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viiIntroduction

Leadership may seem like a relatively new field, but humans have been thinking about it for a long time. Plato’s notion of the philosopher-king in The Republic, Sun Tzu’s ideas on strategy in The Art of War, Plutarch’s Lives of great Romans, and Machiavelli’s ideal ruler in The Prince are just a few examples.

In Victorian times, Thomas Carlyle’s On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History (1841) had the famous line, “The history of the world is but the biography of great men.” In his profiles of Dante, Shakespeare, Luther, Cromwell, Napoleon, and others, Carlyle assumed that great leaders were born, not made. Even then, the idea met with opposition. English philosopher Herbert Spencer argued that great figures are products of society and history, not drivers of it: Napoleon, for instance, rose on the back of the French Revolution.

In the early twentieth century, Carlyle’s “great man” theory evolved into the study of specific leadership traits such as intelligence, courage, and dependability. But identifying these traits to make them usable proved difficult. In 1948, American psychologist Ralph Stogdill’s article “Personal factors associated with leadership: A survey of the literature” concluded that no single set of traits could guarantee leadership success across all contexts. Rather, leaders should adapt viiitheir behavior according to the situation. In the 1960s, psychologist Fred Fiedler developed “contingency” theory, which said that individuals have leadership styles (task-oriented or relationship-oriented) that they cannot change. A productive organization had to match the person with the leadership role or replace the leader entirely. Such “contingency and situation” theories of leadership, including Robert House’s “path–goal” model, which made leadership quality dependent on the effectiveness of subordinates, would dominate the 1970s. This research, despite its differences, marked a shift from studying who leaders are (traits) to what leaders do (behaviors).

In the 1980s, globalization and rapid technological and corporate change required new ideas of leadership. American political scientist James MacGregor Burns’ distinction between “transactional” and “transformational” leaders gelled with an era of inspirational political figures such as Nelson Mandela but also CEOs such as Steve Jobs. A leader took people’s latent longings or needs and articulated them in the form of a vision, manifesto, institution, or product. Robert Greenleaf’s concept of “servant leadership” also became popular. It offered a humbler but still inspiring model that recognized the humanity of leader and follower. Jim Collins would later echo it in Good to Great with his “Level 5” leader—a person focused on building rather than self-aggrandizement.

ixBy the 1990s, it seemed everyone could aspire to become a leader. Books such as On Becoming a Leader by Warren Bennis and Stephen Covey’s The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People were bestsellers. Leadership moved from academic circles to the mainstream.

Since 2000, leadership has morphed again to embrace what once would have been considered “soft” values. As foreshadowed in Andy Grove’s High Output Management, the new type of leader listened as much as they directed, and “nudged” as much as they commanded. “Don’t move information to authority, move authority to information,” said submarine commander L. David Marquet in his book Turn the Ship Around! People in non-leadership roles now wanted voice and agency, and leaders sought to build cultures of truth and innovation through what leadership thinker Amy Edmondson calls a climate of “psychological safety.”

The other big trend has been “inner leadership,” or the idea that work on oneself is necessary to have any outer impact. This arguably began with Peter Drucker’s Managing Oneself, which said that leaders cannot hope to effect change if they have not acquired self-knowledge. More recently, Brené Brown (Daring Greatly and Dare to Lead) says that feeling and expressing “vulnerability” can be a core leadership strength as it goes hand in hand with courage. Today, emotional intelligence is at least as important as skills, networks, and IQ in a leader.

xThis new openness and authenticity is a marked change from the “charismatic” or “stoic” leaders of old, who might have achieved things by brute force or command but left poor organizational legacies. In the business world, names such as Lee Iacocca (Chrysler), Al Dunlap (Sunbeam), and Jack Welch (General Electric) are often mentioned in this context. The idea that a leader could rely on rank or position alone to get things done was old hat. Leaders had to influence; follower or employee loyalty could not be taken for granted.

