successful if she chooses goals that are doable and are aligned with the values and interests of her followers. In the early Reagan years, for example, Reagan’s chief of staff, Jim Baker, distinguished among three types of goals for a president: easy, difficult, and tough but doable. Easy ones, he said, should be left to the departments to secure; difficult ones should be allowed to ripen; tough but doable are the stretch goals we should embrace. That perspective was a key to Reagan’s success. Stretch goals like the massive reform of Social Security and the overhaul of the tax system—both requiring significant bipartisan participation—came to define his presidency. On occasion, other presidents have overstretched and failed. It’s essential to find the right balance if you want to leave a positive legacy.

ENDURING VS. EVOLVING STANDARDS

It is fascinating to look back upon earlier times and to recognize how leadership has evolved over the centuries. A major theme of this book is that the capacity to adapt to a rapidly changing landscape is one of the most important skills a leader needs today. Even Ben Franklin, the most innovative of the founders, might be lost in today’s culture of globalization and digitalization.

Yet as one looks more closely, it seems equally important—perhaps more important—that a leader also embrace standards that have endured for over two thousand years. We know that personal character has been essential to leadership since classical Greece and Rome. The ancients believed, as we do now, that a person’s inner values and strengths were key determinants of their ability to practice principled leadership. Equally essential have been courage and honor. One can read Marcus Aurelius and Plutarch and learn as much about leadership as you can from any text of modern times.

I would be remiss if I failed to address an unshakable notion of leadership in America: that of a man on a white horse, strong and fearless, rescuing his followers from looming disaster. Richard Nixon reportedly watched the movie Patton no less than nine times. He loved the portrayal of a bold leader swearing at his troops on the eve of battle. General MacArthur played to that tradition too, as did Donald Trump in his presidential campaigns.

In truth, when darkness falls across the political landscape, democratic nations often call upon and sometimes need a visibly strong person. Witness the call to Churchill in May 1940. But over the years, scholars have moved away from individual strongmen and toward leaders who are collaborative and welcome partners. Instead of a lonely singular figure brooding over a decision, a favorite depiction of Barack Obama the night bin Laden was captured shows him in the Situation Room surrounded by half a dozen advisors. We will find repeated examples of collaborative leadership in the pages ahead.

Indeed, throughout this book you will find sketches of leaders whose lives shed light on the arts and adventures of leadership. In that spirit, let’s look at three contemporary leaders whose lives underscore the idea that even though standards have evolved, the values we cherish have endured over centuries. What we see is that each leader had to adapt to the context of their times, resorting to different strategies for success. But equally so, we see striking commonalities in the way they thought and acted. Importantly, as leaders, they shared many of the same basic values.

Leadership of Conviction and Humility

In Pike County, Alabama, most people were poor, Black Americans were still picking cotton, and memories of slavery remained fresh almost eight decades after the Emancipation Proclamation. That was the world into which Robert John Lewis was born in 1940. It is hard to imagine that one day, a leading historian of our time, Jon Meacham, would write of that child: “He was as important to the founding of a modern and multiethnic twentieth- and twenty-first-century America as Thomas Jefferson and James Madison and Samuel Adams were to the creation of the republic in the eighteenth century.”

The family roots of Robert John Lewis—he took the name John later in life—were sunk deep into Alabama soil. His great-grandfather was a sharecropper, as were his descendants; he had been born into slavery decades before and, despite emancipation, soon found himself a victim of racism and Jim Crow laws and regulations. John grew up pitching in to help his family’s farming efforts. He watched as his mother toiled in the fields only to be paid $1.40 per four hundred pounds of cotton—about two days’ work. In 1944, John’s father had saved up enough money to buy a small plot of land. “Working for somebody else all your days, and then to have a little something you could call your own, it was bound to make you feel good,” John’s mother said. Perhaps in those early moments, John realized the importance of perseverance and just how sweet a little bit of freedom could taste.

When not in the fields, some of John’s fondest childhood memories came from his engagement with Dunn’s Chapel A.M.E. He thought he would become a preacher and took to practicing on his own. Lewis said that when his parents asked him to take care of the family’s livestock, “I literally started preaching to the chickens. They became members of this sort of invisible church or maybe you want to call it a real church.” He sometimes attempted baptisms and conducted funerals for chicks that had died, reading Scripture aloud and delivering a eulogy for those lost. It didn’t always work out so well for the chickens. When he was five or six, a baptism went awry. He feared he had held a chicken too long underwater, drowning it even as he was trying to save its soul. Luckily, the chicken had its own resurrection of sorts and, after a few minutes in the sun, revived and wandered away. Might his experiences have helped John become a better preacher? I imagine so. With those chickens, he honed his powers of persuasion, developed a sense of empathy, and better learned the Scriptures.

