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“Are all your family wizards?” asked Harry, who found Ron just as interesting as Ron found him. 

“Er—yes, I think so,” said Ron. “I think Mom’s got a second cousin who’s an accountant, but we never talk about him.”
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INTRODUCTION

Wouldn’t it be more than a little strange if the best-selling children’s books in modern times contained some of the deepest wisdom that contemporary businesspeople need for successful careers, great relationships, and flourishing lives? Many people might find it just exceedingly odd to hear that a series of wildly entertaining stories about wizards and witches conveys important insights on powerfully effective leadership. In this instance, truth is perhaps stranger than fiction—even wondrously strange fiction. 

J. K. Rowling, the celebrated author of the Harry Potter stories, is a world-class business and life philosopher of the most practical sort. She can conjure deep and eye-opening wisdom from the lives of her wizards and witches, whether they are young people like Harry Potter and his friends or elder statesmen like Headmaster Albus Dumbledore. Her characters embody some of the most important insights of the ages about how to live and how not to live in this world. Her stories can instruct us in the most common adventures we all face. That’s a big part of the reason she has touched so many lives with her books and has become nearly as popular among adults as with children. She’s also a bit of a genius with quite a wit. And that doesn’t hurt, either.

A few years ago, I wrote a book titled If Aristotle Ran General Motors: The New Soul of Business. It was a look at what many great philosophers throughout history have had to say about success, partnership, and the important connection between a sense of fulfillment in our work and sustainable excellence in what we do. It was also about the ultimate context and framework for business ethics. I explained carefully in the book’s introduction that it wasn’t really about either Aristotle or General Motors, but that I was just using these prominent names as emblematic of wisdom and work. Aristotle stood in for all the great thinkers through the ages that I consulted for advice, and General Motors represented the full range of organizations that could benefit from deeper philosophical insight about human nature and competitive excellence. I did, however, draw on Aristotle more than any other philosopher for the wisdom that modern business needs. He was in many ways my guiding light throughout the book.

In addition to being a great thinker of the highest stature, Aristotle is also known for having taught Alexander the Great—at a time when he was arguably no more than Alexander the Average, a callow youth in need of wisdom and guidance. But association with greatness can breed greatness. After studying with the great philosopher, this talented young man managed to go on to attain a distinctive greatness and world stature of his own. I have come to believe that the immensely popular Harry Potter novels show a similar process at work. The Hogwarts School headmaster, Albus Dumbledore, is an impressive thinker and exemplary leader who by force of character, personal prowess, and strength of conviction organizes and leads an ongoing fight against evil that spans all the stories. He also in many ways mentors the precocious Harry Potter. Under his influence, Harry has already developed into what’s called, in the world of business, a “star performer,” as well as into a very effective young leader himself. It’s hard not to suspect that Harry is being groomed to become the next Dumbledore in their world of witchcraft and wizardry. What the beloved headmaster displays, and what Harry experiences, can teach all of us some very important lessons in business and life, and can do so in an extraordinarily engaging way.

For years, I’ve traveled the country as a public philosopher, bringing ancient wisdom and new ideas to the good people of corporate America. And throughout these journeys, I’ve often seen more adults than children sitting on airplanes and in airports reading the various Harry Potter books. I soon found myself asking a question. Why is there all this adult interest in these children’s books? In part, I’m sure it starts with curiosity. We want to know what our children are reading, and especially what they are devouring so avidly. We are interested in why these books are so incredibly popular, to the extent of pulling kids away from television and the computer and back to the printed page. Some parents tell me they started on the books by just reading aloud to a child and soon got hooked. When we do sample them, these books then go on to keep our interest because we see truths in the young lives being portrayed, and in the actions of the adults in their world, that can help us all refocus and sharpen our own perspectives on the meaning of our often complex and stressful experience as older people making our way in an uncertain world. The wisdom of the wizards can enlighten us all. We sense it and we appreciate it.

When I first started reading the Potter stories and became totally immersed in their magic, I found myself one day addressing hundreds of marketing professionals on the topic of success. In the middle of the presentation, I spontaneously diverged from my planned remarks and began talking about how Harry Potter deals with situations of great challenge and tremendous danger. The response from this room of high achievers was instant and phenomenal. These young professionals had nearly all read Harry Potter to their kids, and they suddenly came alive in a wave of real enthusiasm as I pointed out in a crisp and applicable way the wisdom in the stories that applies to our own business challenges. They got a huge kick out of the fact that we were talking seriously about Harry, and they all scribbled more notes on the wise ways of this wizard than they had been taking down on Plato and Aristotle’s best advice. That’s when I first knew there was something in the Potter stories that would resonate deeply with all of us throughout the grown-up world of business. 

