
University of Mississippi University of Mississippi 

eGrove eGrove 

Haskins and Sells Publications Deloitte Collection 

1966 

Essay on leadership Essay on leadership 

John W. Gardner 

Follow this and additional works at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/dl_hs 

 Part of the Accounting Commons, and the Taxation Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
H&S Reports, Vol. 03, (1966 spring), p. 04-09 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Deloitte Collection at eGrove. It has been accepted for 
inclusion in Haskins and Sells Publications by an authorized administrator of eGrove. For more information, please 
contact egrove@olemiss.edu. 

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/dl_hs
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/deloitte
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/dl_hs?utm_source=egrove.olemiss.edu%2Fdl_hs%2F490&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/625?utm_source=egrove.olemiss.edu%2Fdl_hs%2F490&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/643?utm_source=egrove.olemiss.edu%2Fdl_hs%2F490&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:egrove@olemiss.edu


The Spring 1964 issue of H&S Reports enclosed a re
print of an essay by John W. Gardner on self-renewal 
that had formed part of the annual report of the Carne
gie Corporation of New York, of. which he was then 
president. Before his appointment to the Cabinet last 
year as Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, 
he wrote again for the foundation's 1965 annual report. 

H&-S Reports presents Dr. Gardner's later essay "The 
Antileadership Vaccine," because it deals perceptively 
with leadership, a subject of concern to Haskins & Sells 
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for several reasons. We need to understand the nature of 
leadership, because our founding partners foresaw a role 
of leadership in the profession for our Firm. We need 
this understanding also because Haskins & Sells serves 
leaders—individuals who are leaders in their organiza
tions, and organizations that are leaders in their fields. 

In presenting Dr. Gardner's views, as it will those of 
other social commentators from time to time, HirS Re
ports does not imply Firm endorsement, but rather hopes 
readers will find them provocative to their own thoughts. 
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It is generally believed that we need enlightened and 
responsible leaders—at every level and in every phase of 
our national life. Everyone says so. But the nature of 
leadership in our society is very imperfectly understood, 
and many of the public statements about it are utter 
nonsense. 

This is unfortunate because there are serious issues of 
leadership facing this society, and we had better under
stand them. 

THE 
DISPERSION 
OF POWER 

The most fundamental thing to be said about leadership 
in the United States is also the most obvious. We have 
gone as far as any known society in creating a leadership 
system that is not based on caste or class, nor even on 
wealth. There is not yet equal access to leadership (wit
ness the remaining barriers facing women and Negroes), 
but we have come a long, long way from the family- or 
class-based leadership group. Even with its present de
fects, ours is a relatively open system. 

The next important thing to be said is that leadership 
is dispersed among a great many groups in our society. 
The President, of course, has a unique, and uniquely im
portant, leadership role, but beneath him, fragmentation 
is the rule. This idea is directly at odds with the notion 
that the society is run by a coherent power group—the 
Power Elite, as C. Wright Mills called it, or the Estab
lishment, as later writers have named it. It is hard not to 
believe that such a group exists. Foreigners find it par
ticularly difficult to believe in the reality of the fluid, 
scattered, shifting leadership that is visible to the naked 
eye. The real leadership, they imagine, must be behind 
the scenes. But at a national level this simply isn't so. 

In many local communities and even in some states 
there is a coherent power group, sometimes behind the 
scenes, sometimes out in the open. In communities where 
such an "establishment," that is, a coherent ruling group, 
exists, the leading citizen can be thought of as having 
power in a generalized sense: he can bring about a 
change in zoning ordinances, influence the location of a 
new factory, and determine whether the local museum 
will buy contemporary paintings. But in the dispersed 
and fragmented power system that prevails in the nation 
as a whole one cannot say "So-and-so is powerful," with
out further elaboration. Those who know how our sys
tem works always want to know, "Powerful in what 
way? Powerful to accomplish what?" We have leaders 
in business and leaders in government, military leaders 
and educational leaders, leaders in labor and in agricul
ture, leaders in science, in the world of art, and in many 
other special fields. As a rule, leaders in any one of these 
fields do not recognize the authority of leaders from a 
neighboring field. Often they don't even know one an
other, nor do they particularly want to. Mutual suspicion 
is just about as common as mutual respect—and a lot 
more common than mutual cooperation in manipulating 
society's levers. 

Most of the significant issues in our society are settled 
by a balancing of forces. A lot of people and groups are 
involved and the most powerful do not always win. 
Sometimes a coalition of the less powerful wins. Some
times an individual of very limited power gets himself 
into the position of casting the deciding ballot. 