In the wake of dot-com failures and the collapse of companies such as Enron and WorldCom, there grew a new emphasis on ethics in leadership. Fred Kiel’s Return on Character (2015) provided data suggesting that ethical CEOs bring a higher return on assets compared with regular leaders. Managers made liberal use of the word “purpose,” and employees who once might have been content with a stable job and a boss that was not awful now demanded that their working lives have meaning and “align with their values.” Organizations, once machines built for performance and profit, now had social consciences and values. Success for a leader had been creating a good five-year plan or engineering an acquisition (strategy); now it was the constant articulation of what the institution stands for (purpose).

Where do we stand today?

There is a paradox at the heart of modern leadership. On one side are vulnerability, authenticity, purpose, xiand servant leadership. On the other is the cult of the hard-driving founder. One could argue we have seen a return of Carlyle’s “great man” theory in the hagiographic treatment of visionary tech business founders such as Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Jeff Bezos, and Elon Musk. Elizabeth Holmes modelled herself on Jobs, yet her ill-fated Theranos medical startup (a story well told in John Carreyrou’s Bad Blood), with its culture of bullying and coverup, exposed the downside of such corporate heroism. The Silicon Valley ethic of “move fast and break things” may have been perfect for developing platforms built on software but did not translate to products and services that involved people’s lives.

Walter Isaacson, biographer of Jobs and Musk, goes to some length to avoid adulation and covers the many flaws of his subjects. Leadership can have real costs, he points out. Even so, every age needs its heroes, and young people today assume their right to become president or billionaire if they put their mind to it. Such aspiration—some would say overconfidence—is a result of the belief that leaders are 100 percent made, not born. Leadership is seen not as a set of inborn, divinely gifted traits, as Carlyle believed, but as an opportunity.

Of course, in a structural sense some people have more opportunities than others, but it’s now accepted (see The Leadership Challenge, a textbook by Kouzes and Posner) that we all “have it in us” to be a leader, whether xiiat the level of family and community or on the more visible stages of business, politics, or the arts. This idea that everyone can be a leader is arguably one of the more hopeful trends in history.

What Is Leadership?

“Leadership is one of the most observed and least understood phenomena on earth,” James MacGregor Burns says in the first line of his 1978 magnum opus, Leadership. He meant “least understood” in the sense that it had never properly been studied; it was not a discipline.

That said, there are commonalities in how leadership is defined today. It is “the responsibility and opportunity to facilitate the growth and success of others” (Arbinger Institute) or “the art of mobilizing others to want to struggle for shared aspirations” (Kouzes and Posner). That is, it is bringing people toward something better or greater. A worthwhile project or cause brings the participants inspiration, empowerment, learning, and skills.

Robert Greenleaf saw leaders as “healers” in the sense of “making whole by helping others to a larger and nobler vision and purpose than they would be likely to attain for themselves.” If that sounds grand, there is Warren Bennis’ view that leadership is simply self-expression: “No leader sets out to be a leader. xiiiPeople set out to live their lives, expressing themselves fully. When that expression is of value, they become leaders.”

Is it possible to identify a “formula” for leadership? Probably not, but attributes such as character, vision, skills, execution, and judgment are all important. Let’s briefly consider some of these.

Leaders Seize Chances

Leaders are made in response to challenge or crisis, Kouzes and Posner argue. There is some “crucible”—a defining experience that sees a person come out the other side with greater power and efficacy. As Abigail Adams wrote to John Quincy Adams during the American Revolution, “These are the hard times in which a genius would wish to live … Great necessities call forth great leaders.”

Again, that may sound grandiose, yet it’s surely true that every life has leadership opportunities. There comes a point or situation where one can make a difference because one has some experience or knowledge that others do not. Because we are all unique, these chances seem obvious to us but are invisible to others.

Robert Greenleaf talked of denying “wholeness and creative fulfillment to oneself by failing to lead when there is the opportunity.” Meaning, to shrink back when xiva chance to lead appears. Leaders go beyond their fears and “step into the ring,” as President Teddy Roosevelt challenged.

Leaders Have Foresight

Leaders tend to have greater openness of mind, which allows them to see things others do not. They have “foresight” and sometimes even “prophecy” (Greenleaf’s terms). People naturally want to follow others like this. They have likely spent some time dwelling on significant questions or issues, even had some “time in the wilderness” or a “dark night of the soul.” They have done, and continue to do, “deep work,” to borrow the title of Cal Newport’s 2016 book.