This book takes for its title the whimsical-sounding speculation of what would happen if our popular young wizard were, at a later age, to be put in charge of a major global corporation. I have decided here to use symbolically the name of a company that seems to have been endowed with magic from its early beginnings in the work of Thomas Edison through its phenomenal development into the creative international powerhouse it is today. Most business commentators for many years have considered the former head of General Electric, 

Jack Welch, to be a major wizard of organizational leadership and financial growth. His successor, Jeffrey Immelt, now seems intent on bringing an even broader range of magic back into this vast corporation, focusing it on the sort of research, discovery, and invention that can change all our lives for the better, exploring new forms of clean energy, seeking cures for debilitating diseases, and plunging into the nearly magical realm of advanced nanotechnology, in an effort to harness the incredibly small for the sake of very big human needs. 

My choice of General Electric as emblematic for business in this book is with a wink and a nod toward their great history, their exciting present, and the amazing potential they have for the future. It’s also more than a happy accident that a main GE research facility bears the name “The House of Magic.” Having said all this, however, I should clarify that it’s not my intention in this book to comment on any particular aspect of this specific organization, but rather to examine some of the most important wisdom that underlies success in any organization, any business career, and any life. If Harry Potter became the reigning wizard of GE at some point in the future, he might end up being a lot like Jeff Immelt. He would employ the deep truths he has been learning in all his adventures, and all his relationships, in an effort to create a measure of real good for the world. It’s some of the most important of those truths that we’re going to explore together in this book.

WHAT THE HARRY POTTER STORIES 

OFFER US

J. K. Rowling is a master storyteller. Almost everyone knows that. She clearly understands that in any great story the details are as important as the destination. In each of her books, she takes us on an amazing voyage of the heart and mind. She grips our imagination while holding us in suspense. She entertains and teaches us. She builds up a fascinating alternate world, intersecting with our own, where magic is all around and the battle between good and evil is vivid. She is a wonderful writer. Readers of all ages recognize this and applaud her for it. But what not nearly as many people realize is that, through her stories, Rowling is also serving the world as a nearly magical sage in her own right. She is an amazingly deep and reliable guide to the daunting complexities and essential simplicities of life that we all experience.

Not enough of us these days read the great wisdom guides of the past, like Plato or Aristotle, Seneca or Emerson. Few people even pick up the fables of Aesop, the plays of Sophocles, or—apart from the urging of Oprah—the classic novels of the last two hundred years, with their sharp, insightful explorations of the human condition. But when we do come across a book or even a film that, beneath its surface entertainment values, whispers a deeper meaning, we respond. And we do so with enthusiasm.





Great stories can provide insights into the narratives of our lives.





The Harry Potter books are chock-full of insights about things that really matter to each of us. They can teach us about life and work and provide us with important lessons we all can use, whatever our stage in the journey might be. There is real wisdom to be found in each of these books about friendship, adversity, success, leadership, honesty, courage, loyalty, love, and ethics that can help anyone live a better and more accomplished life. 

MAGIC, VIRTUE, AND MEANING

The most distinctive feature of the novels about Harry Potter may well be their engaging portrayal of a world of magic existing distinct from, yet intermingled with, our regular, nonmagical—or Muggle—world. It’s a feature of the books that has drawn the ire of critics and the praise of fans. But, however important the magic of wands, brooms, cauldrons, potions, and spells might be to the vivid storytelling of these books, it is merely incidental to their philosophy of life. 

Consider for a moment what may be among the most common uses of the words “magic” and “magician” in modern American English. I can’t count the number of times in my life I’ve heard someone in a business context say something like “I wish I could just magically solve all these problems” or “I’ll try my best to deal with this situation, but remember, I’m no magician.” By looking at Hogwarts and its world, we can see that these common sentiments reflect a fundamental misunderstanding. 

Harry’s daily reality is a world full of magic, and yet the people within it have loads of challenging problems, just like us—except, perhaps, they may have to put up with even more. At least we don’t have dangerous magical creatures lurking about and dark wizards running around threatening us with frightening spells and powerful blasts from their wands. What is particularly interesting is that the most difficult problems that the people in Harry’s world face are rarely solved with just magic, but rather by the use of intelligence, reasoning, planning, courage, determination, persistence, resourcefulness, creativity, fidelity, friendship, and many other qualities traditionally known by the philosophers in our world as virtues. Magic for the wizards and others in Harry’s reality is a tool, among many other problem-solving tools. But tools have to be used by people, and it’s ultimately the skill and character of the person using such a tool that determine how effectively it can be employed to deal with any serious situation or difficulty. 

