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PREFACE 

 In his preface to James M cG regor B urnsô P ulitzerïprizewinning book, Leadership 

(1978), the author w rote that ñé an im m ense reservoir of data and analysis and theories 

have developed,ò but ñw e have no school of leadership.ò R ather, ñé scholars have 

worked in separate disciplines and sub-disciplines in pursuit of different and often related 

questions and problem s.ò (p.3) B urns argued that the tim e w as ripe to draw  together this 

vast accumulation of research and analysis from humanities and social sciences in order 

to arrive at a conceptual synthesis, even an intellectual breakthrough for  understanding 

of this critically important subject. Of course, that was the aim of his magisterial 

scholarly work, and while unquestionably impressive, his tome turned out to be by no 

means the last word on the topic. Indeed over the intervening quarter century, quite to the 

contrary, we witnessed a continuously increasing outpouring of specialized political 

science, historical, philosophical, psychological, and other disciplinary studies with 

clearly ñno school of leadershipò with a single unifying theory emerging. 

 T his book m akes no pretense to replicate, or even to try to replicate B urnsô 

remarkable efforts toward intellectual synthesis. Its goal is rather much more modest. 

This book by contrast endeavors to encourage students and scholars to look into another 

avenue for exploring this subject, namely via films. While the written word properly is 

ñsacredò for scholars in pursuit of ñtruthò or ña truthò in m an y fields, motion pictures, as 

this text points out, may offer a useful supplement for broadening and enriching our 

present understanding of leadership. Though they cannot supplant nor replace other 

methodologies, films can possibly raise new questions, provide different perspectives, 

and reveal unique ways of knowing about this seminal subject, at least by comparison to 
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the standard fare of academic analysis. Please note that I qualify these statements with the 

appropriate ñm ayò, ñperhapsò and ñpossiblyò because the juryôs verdict is still out. S o the 

reader inevitably must judge for himself or herself such questions as: Is film a helpful 

route to explore this topic? Can useful lessons be learned? Or, at least assist in advancing 

oneôs present know ledge, regarding leadership theory and its practice? In other words, 

can one not only better comprehend ideas related to this field but actually turn into a 

better leader in whatever career pursuit a person plans to enter or currently engages in by 

watching films? 

 Only the reader alone will be able to answer such questions after reflecting on the 

following pages. The author only asks that anyone who approaches such issues keep an 

open mind as well as an open heart and recall that the subtitle of this book ends with a 

question, not a definitive exclamation mark. 

 Finally, a word of thanks for the insightful suggestions to improve this manuscript 

by Michael Marlow, Jr. and Donald Moynihan, as well as the helpful word processing 

and editorial advice from Richard Murray. Though the author alone remains responsible 

for whatever turns out as the perceived strengths and weaknesses of the end results. 

 

Endnotes: 

1. James McGregor Burns. Leadership. 
New York: Harper and Row, p.3 

 

 

RSII
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ADVANCING OUR UNDERSTANDING OF ETHICAL LEADERSHIP THROUGH 
FILMS? 
 
 
     During the last thirty years or so teaching public administration, I have experimented 

periodically with using films as a pedagogical supplement for classroom learning.  

Granted, it has been a supplement, not a major resource, one among various techniques, 

such as case studies, lectures, guest speakers, field trips, role-playing, along with the 

standard textbooks.  Students seem to enjoy films as an occasional change of pace from 

the normal schoolwork routines.  At least no one so far objected to adding videos to the 

mix of learning methods.  Indeed more often than not students appear stimulated and 

better engaged with the subject matter via movies, compared to alternative educational 

approaches.  Over the years I kept notes about films that I used in class or saw with 

friends and family at theaters or at home on VCR or DVD. Such experiences led me to 

reflecting on the subject, namely how well or poorly can film help to advance our 

understanding of ethical leadership in public administration? 