Not only are there apt to be many groups involved in 
any critical issue, but their relative strength varies with 
each issue that comes up. A group that is powerful to
day may not be powerful next year. A group that can 
cast a decisive vote on question A may not even be 
listened to when question B comes up. 
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THE 
NATURE OF 
LEADERSHIP 

People who have never exercised power have all kinds 
of curious ideas about it. The popular notion of top 
leadership is a fantasy of capricious power: the top man 
presses a button and something remarkable happens; he 
gives an order as the whim strikes him, and it is obeyed. 

Actually, the capricious use of power is relatively rare 
except in some large dictatorships and some small fam
ily firms. Most leaders are hedged around by constraints 
—tradition, constitutional limitations, the realities of the 
external situation, rights and privileges of followers, the 
requirements of teamwork, and most of all the inexor
able demands of large-scale organization, which does 
not operate on capriciousness. In short, most power is 
wielded circumspectly. 

There are many different ways of leading, many kinds 
of leaders. Consider, for example, the marked contrasts 
between the politician and the intellectual leader, the 
large-scale manager and the spiritual leader. One sees 
solemn descriptions of the qualities needed for leader
ship without any reference at all to the fact that the 
necessary attributes depend on the kind of leadership 
under discussion. Even in a single field there may be dif
ferent kinds of leadership with different required attri
butes. Think of the difference between the military hero 
and the military manager. 

If social action is to occur, certain functions must be 
performed. The problems facing the group or organiza
tion must be clarified, and ideas necessary to their solu
tion formulated. Objectives must be defined. There must 
be widespread awareness of those objectives, and the 
will to achieve them. Often those on whom action de
pends must develop new attitudes and habits. Social 
machinery must be set in motion. The consequences of 
social effort must be evaluated and criticized, and new 
goals set. 

A particular leader may contribute at only one point 

to this process. He may be gifted in analysis of the prob
lem, but limited in his capacity to communicate. He may 
be superb in communicating, but incapable of manag
ing. He may, in short, be an outstanding leader without 
being good at every aspect of leadership. 

If anything significant is to be accomplished, leaders 
must understand the social institutions and processes 
through which action is carried out. And in a society as 
complex as ours, that is no mean achievement. A leader, 
whether corporation president, university dean, or labor 
official, knows his organization, understands what makes 
it move, comprehends its limitations. Every social sys
tem or institution has a logic and dynamic of its own that 
cannot be ignored. 

We have all seen men with lots of bright ideas but no 
patience with the machinery by which ideas are trans
lated into action. As a rule, the machinery defeats them. 
It is a pity, because the professional and academic man 
can play a useful role in practical affairs. But too often 
he is a dilettante. He dips in here or there; he gives bits 
of advice on a dozen fronts; he never gets his hands dirty 
working with one piece of the social machinery until he 
knows it well. He will not take the time to understand 
the social institutions and processes by which change is 
accomplished. 

Although our decentralized system of leadership has 
served us well, we must not be so complacent as to im
agine that it has no weaknesses, that it faces no new chal
lenges, or that we have nothing to learn. There are grave 
questions to be answered concerning the leadership of 
our society. Are we living up to standards of leadership 
that we have achieved in our own past? Do the condi
tions of modern life introduce new complications into 
the task of leadership? Are we failing to prepare leaders 
for tomorrow? 

Here are some of our salient difficulties. 
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FAILURE TO COPE 
WITH THE 

BIG QUESTIONS 
Nothing should be allowed to impair the effectiveness 
and independence of our specialized leadership groups. 
But such fragmented leadership does create certain 
problems. One of them is that it isn't anybody's busi
ness to think about the big questions that cut across 
specialties—the largest questions facing our society. 
Where are we headed? Where do we want to head? 
What are the major trends determining our future? 
Should we do anything about them? Our fragmented 
leadership fails to deal effectively with these transcen
dent questions. 

Very few of our most prominent people take a really 
large view of the leadership assignment. Most of them 
are simply tending the machinery of that part of society 
to which they belong. The machinery may be a great 
corporation or a great government agency or a great law 
practice or a great university. These people may tend it 
very well indeed, but they are not pursuing a vision of 
what the total society needs. They have not developed 
a strategy as to how it can be achieved, and they are 
not moving to accomplish it. 

One does not blame them, of course. They do not see 
themselves as leaders of the society at large, and they 
have plenty to do handling their own specialized role. 

Yet it is doubtful that we can any longer afford such 
widespread inattention to the largest questions facing 
us. We achieved greatness in an era when changes came 
more slowly than now. The problems facing the society 
took shape at a stately pace. We could afford to be slow 
in recognizing them, slow in coping with them. Today, 
problems of enormous import hit us swiftly. Great social 
changes emerge with frightening speed. We can no 
longer afford to respond in a leisurely fashion. 