I think Rowling’s aim in the Harry Potter books is not at all to convey to children, and to her many other readers, the importance of wand-and-spell magic in the lives of her characters, but rather to display the magical importance of the classic virtues in their lives and, by implication, in ours as well. This in turn can give us all a clue about the nature and meaning of a successful life. The meaning of life is not to be found in elixirs or incantations, secret words, or exotic objects with esoteric powers, but in real moral virtue and the magic of what it can help us do. In conveying such a philosophy of life, Rowling is at one with the greatest philosophers who have gone before her.

All the parents and other adults who buy these Harry Potter books for the children in their lives, or who just read them for their own entertainment, need to understand the wealth of wisdom they contain. I am writing this little book for them, as well as for all those younger people who love Harry and want to see some of the real story behind the stories, the deeper ideas breaking out at the surface and those that are just percolating underneath. I’m writing for those avid readers and real-life friends of Harry who want to learn from him all they can. And I’ve conjured this book especially for anyone who wants to find a little more of the real magic in business and life. To each and every one of you, I offer this look at the wisdom of the wizards. Using its ideas, you can read about Harry and his cohorts with more understanding, you can use the best of what you learn, and you might even be able to enlighten some of the worst Muggles you find around you.

I’ll be referencing and quoting throughout from The Sorcerer’s Stone (SS)—which Rowling herself titled and published originally as Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, mentioning the great elusive quarry of alchemy, but which she couldn’t offer in America under that title because some marketing gurus here were sure that few people in the United States would know what a philosopher is and that, certainly, no one would buy a book with that word in its title—The Chamber of Secrets (CS), The Prisoner of Azkaban (PA), The Goblet of Fire (GF), The Order of the Phoenix (OP), and The Half-Blood Prince (HB). I’ll draw all quotations and other references, along with their page numbers, from the American editions of the books, published by Scholastic Press. 

If Harry Potter ran GE, some surprising things might happen. Let’s explore together what the real magic behind it all could be.
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ALBUS DUMBLEDORE, CEO

They’re only truly great who are truly good.

—George Chapman (1559–1634)

There are two main heroic characters in the Harry Potter stories: Harry, of course, but also Professor Albus Dumbledore, the great wizard and headmaster of Harry’s school. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a “hero” as a “man of super-human qualities, favored by the gods,” an “illustrious warrior,” and as a “man admired for achievements and noble qualities.” In different ways, Harry and his impressive headmaster are all these things. The principal difference is that Harry is just starting to find his footing on the high road of heroism. When we first meet him, Professor Dumbledore is already far along the path. He is in many ways a paradigmatic leader.

Dumbledore is like a light on a hill, the North Star, an ancient beacon that keeps voyagers from crashing in the fog. He is a natural leader for all the forces of good in Harry’s world. He is the embodiment of nobility, goodness, prowess, wisdom, intelligence, and sound perspective. He is also a kind of old-fashioned surrogate father figure to Harry: close, yet in some ways distant; always concerned, despite sometimes appearing aloof; deeply involved, and yet still separate and a bit mysterious. He tells Harry whatever he believes the young man needs to know, when he’s sure he’s prepared to hear it, and offers him help at just those times when he needs it most. He is also a powerful protector and a vigilant guardian for all those around him. 

To fill out the picture further, this masterful leader is also something of a Renaissance man, having a diversity of personal interests and accomplishments outside the realm of his primary responsibilities. As in the case of the Management Guru and CEO trading cards that gained some humorous attention in the real world of business a few years ago, the top performers in the world of the wizards are also featured and briefly profiled on trading cards that the younger wizards-in-training collect and swap. The biggest difference is that the featured wizards can move around in the photos reproduced on their cards and wave or wink at anyone looking at them. The card in honor of Dumbledore states that he is widely considered to be the greatest wizard of the modern age and mentions, among his many achievements, his renowned defeat of a well-known dark wizard, as well as his important discoveries in the fields of chemistry and alchemy, along with his love of chamber music and bowling. 

Dumbledore isn’t just a man of science, a top educator, and a master of his craft. We learn at the beginning of book six that his interests range as far as to include a love for knitting patterns. With his well-rounded life, personality, and character, the headmaster is simply what all adults ought to be. He also displays, in a great many ways, the essence of leadership excellence. In each of these respects, he is an ideal role model for the young Harry as he grows and develops. 