Leaders take time out to physically and mentally rejuvenate, knowing this will give them ideas and energy. Sometimes, such periods can be forced upon them, as Doris Kearns Goodwin observes in her biographies of American presidents Lincoln, Teddy Roosevelt, FDR, and Lyndon Johnson. Each had a “sense of destiny,” but it could only be fulfilled thanks to periods of both intense activity and withdrawal. Busyness can be a curse that stops us from thinking; leaders zealously guard their time and energy.

xvLeaders Trust Their Intuition and Judgment

Naturally, leaders must be seen to have good judgment. But where does it come from?

Most workplaces emphasize logic, analysis, and control. They are largely “left-brain” or rational spaces. Yet Warren Bennis (On Becoming a Leader) was struck by how his profiled subjects relied on instincts and imagination as much as on analysis. Musician and executive Herb Alpert admitted, “I’m not a businessman in the traditional sense. I rely on my gut reaction … I use my body as a barometer.” Television producer Norman Lear said, “When I’ve been most effective, I’ve followed that inner voice.”

Leaders also use their rational and intuitive minds to synthesize, or make connections between things that others have not or cannot. Pioneering editor Gloria Steinem saw entrepreneurs as the “artists of the business world.” Part of this is discerning what is unimportant. Leaders are sifters of ideas, and through work and patience bring the most valuable ones to the surface, then set about expressing them in reality.

Leaders Develop Character

In a survey by Kouzes and Posner, 150,000 people were asked to judge their superiors or bosses. The most xviadmired characteristic was honesty, also described as “integrity” or “authenticity.” If deception or dishonesty is perceived, motivation plummets. People want to feel their manager or leader believes in what they are doing, or “walks their talk.”

Leadership is first and foremost self-leadership. It can mean ensuring that our intentions are always right, that we take responsibility for a situation and never try to shift the work or blame onto someone else, and that we treat people as they would like to be treated. Leading on these dimensions is always a moral move, since it does not necessarily have an immediate benefit to ourselves. It is just “right.”

Leadership philosopher Michael Spicher says, “Leadership is not only about what we initiate but about what we are willing to face.” He argues that a lot of organizational failures (Enron, Theranos, FTX) “are not failures of strategy but of taste. Leaders approve initiatives that technically succeed while quietly corroding trust. They tolerate language, incentives, or environments that feel subtly dehumanizing. Over time, the organization becomes functional but brittle, successful but unattractive.”

Such moral acuity or “taste,” like courage, cannot be substituted or faked.

xviiFinal Thoughts

There are not (yet) any classic books on artificial intelligence (AI) and leadership. But it begs the question: how does an AI-driven world change leadership?

Thanks to technology, working from home has already reduced the need for offices. As more people are replaced by machines, the image of an office with thousands of white-collar workers at their desks may soon seem as antiquated as a bustling nineteenth-century factory floor. A large slice of future economic growth may come via entrepreneurs who can quickly build valuable enterprises that in the past would have taken hundreds of employees. Thus, leadership in the future may become less about “managing people” and more about building an impactful service, system, platform, or community. This requires foresight and imagination, and awareness of social, economic, and political trends and realities, but also skills and the ability to execute. In these respects, “leadership” will not have changed from a pre-AI world.

In Team of Teams, Stanley McChrystal wrote, “As the world becomes more complex, the importance of leaders will only increase.” Indeed, if technology makes research, planning, and many kinds of execution cheaper and easier, then creativity, judgment, ethics, and the making of meaning become the scarce leadership resources. The implication? It is never a waste to invest in ourselves and our potential to lead.


xviiiAbout the Book

Leadership, as with any field, reflects society and its intellectual fashions. There can be no definitive canon. Nevertheless, this book aims to zoom out and identify the ideas and works that may stand the test of time.