Our inability to cope with the largest questions tends 
to weaken the private sector. Any question that cannot 
be dealt with by one of the special leadership groups— 
that is, any question that cuts across special fields-
tends to end up being dealt with by government. Most 

Americans value the role played by nongovernmental 
leadership in this country and would wish it to continue. 
In my judgment it will not continue under the present 
conditions. 

The cure is not to work against the fragmentation of 
leadership, which is a vital element in our pluralism, but 
to create better channels of communication among sig
nificant leadership groups, especially in connection with 
the great issues that transcend any particular group. 

FAILURE 
OF 

CONFIDENCE 
Another of the maladies of leadership today is a failure 
of confidence. Anyone who accomplishes anything of 
significance has more confidence than the facts would 
justify. It is something that outstanding executives have 
in common with gifted military commanders, brilliant 
political leaders, and great artists. It is true of societies 
as well as of individuals. Every great civilization has 
been characterized by confidence in itself. 

Lacking such confidence, too many leaders add in
genious new twists to the modern art which I call "How 
to reach a decision without really deciding." They re
quire that the question be put through a series of clear
ances within the organization and let the clearance 
process settle it. Or take a public opinion poll and let 
the poll settle it. Or devise elaborate statistical systems, 
cost-accounting systems, information-processing sys
tems, hoping that out of them will come unassailable 
support for one course of action rather than another. 

This is not to say that leadership cannot profit enor
mously from good information. If the modern leader 
doesn't know the facts he is in grave trouble, but rarely 
do the facts provide unqualified guidance. After the facts 
are in, the leader must in some measure emulate the 
little girl who told the teacher she was going to draw a 
picture of God. The teacher said, "But, Mary, no one 
knows what God looks like"; and Mary said, "They will 
when I get through." 

The confidence required of leaders poses a delicate 
problem for a free society. We don't want to be led by 
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Men of Destiny who think they know all the answers. 
Neither do we wish to be led by Nervous Nellies. It is a 
matter of balance. We are no longer in much danger, in 
this society, from Men of Destiny. But we are in danger 
of falling under the leadership of men who lack the con
fidence to lead. And we are in danger of destroying 
the effectiveness of those who have a natural gift for 
leadership. 

Of all our deficiencies with respect to leadership, one 
of the gravest is that we are not doing what we should 
to encourage potential leaders. In the late eighteenth 
century we produced out of a small population a truly 
extraordinary group of leaders—Washington, Adams, 
Jefferson, Franklin, Madison, Monroe, and others. Why 
is it so difficult today, out of a vastly greater population, 
to produce men of that caliber? It is a question that 
most reflective people ask themselves sooner or later. 
There is no reason to doubt that the human material is 
still there, but there is excellent reason to believe that we 
are failing to develop it—or that we are diverting it into 
nonleadership activities. 

THE 
ANTILEADERSHIP 

VACCINE 
Indeed, it is my belief that we are immunizing a high 
proportion of our most gifted young people against any 
tendencies to leadership. It will be worth our time to 
examine how the antileadership vaccine is administered. 

The process is initiated by the society itself. The con
ditions of life in a modern, complex society are not con
ducive to the emergence of leaders. The young person 
today is acutely aware of the fact that he is an anony
mous member of a mass society, an individual lost 
among millions of others. The processes by which lead
ership is exercised are not visible to him, and he is bound 
to believe that they are exceedingly intricate. Very little 
in his experience encourages him to think that he might 
some day exercise a role of leadership. 

This unfocused discouragement is of little conse
quence compared with the expert dissuasion the young 
person will encounter if he is sufficiently bright to at
tend a college or university. In those institutions today, 
the best students are carefully schooled to avoid lead
ership responsibilities. 

Most of our intellectually gifted young people go from 
college directly into graduate school or into one of the 
older and more prestigious professional schools. There 

they are introduced to—or, more correctly, powerfully 
indoctrinated in—a set of attitudes appropriate to schol
ars, scientists, and professional men. This is all to the 
good. The students learn to identify themselves strongly 
with their calling and its ideals. They acquire a con
ception of what a good scholar, scientist, or professional 
man is like. 

As things stand now, however, that conception leaves 
little room for leadership in the normal sense; the only 
kind of leadership encouraged is that which follows 
from the performing of purely professional tasks in a 
superior manner. Entry into what most of us would re
gard as the leadership roles in the society at large is 
discouraged. 