Because the great Dumbledore is so important in all the books, and in Harry’s life, our journey will start with a close look at him. He is a one-man study of wisdom at work in the world. He embodies the virtues essential to leadership excellence and guides his own path forward with a profound philosophy of life. He sets the standard high for what all wizards—and the rest of us, too—should aspire to become. Because of this, we need to take a bit of time to see exactly what he is like.

LEADER, TEACHER, PHILOSOPHER

Years ago, when I wrote the book If Aristotle Ran General Motors, the title came from a simple thought experiment. I had been wondering: If one of the greatest thinkers in all of human history—the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle—could magically be put in charge of a major modern corporation—like the huge automaker General Motors—what would happen? How might things be different? Which aspects of a deeper wisdom about life would he bring into people’s daily experience there? What would be important to a great thinker like Aristotle in this sort of context? How would he lead others to a more sustainable excellence and a more satisfying form of success? As I worked on the answers to these questions, I discovered more than I ever could have imagined. 

When I first read the original few volumes of the Harry Potter stories, and then couldn’t stop myself from reading them over and over, a similar question gradually came to mind. Most of the important action in these books centers around the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, where Harry and his friends are students. Hogwarts isn’t just the dramatic stage for Harry’s schoolboy adventures, it’s usually the setting for his toughest problems and somehow also the source of his ultimate solutions. It’s certainly a school of magic, but it’s also a school of life. I realized quickly that I couldn’t help but ask my old philosophical question, but with a new twist here. 

What if Aristotle ran Hogwarts? What would this amazing school be like with the great philosopher of the ages as its headmaster? What wisdom would he put into action? How would things be done? What would a sage like Aristotle do to inspire his staff and students to success? But as soon as I began to ask this question, or cluster of questions, it struck me that there is one simple, surprising answer.

If the ancient philosopher Aristotle could be transported magically through time and across the firm yet translucent barrier between reality and fiction to run Hogwarts, he might well be nearly indistinguishable from the actual headmaster, the wise and good Dumbledore. In fact, I’ve come to think of Headmaster Dumbledore as something like a nearly ideal Aristotelian figure. He embodies a philosophy of life and leadership very similar to Aristotle’s conception of what it takes to live the good life together with other people in any setting. Professor Dumbledore’s student Harry is, by contrast, more like a work in progress—a young man in a state of ongoing Aristotelian becoming. He’s a great lump of fine clay in the process of being formed into a wonderful and useful pot under the skilled hand of a master potter. It’s difficult not to suspect that, at some point, he himself will become Master Potter in more than one sense of the phrase. Just as Aristotle’s prize student Alexander of Macedonia went on to incredible accomplishments of his own after having come under the insightful philosopher’s influence, Dumbledore’s prize student at Hogwarts is clearly also a young man capable of growing into greatness under the influence of a master.

If anyone were to object that Dumbledore isn’t literally Harry’s teacher, but rather the principal or headmaster of the very private school in which the boy actually is taught by many other instructors who fall along the whole human spectrum of wisdom and goodness, as well as their opposites, I would reply that this distinction gets the situation completely wrong. Dumbledore is Harry’s most important teacher by the example he sets, as well as by the many interactions he has outside the classroom with this young wizard in training. Harry’s other instructors provide him with many magical tools, but Dumbledore gives him the life instruction, guidance, and ongoing encouragement he needs for a proper use of those tools. The headmaster is clearly Harry’s major mentor.

Dumbledore is a master in something resembling the traditional technical sense, and Harry is his chief apprentice. The two of them together display some of the central elements of this classic form of education. The greatest teachers are always masters of their subjects who lead, train, guide, and inspire their student apprentices to their own forms of excellence. They never just pass on information. The master is a model, coach, helper, and motivator as well as a teacher and trainer. Watching what a master does and how he does it is every bit as important for an apprentice as hearing what he says and how he says it. In fact, as the influential British scientist and philosopher Michael Polanyi explained in his classic 1958 book Personal Knowledge, some of the most important insights and skills embodied by a true master can never fully be put into words and can only be shown, not said. The classroom for this sort of teacher always extends beyond the walls of any schoolroom or office and encompasses much more of life. Harry learns from his headmaster in all sorts of settings and in all sorts of ways. What he is learning, in bits and pieces and in fits and starts, is the way of true greatness.





The best leaders teach by example and guide with encouragement.