      N ote: first of all, I have lim ited this inquiry to ñinform al organizationsò,ò inform al 

groupsò, as w ell as generally inform al aspects of ethical leadership. W hy? A fter view ing 

films for sometime, it is painfully evident that they pay scant attention to ñthe form al-

sideò of organizations. This is not the serious focus of any cinematic story-line that I am 

aware of.  I cannot think of any film (except training documentaries) that explores the 

complex routines and techniques of auditing, accounting, budgeting, personnel 

classification, and the like.  To be sure, such elements of formal organizations are the butt 

of movie humorists, as for example in the film version of Cheaper by the Dozen, the 

novel about household life with twin Taylor-disciples, Frank and Lillian Gilbreth or in 
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another recent Australian-made film, The Efficiency Expert.  While entertaining, neither 

offers detailed examinations nor substantial insights into what administrative scholars 

would conclude the formal intricacies of organizational life. L etôs be honest from  the 

outset, ñsuch stuffò is dull and hardly grabs a general audienceôs attention, unless the 

audience is entirely made up of green-eye-shade-accountants or specialists in various 

administrative techniques. Films are by and large produced for mass public appeal, not 

experts. The formal-rational-legal dimension of organizations is the providence of 

specialists, not generalists.   

      Yet, it is important to add that there is an abundance of cinematic information about 

w hat D ouglas M cG regor once referred to as ñthe hum an side of enterpriseò, i.e., is the 

informal, non-rational, or people-dimension of organizations: What sort of individuals 

inhabit organizations?  How they form groups? Why do groups persist?  How they 

interact?  Influence organizations?  Socialize their membersð or not? Motivate or fail to 

motivate?  Communicate or inhibit information flow?  Are shared by personalities, skills, 

talent as well as the character of their membership?  Here pictures not only excite, but 

inform, or as the award-w inning, film  w riter, C arl F orem an rem arked, ñby putting a 

m irror up to reality to better see ourselves.ò F rom  the early silent m ovies of the l910s and 

l920s to today, and well before the Hawthorne Experimenters in the l930s discovered it 

as ñthe great illum inationò, 2 m otion pictures or literally ñpictures that m oveò, allow  us to 

glimpse people and group dynamics in action.  

      F ilm s w ere a m ajor part of the ñgraphics revolutionò, 3 as Daniel Boorstein 

characterized the broad cultural shift to image production and image influence throughout 

American culture.   For the first time in history, they provided visual evidence that 
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humans mattered in organized settings, something often neglected in quest for formalistic 

explanations of ñrealityò.  S im ply w atch som e of the great silent film  stars, C harlie 

Chaplin, Harold Lloyd or Buster Keaton, spoof modern rational-technocratic-enterprises 

in order to appreciate how convincingly their visual persuasiveness accented the 

importance of human beingsð as well as the dehumanization of their beingsð within the 

organizations. 

       A second boundary is equally important to add to this discussion for narrowing its 

scope of inquiry involves the definition of that term , ñethical leadersh ipò.  G ranted, 

ñethical leadershipò is squishy, som ething that encom passes m any m eanings. Some might 

even suggest that ethics and leadership are two words that do not even belong together. 

E ach one, ñethicsô and ñleadershipò, draw  upon substantially different intellectual 

literatures, scholarly methodologies, traditional assumptions, and disciplinary 

perspectives. And if these words are used together, the combined term shares the 

category that Justice P otter S tew art once reserved for ñpornographyò, w e know  ñitò w hen 

w e see ñitò yet ñitò rem ains im possible to define.  T hough m ight his statem ent also be 

ñturned on its headò as a com pelling argum ent for using film  to analyze this topic?  If 

w ords cannot adequately com prehend ñitò and ñitò is so central to our comprehending 

modern society, then why not find another route, for instance, the cinematic medium, to 

assist our understanding?  To further our knowledge when the verbal limits our capability 

of grasping ñtruthò or ña truthò?      

       Nonetheless, some verbalization of w hat is m eant by ñleadershipò and ñethicsò is 

required in order to advance this discussion--yet without getting tangled in lengthy, 

sem antic debates. S o for our purposes, John G ardnerôs concise definition m ight suffice, 
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ñL eadership is the p rocess of persuasion or example by which an individual (or 

leadership team) induces a group to purse objectives held by the leader or shared by the 

leader and his or her follow ers.ò 4 N ote G ardnerôs em phasis: leadership is not about 

coercion but persuasion; not about ordering others, but setting examples for others; not 

flowing top-down from a formal position, but bubbling up through, within, or 

crystallizing via informal groups; not achieved in a vacuum but rather through the 

voluntary acceptance by followers.   