Such a list will always be idiosyncratic to some extent, but I have tried to pick out books that are genuinely useful or that have ideas and concepts that continue to resonate. It includes a mixture of seminal pre-2000 texts and titles of the last 20 years, most of which have been bestsellers.

The titles are arranged alphabetically, but at the back of the book you will also find a chronological list, which gives a sense of leadership’s evolution. Also at the back is a list of 20 More Modern Leadership Classics that may give you ideas for further reading.

Most chapters have a short biographical section on the authors being discussed. The exception are autobiographies (Katharine Graham, Lee Kuan Yew), which already include biographical information.

In the next section you will find a division of the 20 titles into leadership lessons in three areas:


	Leading and Managing Yourself

	Leading and Executing

	Leading People



xixTo me, this is the simplest way of thinking about leadership, and here I provide one-line “lessons” from each book. There are also “nutshell” summaries at the start of each chapter.

Reader Bonus

Readers can receive a free Bonus Bundle of leadership commentaries by sending an email to me at 20classicsbooks@gmail.com with “Leadership Bonus” in the title.

The commentaries explore Patrick Lencioni’s Five Dysfunctions of a Team, Stanley McChrystal’s Team of Teams, Walter Isaacson’s Steve Jobs, Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In, and Simon Sinek’s Start With Why.


xxLeadership Lessons

Leading and Managing Yourself

Self-knowledge and a moral compass are key

Arbinger Institute Leadership and Self-Deception

Warren Bennis On Becoming a Leader

Brené Brown Dare to Lead

Robert Greenleaf Servant Leadership

Cal Newport Deep Work

Peter Drucker Managing Oneself

Katharine Graham Personal History

Sally Helgesen and Marshall Goldsmith How Women Rise

LESSONS


	In the workplace, as in life, never treat people as a means to your ends—Arbinger Institute

	Leaders desire only to express themselves fully—Bennis

	The path to being a leader is “putting yourself in the ring,” which requires vulnerability—Brown

	Until you accurately assess your strengths and weaknesses, you cannot lead—Drucker

	Imposter syndrome can be overcome with courage and experience—Graham

	The purpose of leadership is to see what others cannot, and see further—Greenleaf

	Leadership requires not being afraid of one’s agency and power—Helgesen and Goldsmith

	Leaders set aside time for reflection and “deep work”—Newport





xxiLeading and Executing

What matters is getting things done

Jeff Bezos Invent and Wander

James MacGregor Burns Leadership

John Carreyrou Bad Blood

Jim Collins Good to Great

Doris Kearns Goodwin Leadership in Turbulent Times

Walter Isaacson Elon Musk

James Kouzes and Barry Posner The Leadership Challenge

Lee Kuan Yew From Third World to First

LESSONS


	To succeed, have a much longer timeframe than your peers—Bezos

	People will follow you if you offer them personal transformation—Burns

	The aesthetics of leadership are not the same as the substance—Carreyrou

	The best leaders are one with their institutions—Collins

	Great leaders have a sense of destiny which gets them through trial and tribulation—Goodwin

	Visionary leaders get extraordinary things done, even at a cost to themselves—Isaacson

	Challenge and crisis are the seed of leadership, so welcome them—Kouzes and Posner

	A leader is pragmatic, rejecting ideology to build something that works—Lee Kuan Yew





xxiiLeading People

If given the chance, people shine

Andy Grove High Output Management

L. David Marquet Turn the Ship Around!

Kim Scott Radical Candor

Julie Zhuo The Making of a Manager

LESSONS


	Look not to what people are doing, but what they are producing—Grove

	Don’t tell people what to do, tell them the goal; they’ll work it out—Marquet

	We know someone cares if they are brutally honest with us—Scott

	As with a functional role, managing people can be a calling—Zhuoxxiii




122000

Leadership and Self-Deception

“One of the most pressing problems that a leader, organization, or individual faces is self-deception. It is a condition where your perception is systematically distorted in your favor. We also call it having an inward mindset. Most of us won’t even see that we have this problem because we need the twisted perception to feel justified when we fail to see and respond to the humanity of others. To find justification, we tend to view ourselves as either better than or worse than the people around us.”