We all need to remember that people are watching us and learning from us by seeing what we do as well as hearing what we say. In fact, it’s always our behavior much more than our speech that ultimately communicates to other people. If we comport ourselves like Dumbledore, and thereby show the people around us the proper way forward, we have the ability to communicate and convey true greatness to others. But, typically, like young Harry, we first need to get our own model of greatness in some older figure like Dumbledore. If it’s not obvious who our headmaster should be, we need to seek out such a person—in our own neighborhoods, in our industry, across town, down the hall, or wherever we can find such a wizard of wisdom. What we haven’t ourselves received, we can’t pass on to others. The insights that come from experience can help us along like nothing else. But learning just from our own experience is the hardest approach to life. A great mentor is a person who has filtered his or her own prior personal experience, along with the experience of many others, analyzed it fully, and extracted from it the wisdom it contains. Why shouldn’t we all seek to learn from the experience of older and wiser people we trust? We all need masterful moral mentors to show us the way forward, so that then we can go on to point others in the right direction as well.

The strongest business organizations believe in developing leaders. And the wisest leaders themselves take their mentoring responsibilities seriously. No amount of succession planning can take the place of an ongoing culture of mentoring, which then ends up being a part of the best succession planning there can be. Our emblematic corporate touchstone, General Electric, has always been known for its strength of leadership training. Its top leaders are especially noteworthy, within the context of modern business, for being largely homegrown and internally groomed for greatness. They develop a distinctive form of leadership excellence, serve their company well, and then many eventually go on to take the helm at other major corporations, continuing to lead, and to develop leaders, in those new contexts. 

Philosophers have long understood that, in many ways, we become like the people we’re around. Corrupt leaders tend to hire corruptible people and then mold them into their image, to the long-term mutual detriment of all. Fortunately, good leaders know to hire the best people they can find, then ground them in the most effective and ethical practices of business leadership that will elevate their game to everything it’s capable of being. The best leaders understand that greatness gives rise to greatness like nothing else can.

ARISTOTELIAN GREATNESS

Dumbledore is in many ways an Aristotelian figure, embodying, about as fully as any person might, the individual virtues this insightful philosopher identified as the ingredients of a good, effective, and happy life. Aristotle, as well as most other ancient philosophers, thought of a “virtue” as an individual human excellence—a personal characteristic that can facilitate the living of a worthwhile and successful life. Here is a quick list of the virtues according to Aristotle, and a very brief understanding of each:



Courage—a commitment to do what’s right despite the threat of danger

Temperance—a rational moderation and proper self-restraint in our pleasures

Liberality—a freedom in giving to others what can be of help to them

Magnificence—a capacity for acting on a grand scale

Pride—a true sense of honor and worthiness

Good Temper—an inner calm manifested by appropriate outward behavior

Friendliness—the demeanor of treating others convivially and sociably

Truthfulness—a strong disposition toward honesty in all things

Wittiness—the ability to see and express humor appropriately

Justice—the fundamental disposition of treating others well and fairly



Clearly, in light of the range of what he includes, Aristotle was concerned about what it takes to live the best and fullest life. 





Leadership excellence arises from personal excellence.





Dumbledore displays all these virtues, and in that way serves as a great role model for all his students and fellow faculty members. This is a large part of what makes it possible for him to be such an exemplary leader. It’s also very important to who he is as a person. Aristotle believed that a happy life is one lived in accordance with virtue—a life of excellence. This is exactly the sort of life Dumbledore lives every day. And it’s deeply relevant to leadership. A truly great leader must first be a truly great person. Exemplary leadership over the long run, and across all dimensions of its results, is always the expression of a full and excellent life. Otherwise, what too often presents itself to the world as being real, solid, results-oriented leadership is just empty posturing that’s more about appearance than reality. Authentic leadership is the sort of outer function that can spring only from the inner person. The great philosophers have always seen this. Building the inner person is vital to creating a great organization, strong community, or excellent business. Leadership is never just a set of actions or habits that can be equally effective regardless of the character and personal qualities of the leader.

Aristotle believed that we are always in a process of becoming what we are capable of being. Life itself is a dynamic process. Whenever we make a decision, whenever we act or react, we are never just doing, we are always becoming. We can see Harry Potter, like almost any person at his stage of life, go through a lot of turmoil as he grows in the direction of what he’s capable of being. It’s often a bumpy road. He sometimes disappoints us, but occasionally he amazes us. Under the example and tutelage of Dumbledore, he has an opportunity to develop into something great. But, in order to appreciate that exciting fact more fully, we have to learn a bit more about who Dumbledore really is.