      W hen ñethicalò is added to ñleadershipò, the adjective denotes a further boundary, 

one restricting our analysis within a constitutional, democratic setting, or at least not 

encompassing leadership exercised by some of the worst sorts, such as Hitler and Stalin, 

since both could be seen as leaders under G ardnerôs broad definition.  T o be sure, one can 

engage in lengthy debates over w hether or not understanding ñunethical leadershipò is 

invaluable to any broad, ñroundedò conception of leadership as a whole.  Certainly it can 

be helpful, but here again, some limitations, such as a focus upon the ethical, enable us to 

probe in more depth topics relevant to our present situation as well as concerns 

commonly faced by many public administration students and practitioners. Therefore, 

leadership, as this essay attempts to wrestle with the meaning of the term, will include the 

ethical, or as Jam es M cG regor B urns rem inds us, great leadership begins w ith ña m oral 

purposeò. 5 Burns of course drew upon Max Weberôs fam ous duality, ñethic of 

responsibilityò vs. ñethic of ultim ate endsò in grounding leadership w ithin m oral purpose.  

T he latter term  m easured behavior against som e fixed, ñgreaterò or ñhigherò good, 

whereas within the former, people navigate a maze of competing goals, calculating and 

rationalizing choices inside a fluid, more or less unclear, relativistic world of values. In 
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the latter, morality is set outside by an established hierarchy of ends, while within the 

former, it is not, but rather framed by the individual. Again, this discussion about 

leadership is premised upon the notion that some moral foundation or framework is 

critical for ñgoodò or ñgreatò or even ñadequateò leadership, but w e live in a w orld 

without an established moral order, or at least one that all can agree upon, so each of us 

are responsible for determining how we decide which values guide our actions. 

Some Further Caveats Before Proceeding. 

      Note that the title of this introduction ends with a question mark.  It is added 

intentionally.  The following discussion is meant to be probative, rather than definitive; it 

aims to explore, raise questions, offer suggestions for further study but does not purport 

to give ñan answ erò or ñansw ersò to the question posed by the title. W hile my remarks so 

far stress my own biases that watching motion pictures offer many promising 

opportunities for advancing our understanding of this subject, I readily acknowledge that 

not everyone shares that view.  To be brutally honest, the jury remains undecided about 

the utility of film for investigating ethical leadership for some very obvious reasons:  

First, movies, at least the vast bulk of them, are devoted to mass entertainment, not 

education.  They are produced to illicit emotional responses, to make audiences laugh, 

cry, feel anger, hate, fear, or ñw arm  fuzziesò. In short, they m anufacture artificial 

pleasures and are not designed for vehicles of serious social science analysis into ethics, 

leadership, informal organizations or general administration.  The entertainment industry 

m ostly is judged on ñthe bottom  lineò of box office receipts, not success at im parting 

knowledge or provoking intellectual thought.  Hollywood even makes extensive, 

sophisticated use of ñfocus groupsò to gage audience approv al of films prior to their 
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release. Directors and producers have little compunction about changing themes, 

dialogues, actors, endings, and w hat not in order to enhance ñcustom er satisfactionò. 

C inem atic preview s are tim ed to attract ñthe biggest box office takeò and are ñpulledò due 

to the prospects of heavy competition or tragic events such as 9/11 that might dampen 

revenues. In the wake of 9/11 some films digitally re-mastered the entire Manhattan 

Skyline. 

         So if films mainly entertain, and thus are producedð properly soð to make money, 

they also exhibit another draw back to advancing ñseriousò know ledge, nam ely they 

purvey fictional imagery, often to grab and hold viewers attention for an instant.  To 

paraphrase Marshall McLuhan, the image, not the substance, turns into the message. 

Again, the boring organizational world of everyday rational, mundane details is mostly 

ignored since it is far less compelling, by contrast to vivid imagery that evokes immediate 

audience sensations and feelings. People and their human relationships, not systematic 

analysis of complex administrative machinery, are what directors and producers focus 

upon, for that obviously attracts wide-spread audience popularity. 