John’s other memories were not so rosy. While he loved school, he rode there on segregated, weather-worn buses and saw WHITES ONLY signs posted. He knew that segregation and Jim Crow laws were wrong. Injustices became even clearer one summer when he visited relatives in Upstate New York. There he had freedom to shop alongside white shoppers, ride an escalator, and see neighborhoods filled with people of all backgrounds. He began to understand how oppressive his home state was.

In 1956, as a sixteen-year-old, John began to form his own values. By chance he was sitting by his radio when Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. delivered a rousing address. In many ways, his remarks reminded Lewis of his own thinking: King proposed to intertwine faith and nonviolent protest to make the world more equitable. “When I heard his voice,” said Lewis, “I felt he was talking directly to me. From that moment on, I decided to be just like him.” John Lewis had found his role model and mentor.

Inspired by the actions of movement leaders around him, Lewis began to hear a call—a call to action. He made his way to Nashville to study at the tuition-free American Baptist Theological Seminary, where he became a disciplined student and increasingly embraced King’s social gospel. At nineteen, he joined a group of peers walking into Harvey’s Department Store in Nashville, where they took seats at a segregated lunch counter. The store’s manager asked them to leave, and they did, but they continued to protest peacefully in Nashville day in and out. That February 1960, they got word that if they continued, they would be met by white mobs and violence. They persisted. Lewis took his seat at Woolworth’s and was immediately heckled, hit in the ribs, and thrown to the floor. Instead of arresting the vigilantes, the police arrested Lewis for “disorderly conduct.” He did not resist but made his way to the paddy wagon singing the anthem of the civil rights movement, “We Shall Overcome.”

The mayor released the protestors from jail, but that did not quell the unrest. News of their efforts began to spread across the country. A twenty-year-old Lewis was increasingly at the forefront of the civil rights movement. Clashes became more frequent as protestors staged a full-fledged boycott of Nashville’s stores and white agitators threw dynamite at the home of an NAACP lawyer. After a five-thousand-person march, the mayor of Nashville conceded and ordered the city’s lunch counters desegregated. Lewis was experiencing his first victory for nonviolence. His bruises, his nights in jail, his exposure of deep-seated racism—those were badges of honor.

The rest of the story is familiar to Americans of the civil rights era. Lewis and a companion had a near-death encounter when a manager locked them in his Nashville restaurant and began to spread toxic insecticide throughout. “I was not eager to die,” Lewis said later, “but I was at peace with the prospect of it.” As demonstrations continued to trigger violent responses, Lewis was arrested and beaten time and again. He became one of the original thirteen Freedom Riders who made their way south to test the staying of two major cases in the Supreme Court.

His accomplishments by the age of twenty-five were stunning. He became the face of a new generation of young leaders who embraced nonviolence and refused to accept systemic racism. In rapid succession, Lewis helped found and then led the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC); he helped organize and was a final speaker at the famous March on Washington in 1963; the following year, he led the march over the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, where his skull was bashed in; and he participated in meetings between civil rights leaders and Presidents Kennedy and Johnson that prompted the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Lewis was arrested some forty times—all this before he began a second career as a leader of Democrats in the U.S. House of Representatives. He served there for thirty-three years.

John Lewis was usually soft-spoken and humble, but he was a leader of conviction. His courage and commitment were unmatched in his generation. For John, as for any great leader, life was devoted to a cause much greater than himself. He was driven not by personal interests or ambitions, but by ambitions for his fellow man. “John would not just follow you into the lions’ den,” said a fellow protestor, “he would lead you into it.” He died a national hero.

Leadership of Grit and Ambition

In the very years when Lewis was solidifying his commitment to nonviolence, a young law student was waging battles of her own. Ruth Bader Ginsburg did not face the bloody protests that Lewis did, but she experienced harsh resistance all her life as she struggled to achieve equal rights for women. Ginsburg was no icon at a young age—like so many other leaders, she seemed destined for obscurity. But like them, she developed a steely determination and an inner will that were a springboard to greatness.