Headmaster Dumbledore is presented to us as the ideal of a good wizard. He is often characterized as a great wizard, the greatest of the age. But even more important is the fact that he is described by many of those who know him well as, simply, a “great man” (GF 455). My single favorite account of him comes in book three, The Prisoner of Azkaban:



Professor Dumbledore, though very old, always gave an impression of great energy. He had several feet of long silver hair and beard, half-moon spectacles, and an extremely crooked nose. He was often described as the greatest wizard of the age, but that wasn’t why Harry respected him. You couldn’t help trusting Albus Dumbledore, and as Harry watched him beaming around at the students, he felt really calm for the first time. . . . (PA 91)



Dumbledore has developed his skills as a wizard to the very highest level, and, like many great leaders, he is a person with tremendous energy. Because of this, he is an unparalleled top performer in his area of expertise. He knows his stuff. He’s a star. But that isn’t the most salient feature of the man. Ultimately, he is a great leader because he’s a wise man who knows human nature, and who acts in everything he does with great character. At one point in The Order of the Phoenix, Harry’s reliably levelheaded friend Hermione is defending the trustworthiness of a man Harry and his buddy Ron are otherwise inclined to be very suspicious of, and she makes a decisive point:



“Dumbledore trusts him,” Hermione repeated. “And if we can’t trust Dumbledore, we can’t trust anyone.” (OP 555)



This was not an argument the boys were even tempted to resist.

Dumbledore inspires trust and is genuinely trustworthy. He knows the power and importance of truth, which is always the foundation for trust. He lives the truth and brings it into his dealings with others. But he also understands that not everyone is equally well prepared to grasp and deal properly with every possible truth. In response to a question that the very young, preteen Harry once asks him about the real truth concerning his own life story, Dumbledore makes a very important statement about how he views truth and how he handles it: 



“The truth.” Dumbledore sighed. “It is a beautiful and terrible thing, and should therefore be treated with great caution. However, I shall answer your questions unless I have a very good reason not to, in which case I beg you’ll forgive me. I shall not, of course, lie.” (SS 298) 



Dumbledore understands that access to truth should be appropriate, must sometimes be earned, and should always be deserved. He also makes a strong commitment here to Harry: He will never lie to him. This is a very important statement made late in the first book, The Sorcerer’s Stone. We’ve already seen by then that the students of Hogwarts tell lies quite casually and often, just like too many young people their age, and far too many adults, in the real world. They lie to protect themselves and their friends from censure, reprimand, embarrassment, worry, and danger. They sometimes deceive for purposes of self-advancement and petty gain. They fib out of convenience or from sheer laziness. The worst among them prevaricate to cause trouble. And some of the adults around them are no better. But the man most of the students admire beyond all others, their revered headmaster, takes a strongly principled stand on the issue of truth and honesty in all his dealings with Harry. We’ll more fully appreciate the nature of this stand when we come to a closer examination of related issues in our chapter devoted to truth and lies.

Business, like life, demands truth and trust. Without truth, people can’t work effectively. Without trust, people can’t work efficiently. We have seen amply displayed over the last few years what results when truth is in short supply in any business context. Disaster most often ensues. Dumbledore models for us in this regard one of the most important qualities for great leadership. His character is impeccable. His commitment to truth is strong, and his capacity to inspire and elicit both truth and trust from his colleagues is unrivaled. As the contemporary business author Jim Collins demonstrates in his widely acclaimed book Good to Great, despite many dominant mass media images to the contrary, the best leaders aren’t necessarily flashy, flamboyant, larger than life, inflated-ego media hounds who posture as icons of greatness and pontificate as oracles of organizational excellence. The best leaders in most circumstances tend to be just completely committed people with keen intelligence, great skill, focused energy, a clear vision, the courage of their convictions, a passion for what they’re doing, strong character, and a robust sense of concern for others. They tend to be like Dumbledore.





The twin pillars of effective leadership are truth and trust.





Throughout the Harry Potter stories, Professor Dumbledore shows us how good character inspires trust, respect, and loyalty. A great leader doesn’t literally have to command respect or demand the loyalty of his associates. His example evokes and naturally draws forth these responses. In order to motivate people, he doesn’t seek to create a climate of fear and punishment, but he is, by contrast, able to deal with others in kindness and gentle regard for their interests as well as his own. 