    If that is not enough to discourage any reader to stop reading further about the use of 

films to examine ethical leadership within informal groups, one must add a further 

caveat: to my knowledge, no film-maker, script-writer, producer, director, camera crew 

or actor intentionally set about on their cinematic enterprise, labeling it as a serious study 

of ethical leadership.  T o be sure, som e docum entaries have ñan airò about them  of being 

neutral, serious observers, offering timely, penetrating institutional investigations, such as   

films by Frederick Wiseman. Though even he would undoubtedly shun being labeled as 

ñan organizational film -m akerò w ith a m ission to advance serious academ ic analysis of 
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this subject in order to produce ñthe definitive scholarly treatiseò or ñgreat tim eless social 

science theoryò. A  humanist, yes, he may concur with that characterization of his work, 

since he examines with care and insight a phenomenon that anyone may experience 

within their real life. Yet, Wiseman does not consciously set out to study ethical 

leadership as a social scientist, nor even would claim to possess any formal background 

or training in such academic fields (although he did earn a Harvard LLD). 

Though There Are Some Plus Sides to Using Films 

      While admittedly movies do entertain, are made mostly for commercial profit (or at 

least hope to ñbreak evenò) and yes, they do not necessarily aim  to instruct, let alone 

consciously advance social science knowledge, they offer several benefits: first, films 

exercise persuasive influence throughout modern society. For better or worse, they are 

the dominant form of cultural expression of norms. They influence perceptions of 

appropriate behavior, i.e. what is good, true, courageous, heroic, ethical, right, and 

wrong. Movies have become our basic sources of dialog between young, old, black, rich, 

and poor as a result of their promoting fundamental cultural dialog and human 

connections, movies can usefully supplement the standard textbook fare of classroom 

learning.  Certainly they never will become the-whole-ball-of-wax for educating students 

in public administration, but their images may communicate aspects of informal 

dimensions in life not as easily discovered elsewhere such as on the printed page.  Take 

for example the films, Command Decision, about the introduction of daylight 

bombardment during World War II or the more recent film, Thirteen Days, concerning 

the October l962 Cuban Missile Crisis.  Both show in a poignant, though differing ways 

which no text can get across the sheer tension, physical strain, the maddening lack of 
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adequate information, the tight time constraints imposed upon decision-makers as well as 

the high stakes of war and peace that all participants in both situations were involved in.  

Neither the novel (upon which the film was based), Command Decision by William 

Wister Haines, nor the award-winning political analysis, The Cuban Missile Crisis by 

G raham  A llison, quite as convincingly depict those ñlittleò yet crucial details of 

administrative reality, particularly the personal subtleties of the quick glance or raised 

eyebrows at a crucial meeting, the down-cast facial expression, the stark aloneness of 

com m anders ñunder the gunò to m ake hard life/death choices.    

      Or, watch Citizen Kane, one of the all-time greatest cinematic achievements, 

portraying the life of William Randolph Hearst.  Orson Wells presents an unforgettable 

portrait of the form idable pow er of K aneôs personality, w arts and all, and how  his unique 

genius formed at an early age and later shaped so many of his later personal and 

professional choices as an adult.  Reading a good biography can undoubtedly provide 

rem arkable insights into his character, but K ane, as a vivid personality via W ellsô 

incredible acting and directing, captured by stark black/white photography, comes alive 

on the big-screen.  On film one firsthand witnesses how he actually builds his media 

em pire w ith so m any tragic consequences for those around him . In turn, W ellsô graphic 

portrayal deepens and widens our appreciation of why and how individual psychology 

spurs on H earstôs rem arkable leadership.  Granted, dates, places, even names are changed 

to lend drama and audience fascination. Nonetheless, what may be lost by factual 

inaccuracies, im precision, even em bellishm ent, W ellsô broad -bush strokes create an 

arresting, lively, and above all, a believable portrait of Citizen Kane. Perhaps not the 
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definitive portrait, but even w hat biography today can claim  to offer ñthe definitive 

truthò? 