In the early stages of a career, there is a good reason 
for this: becoming a first-class scholar, scientist, or pro
fessional requires single-minded dedication. Unfortu
nately, by the time the individual is sufficiently far 
along in his career to afford a broadening of interests, 
he often finds himself irrevocably set in a narrow mold. 

The antileadership vaccine has other more subtle and 
powerful ingredients. The image of the corporation 
president, politician, or college president that is current 
among most intellectuals and professionals today has 
some decidedly unattractive features. It is said that such 
men compromise their convictions almost daily, if not 
hourly. It is said that they have tasted the corrupting 
experience of power. They must be status seekers, the 
argument goes, or they would not be where they are. 

Needless to say, the student picks up such attitudes. 
It is not that professors propound these views and stu
dents learn them. Rather, they are in the air and students 
absorb them. The resulting unfavorable image contrasts 
dramatically with the image these young people are 
given of the professional who is almost by definition 
dedicated to his field, pure in his motives, and unen
cumbered by worldly ambition. 

My own extensive acquaintance with scholars and 
professionals on the one hand and administrators and 
managers on the other does not confirm this contrast in 
character. In my experience, each category has its share 
of opportunists. Nevertheless, the negative attitudes 
persist. 

As a result the academic world appears to be ap
proaching a point at which everyone will want to edu
cate the technical expert who advises the leader, or the 
intellectual who stands off and criticizes the leader, but 
no one will want to educate the leader himself. 
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ARE 
LEADERS 

NECESSARY? 
For a good many academic and other professional peo
ple, negative attitudes toward leadership go deeper 
than skepticism concerning the leader's integrity. Many 
have real doubts, not always explicitly formulated, 
about the necessity for leadership. 

The doubts are of two kinds. First, many scientific 
and professional people are accustomed to the kinds of 
problems that can be solved by expert technical advice 
or action. It is easy for them to imagine that any social 
enterprise could be managed in the same way. They 
envisage a world that does not need leaders, only ex
perts. The notion is based, of course, upon a false con
ception of the leader's function. The supplying of tech
nically correct solutions is the least of his responsibilities. 

There is another kind of question that some academic 
or professional people raise concerning leadership: Is 
the very notion of leadership somehow at odds with the 
ideals of a free society? Is it a throwback to earlier no
tions of social organization? 

These are not foolish questions. We have in fact out
grown or rejected several varieties of leadership that 
have loomed large in the history of mankind. We do 
not want autocratic leaders who treat us like inferior 
beings. We do not want leaders, no matter how wise or 
kind, who treat us like children. 

But at the same time that we were rejecting those 
forms of leadership, we were evolving forms more suit
able to our values. As a result our best leaders today 
are not out of place in a free society—on the contrary, 
they strengthen our free society. 

We can have the kinds of leaders we want, but we 
cannot choose to do without them. It is in the nature 
of social organization that we must have them at all 
levels of our national life, in and out of government—in 
business, labor, politics, education, science, the arts, and 
every other field. Since we must have them, it helps con

siderably if they are gifted in the performance of their 
appointed task. The sad truth is that a great many of 
our organizations are badly managed or badly led. And 
because of that, people within those organizations are 
frustrated when they need not be frustrated. They are 
not helped when they could be helped. They are not 
given the opportunities to fulfill themselves that are 
clearly possible. 

In the minds of some, leadership is associated with 
goals that are distasteful—power, profit, efficiency, and 
the like. But leadership, properly conceived, also serves 
the individual human goals that our society values so 
highly, and we shall not achieve those goals without it. 

Leaders worthy of the name, whether they are uni
versity presidents or senators, corporation executives or 
newspaper editors, school superintendents or governors, 
contribute to the continuing definition and articulation 
of the most cherished values of our society. They offer, 
in short, moral leadership. 

So much of our energy has been devoted to tending 
the machinery of our complex society that we have 
neglected this element in leadership. I am using the 
word "moral" to refer to the shared values that must 
undergird any functioning society. The thing that makes 
a number of individuals a society rather than a popula
tion or a crowd is the presence of shared attitudes, habits 
and values, a shared conception of the enterprise of 
which they are all a part, shared views of why it is 
worthwhile for the enterprise to continue and to flourish. 
Leaders can help in bringing that about. In fact, it is 
required that they do so. When leaders lose their cred
ibility or their moral authority, then the society begins 
to disintegrate. 

Leaders have a significant role in creating the state 
of mind that is the society. They can serve as symbols 
of the moral unity of the society. They can express the 
values that hold the society together. Most important, 
they can conceive and articulate goals that lift people 
out of their petty preoccupations, carry them above the 
conflicts that tear a society apart, and unite them in 
the pursuit of objectives worthy of their best efforts. 
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