Harry’s terrible uncle, Vernon Dursley, shows us the polar opposite of this. In the first chapter of the first book, we are told that, during what was a “perfectly normal” morning for him at work, 



He yelled at five different people. He made several important phone calls and shouted a bit more. (SS 4)



Mr. Dursley is a really miserable man who inflicts his unhappiness on others without either realizing or caring that this is what he’s doing. He’s thoroughly self-absorbed, ambitious in the pettiest of ways, and basically serves the world as a cautionary tale to anyone who does not recognize the proper path to excellence and honor. Dumbledore doesn’t need to yell and shout at his coworkers. He doesn’t have to and wouldn’t in any case. He has the utmost respect for those with whom he works, he displays this in all his actions toward them, and they naturally tend to reciprocate when dealing with him.

We live in an age when some very talented and ambitious people have drifted so far away from a proper perspective on business excellence that they praise paranoia, cynicism, and skepticism above all other qualities as essential ingredients for business success. Of course, in any business, as well as in life more broadly, there are times for belief and times for doubt. There are certainly circumstances where caution is vital and we ought to be very slow to trust. But nothing of importance ultimately can be built without trust between people. Most of the time, it’s better to venture a risk and believe in other people than to adopt a stance of thoroughly skeptical suspicion toward them. In part because Dumbledore is so trustworthy himself, and in part because he always hopes the best of others, so long as they allow him that indulgence, the headmaster tends to be a trusting soul, firmly believing in the people around him. He would not have allowed them into his circle in the first place if he had not thought this trust appropriate. Of course, it’s possible to be mistaken in trusting another person, and even tragically wrong about someone. But a great person tends to venture the risk of trust in order to make important things happen, unless he has what he considers to be a good reason not to do so on a particular occasion. In The Goblet of Fire, one of the teachers at Hogwarts, addressing a fellow instructor with a troubled past, characterizes their mutual boss as exactly the sort of person who is strongly inclined to trust others, and who even believes in second chances for individuals who might not have been wholly trustworthy at some point in the past (GF 472).

Dumbledore does believe in second chances. He understands that someone can make a mistake—even a serious mistake of moral judgment in the past—and still recover from it. People can learn from their mistakes and change for the better. It’s far too rare, but it happens. Wizards and ordinary human beings can fall from grace and be redeemed. We can mess up, and then clean up, and end up better than we started. The adventure of life is often just like that. The great leader doesn’t expect his people always to have been perfect, but he does expect them to be learners who always seek to improve.

There is a generosity of spirit in Dumbledore. He sees beyond the categories that too often define people and is capable of giving the downtrodden and despised an opportunity when no one else will. He seems typically to be able to see into the soul of a person and not let the weight of popular opinion sway him from what he discerns. That is how Hagrid, the beloved groundskeeper at Hogwarts, originally got his job, despite being of greatly feared giant parentage and having long ago been dismissed from Hogwarts when he was a student, on what turned out to be false charges. Dumbledore from the beginning trusted him, and continues to do so, without qualification:



“I would trust Hagrid with my life,” said Dumbledore. (SS 14)



The headmaster also gave the good Professor Remus Lupin a chance to teach at Hogwarts, despite his being a member of the widely hated, feared, and distrusted category of werewolves. This leader appraises people as individuals and doesn’t pay much attention to the labels often put on them. Because of this, he is never much impressed by general categories of negative judgment and the prejudices they evoke, especially when they relate to where, or from what group, a person was born. Addressing a colleague of his with a very different perspective, Dumbledore explains his view like this:



“You fail to recognize that it matters not what someone is born, but what they grow to be!” (GF 708)



This philosophical wizard is wise enough to recognize that we’re all in a state of growth and becoming. Neither our birth nor our current status, or place in life, necessarily defines our intrinsic value or ultimate destiny. People of any background, and with nearly any history, can grow to be good, useful, and even great. Just as a lofty birth is no guarantee of personal accomplishment and excellence, humble beginnings do not prevent noble achievements. Indeed, they can even enhance the overall status of the end attained. It has often been said that we are not to be judged just by the place in life at which we have arrived but also by the distance we have traveled to get there. This is a sentiment with which Dumbledore would heartily agree.