Well before she became a jurist of national acclaim, Ruth Bader was a diligent student in Brooklyn, New York. From a young age, her mother, Celia, had encouraged her daughter to “love learning, care about people, and work hard.” She expected Ruth to attend college and took her to the neighborhood library, where Ruth pored over classics like Little Women and The Secret Garden. Later, when Ruth reached James Madison High School, her intellectual appetite allowed her to succeed in all fields—she was popular and an excellent student, and she belonged to both the orchestra and twirling squad.

Life in the Bader household was not always easy. While she juggled her many commitments, Ruth quietly watched her mother’s losing battle with cervical cancer. After school each day, Ruth would commute an hour on the subway to visit her mother at Beth Moses Hospital and eat dinner before the hour-long return home. Four years after her diagnosis, Celia succumbed to the disease. Her husband was so overcome with grief that he had to shutter the doors of his retail store, and Ruth was left to coordinate a new place for him to live. At the time, she was just seventeen. Though her mother’s illness and death took an emotional toll, she confined her feelings to herself and did not let her academic or extracurricular performance slip. Her mother had long instilled in her the importance of a first-class education, and Ruth wanted to make her proud. That she did. Ruth’s success in managing it all in trying times would be a challenge for any person, let alone a young woman, but she somehow pulled it off, preparing herself for even more trying times ahead.

This grit would become characteristic of Ginsburg as she faced one seemingly insurmountable challenge after the next. Ruth went on to Cornell, where she enrolled as an undergraduate. At that time, men tended to seek an education and women were encouraged to seek a Mrs. degree. Fortunately, Ruth excelled academically and was lucky enough to meet her future husband, Marty. A couple of years later, just as the newlywed Ginsburgs were beginning to start their family, Ruth would follow in her husband’s footsteps and enroll at Harvard Law. As a starting law student—just one of nine women in a class of about five hundred—she had a fourteen-month-old daughter at home along with her beloved Marty, who was a year ahead of her. Amidst the hubbub, leave it to Ruth to make the Law Review.

In her second year at law school, life dramatically worsened when Marty was diagnosed with testicular cancer. At the time, chemotherapy was not yet available, so he needed massive doses of radiation. Suddenly Ruth once again faced serious family challenges—but this time as a mother, a wife, and a graduate student. As Marty underwent his treatments, Ruth enlisted classmates and friends to take notes for him while she kept up with her own work. After their daughter went to bed, Ruth stayed at the dinner table through much of the night, studying for her courses while also typing Marty’s third-year paper. Yet again, her abilities seemed almost limitless as she thrived academically—her peers at the Law Review noticed no change in her work, even saying they did not know of her husband’s illness—while she continued to prioritize the health and happiness of her loved ones.

I should note that after studying the lives of many leaders, my students always rank Ruth’s efforts during those dark days as among the most memorable—and most admirable—they have encountered. She has become a constant source of inspiration.

In her third year of law school, Ruth transferred to Columbia to remain close to Marty, who had taken a job in New York. By her graduation when she was twenty-six, she had overcome two harrowing experiences. Her years to come would prove no easier, as she entered a profession still dominated by white males. She finished at the top of her class but did not receive a single job offer. (Sandra Day O’Connor experienced similar discrimination when she graduated at the top of her class at Stanford.) Ginsburg eventually did secure a clerkship with federal judge Edmund L. Palmieri, but not without some backroom pressure by a law school professor. Getting started, she once again proved her impeccable worth ethic and built a strong rapport with the judge. Speaking of her time spent in the clerkship, Ginsburg said she “stayed late sometimes when it was necessary, sometimes when it wasn’t necessary, came in Saturdays, and brought work home.”

At each new turn of her career, Ginsburg approached her work with a commitment to excellence. After her time clerking, the director of Columbia Law School’s Project on International Procedure asked her to become a research associate on a book about the Swedish legal system. Not only did she tackle the work head on, learning Swedish at a rapid pace, but she was also promoted. Her boss later said of the judge, “Ruth is basically a reserved person, quiet but with a steely determination. When she sets her mind to do something, she does it and superbly.”

A few years later, as one of two female law professors at Rutgers, she had her second child without missing a beat at work. Indeed, she hid her pregnancy until the last minute and quickly returned from maternity leave, resuming a full-time schedule. Meanwhile, her father-in-law had an auto accident and moved into the Ginsburg household. Ruth became exhausted but again persevered. Had she not had that inner fortitude, it is doubtful the world would have ever heard of her.