“How a leader sees others is more important than anything they do or say. In fact, the success or failure of any given leadership technique hinges on understanding that every behavior can be done in two ways—inwardly, with a focus on ourselves and the way others impact us, or outwardly, caring about others and our impact on them.”

In a nutshell

Leadership begins with self-leadership—which includes valuing others and looking for the needs of the whole.

In a similar vein

Brené Brown Dare to Lead

John Carreyrou Bad Blood

Robert Greenleaf Servant Leadership

Kim Scott Radical Candor


141989

On Becoming a Leader

“What is true for leaders is, for better or worse, true for each of us. Only when we know what we’re made of and what we want to make of it can we begin our lives—and we must do it despite an unwitting conspiracy of people and events against us.”

“No leader sets out to be a leader. People set out to live their lives, expressing themselves fully. When that expression is of value, they become leaders.”

In a nutshell

The essential task of the leader is to remember who they really are, and to fully express that self.

In a similar vein

Brené Brown Dare to Lead

Peter Drucker Managing Oneself

Robert Greenleaf Servant Leadership

Julie Zhuo The Making of a Manager


222020

Invent and Wander

“Leaders have relentlessly high standards—many people may think these standards are unreasonably high.”

“I constantly remind our employees to be afraid, to wake up every morning terrified. Not of our competition, but of our customers. Our customers have made our business what it is, they are the ones with whom we have a relationship, and they are the ones to whom we owe a great obligation. And we consider them to be loyal to us—right up until the second that someone else offers them a better service.”

In a nutshell

Leaders establish how their institution sees time. Longer timeframes lead to very different decisions.

In a similar vein

Katharine Graham Personal History

Walter Isaacson Elon Musk

Lee Kuan Yew From Third World To First


322018

Dare to Lead

“If you are not in the arena getting your ass kicked on occasion, I’m not interested in or open to your feedback. There are a million cheap seats in the world today filled with people who will never be brave with their lives but who will spend every ounce of energy they have hurling advice and judgment at those who dare greatly. Their only contributions are criticism, cynicism, and fearmongering. If you’re criticizing from a place where you’re not also putting yourself on the line, I’m not interested in what you have to say.”

In a nutshell

Leadership requires courage, and courage means the willingness to make yourself vulnerable.

In a similar vein

Arbinger Institute Leadership and Self-Deception

John Carreyrou Bad Blood

Doris Kearns Goodwin Leadership in Turbulent Times

Kim Scott Radical Candor


421978

Leadership

“There is, in short, no school of leadership, intellectual or practical … Without a powerful modern philosophical tradition, without theoretical and empirical cumulation, without guiding concepts, and without considered practical experiences, we lack the very foundations for knowledge of a phenomenon.”

“The relations of most leaders and followers are transactional—leaders approach followers with an eye to exchanging one thing for another: jobs for votes, or subsidies for campaign contributions. Such transactions comprise the bulk of the relationships among leaders and followers, especially in groups, legislatures, and parties. Transforming leadership, while more complex, is more potent. The transforming leader recognizes and exploits an existing need or demand of a potential follower … seeks to satisfy higher needs, and engages the full person of the follower. The result of transforming leadership is a relationship of mutual stimulation and elevation that converts followers into leaders and may convert leaders into moral agents.”

In a nutshell

Satisfy a deep yearning or wish in people and they will follow you.

In a similar vein

Doris Kearns Goodwin Leadership in Turbulent Times

Robert Greenleaf Servant Leadership


522018

Bad Blood

“Her emergence tapped into the public’s hunger to see a female entrepreneur break through in a technology world dominated by men. Women like Yahoo’s Marissa Mayer and Facebook’s Sheryl Sandberg had achieved a measure of renown in Silicon Valley, but they hadn’t created their own companies from scratch. In Elizabeth Holmes, the Valley had its first female billionaire tech founder.”

“Elizabeth told the gathered employees that she was building a religion. If there were any among them who didn’t believe, they should leave.”

In a nutshell

Beware of performative leadership that hides a multitude of sins.

In a similar vein

Arbinger Institute Leadership and Self-Deception
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