Although Professor Dumbledore is a tremendously accomplished and revered adult of great stature in the community and is in a position of authority over all the students and faculty of Hogwarts, he is fair-minded, kind, and always grateful for the good contributions of others. He entertains no unseemly sense of self-importance, but rather seeks to define himself in service to others. He genuinely cares about people and appreciates them. When Harry regains consciousness in the school hospital after a frightening confrontation with evil, the first sight that greets him is especially reassuring: 



The smiling face of Albus Dumbledore swam into view above him. (SS 295)



The headmaster is a person who shows kindness to everyone around him, and his efforts have tremendous results. He even describes to Harry at one point an occasion when he counseled another wizard that we should treat others “with kindness and respect” even when we suspect that they may be potential enemies (OP 832). Dumbledore’s ethics create a high standard for those around him in every way. He treats other people the way he himself would want to be treated if he were in their place, and the proper results of this high moral stance show. In fact, Dumbledore seems to live the advice of the great writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who once advised, “Treat others as if they were what they ought to be and you will help them to become what they are capable of being.” Taking the moral high ground and always showing others an appropriate form of respect can be transformative in helping them to see the proper path forward themselves and grow in the direction of their own best future.





The most easily forgotten leadership virtue is kindness.





THE VIRTUES OF GOOD HUMOR 

AND GREAT FEELING

Dumbledore is at once, in many ways, a serious man, possessed of tremendous nobility and great dignity, and yet also very comfortable having fun. He is often seen with a twinkle in his eye. He seems genuinely amused in circumstances whose humor can be appreciated only by someone with a very cool head and an extraordinarily keen wit. And he occasionally uses small and subtle forms of humor to help take the edge off a difficult situation. 

On the night that little Harry Potter’s parents have just been murdered by the powerful, evil wizard Voldemort, Dumbledore and his most trusted colleague, Minerva McGonagall, are keeping watch outside the home of Harry’s aunt and uncle, waiting for the baby boy to be brought there for safe refuge. Voldemort had tried to kill tiny Harry as well, and yet for some reason the spell had rebounded on him and apparently stripped him of power. But nothing is certain at the moment. As they are speaking quietly about the terrible events that have just transpired, Professor McGonagall displays a common reticence even to pronounce Voldemort’s name, calling him “You-Know-Who” instead. Dumbledore politely corrects her on the circumlocution, this small bit of linguistic evasiveness, and adds that he’s been trying for years to get people to call the wicked man by his proper name. He explains that there is no need to be afraid of identifying him properly. McGonagall replies that it’s easy for Dumbledore to say this because it’s widely known that he is the only person whom Voldemort fears. As they continue the conversation in such difficult circumstances, and it’s clear that McGonagall is quite on edge over it all, Dumbledore makes a small joke about himself that seems to ease the tension and subtly alter the mood (SS 11). We soon come to learn that this is just a typical display of his ongoing tendency to make a very casual remark, or even a little joke, in even the most highly charged of circumstances, when doing so might help others to settle their emotions and think more clearly. He often uses a spark of wit to defuse a tense situation or to put things into a better perspective. By doing so, he displays his own inner peace, changes the emotional tone of the circumstances, and helps to calm the other people around him. A good leader needs to know when to excite people and when to calm them down. Appropriate humor, used well, can accomplish much.

This great man is even capable, on occasion, of genuine silliness. In the context of one official school celebration, we see him seated at the head table, wearing a flowered bonnet, and laughing away at a colleague’s joke. On another occasion, Dumbledore stands up at the opening-of-school banquet when Harry first arrives, announces to the assembled school that he intends to say just a few words, utters several nonsense syllables, and sits back down. Harry turns to an upperclassman and asks whether the headmaster is a bit cracked. He’s told quite straightforwardly that, yes, perhaps Dumbledore is a bit mad, but that he is also a true genius and the best wizard in the world. 

Dumbledore’s acknowledged eccentricity and his ability to have fun to the point of silliness never detract in the least from his elevated image in the eyes of those who know him. This is the mark of a genuinely remarkable individual. It’s easy for people who know recent business history to be reminded here of the famous antics of those rare few business leaders like Herb Kelleher, the flamboyant head of Southwest Airlines. His notorious love of silly fun and dramatic stunts just further endeared him to the people who benefited in so many other ways from his sound leadership over the one airline that has remained safe and profitable for many years in the most uncertain of times and most volatile of industries. His spirit of fun was infectious and quickly spread through not only the employees of Southwest, but to their many customers as well.

Leo Wells isn’t a household name. But I think he should be. He is the founder and chairman of Wells Real Estate Funds, one of the largest real estate investment funds in America, and one of the biggest owners of commercial real estate in the nation. Leo is a great businessman. He is a thinker and a man of action. And he certainly has a serious side, a gravitas redolent of noble commitments and high aspirations. He wants the best for all his associates and insists on excellence and superior customer service in all things. He can be a demanding boss, expecting as much of others as he does of himself. But I’ve also seen him crooning out Elvis tunes to an audience of associates with a strong, clear warble reminiscent of Roy Orbison and belting
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