All this happened before Ginsburg had begun her rise to leadership in the legal profession, especially in advancing the rights of women. She was a co-founder of the ACLU’S Women’s Rights Project, in many ways rivaling the key leadership role that Thurgood Marshall had played in the NAACP on behalf of civil rights for Black Americans. Soon enough she was appointed to a judgeship at the U.S. Court of Appeals in D.C. and then was offered a seat on the Supreme Court by President Clinton. I was working for the president in the White House at the time and remember well how many distinguished men and women rallied to her appointment; Clinton himself was immensely impressed. Her long years spent leading the country toward full rights for women were key to that appointment, giving her a platform to move a nation. She first transformed herself and then began to transform the country.

Ginsburg’s presence on the Supreme Court continued to solidify the place of women in the legal profession. However, it would be her actions on the Court that would cement her place in American history as a true champion of equality and human dignity. Her record on the Court includes precedent-setting decisions regarding equal opportunity, access to reproductive care, and fierce dissents on any challenges to a woman’s right to choose. In her confirmation hearing she famously stated, “The decision whether or not to bear a child is central to a woman’s life, to her well-being and dignity…When government controls that decision for her, she is being treated as less than a fully adult human responsible for her own choices.”

Labeled the “high Court’s counterweight” by her friend and conservative colleague the late Justice Antonin Scalia, Ginsburg was not afraid to dissent when recognizing an injustice. Though the minority opinion, these words of dissent were as impactful as any decision. For example, she fervently dissented against the majority in Ledbetter v. Goodyear Tire (2007), in which an Alabama woman sued for back pay to account for the years of wage discrimination she faced as her male colleagues were paid significantly more for performing the same job. Though the lawsuit in front of the Supreme Court was unsuccessful, Ginsburg’s words of dissent were recognized by the U.S. Congress through legislation known as the Lily Ledbetter Fair Pay Act of 2009.

Indeed, while serving as a Supreme Court justice until her death in 2020, Ginsburg was a pillar of the Court’s liberal block, protecting the rights of women, defending affirmative action and equal voting rights, and chipping away at legal barriers to equality. In fact, even before her time as a federal judge, Ginsburg had famously argued in front of the Supreme Court that gender discrimination hurts not only women but men as well: In Weinberger v. Wiesenfeld (1975), she asked the Court to strike down a Social Security provision that deprived widowers of survivor benefits after the death of their spouse. Her accomplishments in the realm of equal rights feel endless, and it is certain her impact on society will be. Overall, Ginsburg’s rise above gender discrimination and her work in front of and on the bench, as she strove tirelessly toward a more equitable future, demonstrate leadership of true grit and ambition.

Leadership of Character and Honor

Reflecting upon the past few decades in American politics is a dispiriting exercise. Not since the Civil War have our elected officials been so deeply divided, our populace split in blind loyalty along partisan lines, often unwilling to acknowledge the opponent on the other side. What began at the turn of the twenty-first century as infrequent cooperation has culminated in a landscape where many of our public officials are willing to sacrifice their own ideals—and those of their country—for the sake of party or ideology.

While the atmosphere was one of increasing viciousness, one man emerged who was widely respected by both sides. He was lauded by staunch conservatives and progressive liberals for his character and commitment to country. That man, of course, was John Sidney McCain III.

John was born at the Coco Solo Naval Air Station in the Panama Canal Zone into a family with deep ties to the military: His father, John Jr., was a lieutenant at the time, and his grandfather John “Slew” was a four-star admiral in the navy. The McCain we have come to cherish in our national memory—the Vietnam POW who suffered harrowing captivity, returning home to honorably serve in the U.S. House and Senate until the day he died—might seem the natural descendant of two lifelong military heroes. One can imagine that a young McCain, groomed well and inspired by his elders, fell quickly into line, making all the appropriate preparations one should in his years leading up to service.

Reality, as it turns out, departed sharply from this idealistic image. Young McCain was no teacher’s pet. In school, he often lacked motivation. At Episcopal High School, he was known to occasionally pick a fight or make an illicit excursion into neighboring Washington, D.C. Despite his schoolboy outbursts, McCain took one matter extremely seriously: honor. When he played football, one of the members of the team had refused to sign a training pledge and then proceeded to miss practice. His mates wanted to kick him off the team, but McCain stood up and told them the boy had done nothing wrong. Ever an independent spirit, McCain made it clear that the boy had never signed the pledge and had therefore never broken his promise to the team. I guess he was already a talented speaker, because his coach ended up listening to him and didn’t punish the other boy.

As he made his way through life, McCain left behind a stream of mischief and troublemaking. His rebellious nature followed him to the Naval Academy. There, he accrued so many demerits that his classmates wondered if he might be expelled. Instead, he served his time, once joking that he had marched enough extra duty on weekends to have walked “to Baltimore and back many times.” But he graduated by the skin of his teeth in 1958, ranked fifth from the bottom of his 899-person class.

Just nine years later, America found itself in the throes of conflict with North Vietnam, and McCain shipped off for duty flying A-4 Skyhawks. Months into combat duty, he experienced a moment that would forever shape his life. He was shot down over Hanoi and forced to eject himself from his jet, breaking both arms and a leg in the process. Upon landing, he was swarmed by a group of North Vietnamese, who pulled him from a lake, bayoneted him in the groin, smashed a rifle butt against his shoulders, and took him back to the Hoa Lo Prison—more commonly referred to as the “Hanoi Hilton.” He was left largely untreated, floating in and out of consciousness as his weight dropped to almost a hundred pounds; his fellow POWs did not think he would make it.

Several months into his captivity, the North Vietnamese realized he was the son of a four-star admiral in charge of the Pacific Fleet. The Viet Cong decided to offer him release; despite months on the brink of death, McCain refused. He would not violate the Code of Conduct for Prisoners of War, which said POWs ought to be released in the order in which they were captured. Shortly thereafter, his captors—angered by his refusal to be released—beat and tortured him for four straight days. On the fourth, he broke, making a false confession that he was a “black criminal” and an “air pirate.” The days following were sheer emotional torture for him, full of guilt. He later wrote: “I felt faithless, and couldn’t control my despair… All my pride was lost.” McCain’s fellow POWs knew his confession held no real ramifications; decades later, when the tapes were released, many POWs defended McCain from those who disparaged his faithful service, emphasizing the great sacrifices he made for his fellow countrymen.

Finally, in 1973, McCain was released along with his American compatriots—in the order which they had been captured. He returned home carrying the pain of a five-and-a-half-year imprisonment; Americans captured in Vietnam suffered the longest bouts of imprisonment of any POWs in our history. Even so, McCain’s independent streak, honor, and inner fire remained intact. He was only thirty-seven years old when he set foot on American soil again, ready to launch his next chapter of public service.

McCain’s political rise is a familiar tale. The young veteran began his political exposure as a naval liaison to the Senate, where he built lasting friendships with young senators from both sides of the aisle. When he failed a flight physical in 1980, he officially retired from the navy, running for, and winning, his first congressional seat shortly thereafter and then moving on to represent Arizona in the Senate. He got into legal trouble during the savings and loan scandal of the mid-1980s; he was accused, alongside four other senators, of interfering in a federal banking regulations investigation on behalf of Charles Keating, a longtime friend and campaign donor. McCain, however, quickly acknowledged and accepted responsibility for his mistakes. Voters largely forgave him. Though he often became the voice of his party—culminating in his 2008 Republican nomination for the presidency—McCain maintained his honor and integrity in office, bowing only to his own beliefs and commitment to country.

As Michael Lewis pointed out in “The Subversive,” McCain paid little heed to D.C. norms or political posturing. Once, when serving as chairman of the Commerce Committee, McCain had to leave a hearing early. He whispered something in the ear of Democrat Ernest Hollings and gave him the gavel. Hollings said to McCain, “John, I’d be delighted to take it, but some of your colleagues might object,” to which McCain replied, “Screw that.” He treated his colleagues across the aisle just as he would his closest allies. His legislative record showed the same: He was a pioneer in passing bipartisan campaign finance reform, demanded humane treatment of prisoners, and, most memorably, vetoed the Republican “repeal and replace” of Obamacare in the late hours of the night—one of his parting acts of independence.

At his core, John McCain was a man of honor, honesty, and decency. He certainly had a rebellious side, and coming home from Vietnam, he was no plastic saint. But he always tried to remain true to himself and to his word. He was also the first to admit to his mistakes and missteps: During his 2000 presidential campaign, he refused to condemn the flying of a Confederate flag in South Carolina but, upon reflection, returned to the state to apologize. Notably, when a woman at one of his 2008 rallies loudly criticized Obama as an “Arab,” McCain interceded to tell her she was wrong. Most important, he was a man of his word and of his promises. From those days on the high school football team to the Hanoi Hilton to his vote to keep millions on their health insurance, McCain stuck to his guns and brought honor to those he served. He died an American hero, not for his politics, but for his unwavering character and candor in public life—old-fashioned values that have proved to be still relevant to leaders today.

WHERE JOURNEYS INTERSECT

Lewis, Ginsburg, and McCain come to us from all walks of life—different upbringings, politics, backgrounds, and goals. Yet we can also see commonalities among them that defined their coming-of-age years and prepared them for lives of service and leadership. It is these commonalities that we find time and again as we explore the development of young leaders. Among those that stand out here:

Each Felt Called to the Public Arena

McCain, born to a family with a storied military past, understood what it meant to give himself to his nation and its ideals. He followed his twenty-three years in the navy with a different kind of service: thirty-six years in the U.S. Congress. Lewis was appalled by the oppression of his kinfolk in this country; when his activist work waned, he too took up a second career in the House of Representatives. As Ginsburg launched herself into a profession dominated by men, she came to understand just how critical it was for genders to be treated equally. Each of these leaders stopped asking what they wanted from life and began asking what life wanted from them.

Their Journeys into Leadership Began Early

Though still learning self-discipline, McCain in his early twenties became an informal leader of his Naval Academy class when he stood up for them against upperclassman bullies. He was unafraid to confront those with more power than he had. Lewis was only nineteen when he began organizing sit-ins in Nashville. At age thirty, Ginsburg was beginning her career as one of the first female law professors at Rutgers. Though each continued to grow as the years passed, all three showed leadership promise in early adulthood that would come to define them later in life.

Each Had to Summon Inner Courage

The journey of each was adventurous—and sometimes even quite dangerous. Lewis was frequently beaten up and was lucky to survive his encounter on the Edmund Pettus Bridge. After McCain was shot down over Vietnam, he endured years of pain, suffering, and torture in the Hanoi Hilton. Ginsburg, though she did not face physical danger, held her head high as she entered a world in which women had no place.

Each Stumbled but Came Back Stronger

Lewis was knocked down early but refused to change course and eventually prevailed. Ginsburg, despite graduating at the top of her class, struggled to secure a single job offer after completing Columbia Law School. McCain, early in his naval career, established a reputation for recklessness and partying, but he eventually became a role model for the young.


Each Began Sorting Out and Embracing Core Values Early On

All three were defined by more than their successes in the field. They were recognized by the values they came to embody: Lewis for his dedication to cause and humility, a soft-spoken approach that disguised his inner steel; Ginsburg for her ambition and perseverance in the face of repeated obstacles; McCain for his unwavering decency and candor. Leaders often start with an excess of narcissism, but what separates the good from the bad is that the good acquire a deep, abiding loyalty to their team, their community, and their mission. Lewis, Ginsburg, and McCain all embraced that sense of ambition for others.

Each Found a True North

Through their struggles, each of these leaders not only sorted out their values but discovered an internal moral compass that helped them navigate hard, complex choices, remaining true to their values and their followers. From the day he stood up for his fellow football teammate, McCain would be bound by his honor and unwilling to bend to the interests of those around him. Lewis kept his eye on his North Star for over half a century. Ginsburg, from her early days at the ACLU through her final hours on the Supreme Court, remained a fierce supporter of women’s rights.

They Were All Idealists to Their Core

A person who wants to spend a lifetime giving back to others needs a serious dose of idealism to stay the course. In the case of these three leaders, all had these virtues in abundance. All expanded their horizons and brought devoted followers with them. Their commitment was not to self but to a higher truth. And no matter how harsh reality became, they stayed the course, unwilling to sacrifice their fundamental values and vision. John Lewis said of the battle for equal rights, “Do not get lost in a sea of despair. Be hopeful, be optimistic. Our struggle is not the struggle of a day, a week, a month or a year, it is the struggle of a lifetime.” In their own ways, McCain and Ginsburg also lived by that ideal. They never gave up the fight.

More broadly, the experiences of these three contemporary leaders help to underscore key themes of this book. All three found different roads to leadership, but as they grew older, their inner and outer journeys began to converge. The process of becoming a leader, as Bennis has stressed, is indeed much like that of becoming a full person. They discovered as well that the ways leadership is practiced are rapidly changing, and to navigate the shoals, one had best steer by a moral compass. All three also suffered through unrelenting struggles as they came of age. Yet as they looked back, they realized, as did Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. two decades after the Civil War, “Through our great good fortune, in our youth, our hearts were touched with fire. It was given to us to learn at the outset that life is a profound and passionate thing.”
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