      Second, film, often far better than social science literature, may provide a more 

ñholistic accountò of not only individual lives, but entire situations w here ethical 

leadership is practiced.  Serious academic analysis necessarily must narrow its scope and 

substance in order to advance our grasp of particular un-researched or under-research 

aspects of any field, or w hat T horstein V eblen once aptly tagged as leading to ñtrained 

incapacityò.   H ow ever, does not real-life practice of ethical leadership demand the 

reverse, namely grasping the whole, along with the parts, for achieving success, even 

partial success?  Apollo 13 about the heroic efforts to save the Apollo 13 moon mission 

and Schindlerôs L ist, concerning an undistinguished G erm an businessm anôs saving his 

Jewish employees during World War II, offer two fine examples where we see how 

ethical leadership through informal routes were exercised successfully by grasping both 

the w hole and its parts.  N either the A pollo 13 crew  nor Jew s w orking at S chindlerôs 

factory anticipated how events would turn out in the end. Though under enormous stress 

in both crises, ethical leadership em erged by keeping an eye on ñthe big pictureò w hile by 

necessity innovatively coping day-to-day with mundane details of survival.  Some may 

contend, to the contrary, that both movies over-stress heroics of a few for the sake of fast-

paced entertainment.  Possibly, but here again, can not movies provide us a more 

ñroundedò perspective about the broader environm ental context w ithin w hich those 

heroics took place and thus convey a more realistic sense of the situation where ethical 

leadership is exercised as a whole? At least, by comparison to reading most contemporary 

social science literature?  
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     Third, even more fundamentally cinema can reinforce what we already know but 

cannot perhaps articulate fully.  I grew  up as ñan arm y bratò in a m ilitary household and 

after college, like many of my generation, volunteered to teach in Africa.  Both 

experiences were very much a part of my life, but I had reflected little about their 

significance in shaping who I am.  So it was no accident that I was fascinated watching 

The Great Santini, P at C onroyôs autobiographical story of a m ilitary fam ily in w hich 

Robert Duvall plays its unpredictable patriarch, Marine Lt. Colonel Bull Meechum, as 

well as A Passage to India, based upon E .M . F orsterôs novel about B ritish C olonialists in 

India during the l920s. Now my father was not a hard-drinking, Marine Corps Pilot, nor 

did I work in Colonial India, but I learned from both films about ethical leadership. By 

watching both films I became more appreciative of how ethical leadership was exercised 

in those very different settings that I had experienced personally. May be unconsciously I 

already knew from my background, but I did notð nor could not--fully comprehend it 

until after seeing both of these movies. The former film, for me, underscored how the 

strength of B ull M eechum ôs w ife held together the fam ily unit through thick and thin ð

and so was she by the end the real ethical leader within the informal family group? As for 

A Passage to India, race clearly affected what happened to the characters and on 

reflection, yes, I too had under-appreciated its centrality involving much of my own work 

long ago in Africa.  So while experiencing similar situations early in my life, I had not 

necessarily done ñthe essential lesson -draw ingò until after w atching both pictures.   T he 

tw o yielded som e rare ñah ha!ò m om ents of self-awareness. 

     Fourth, and in reverse, films can pitch us out of our own familiar backgrounds into 

radically different worlds that we may never have had a chance to experienceð nor ever 
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will ð and, as a result, allow us to compare what we already may be accustomed to 

knowing about the unknown. Science fiction movies may be the most extreme form of 

such alternative adventures into the unknown.  Star Wars, Blade Runner, or The Matrix 

toss us into distant imaginary depictions of surreal futures where few things seem 

familiar. In fact, such visionary worlds are so different that they are disorientingð but 

that can for the good because it stretches our im aginations, forcing us ñto think outside 

the boxò, so to speak. In the process, they can help us to re-conceive of or revision old 

issues of pertaining to ethics, leadership, followership, informal relations within groups 

and so on in new, often jarring light that can provoke and expand our own intellectual 

horizons. O n the other hand, even so called ñcinem atic realism ò such as view ed 

throughout in m any of E lia K azanôs gritty m asterpieces, On the Waterfront or A Face in 

the Crowd can offer a slice of the world we may never inhibit, nor want to: a dockworker 

facing tough union corruption or the rise of vile con artistry of a TV huckster. Neither are 

pretty pictures, though both, at least for a few hours, allow us to live vicariously in 

radically different environments with life-like characters confronting powerful, modern 

dilemmas of ethical leadership. Again, these films can stretch us to reflect upon our own 

values as well as personal behaviors outside our accustom ed ñnorm alò routines of living. 

            Fifth, motion pictures not only push us to think beyond our daily work habits but 

can, when well done and consciously studied, permit us to get inside the minds and 

emotions of leaders who must cope with enormously complicated, often no-win 

dilemmas.  They permit us to feel the pain of decisions where few easy answers are 

apparent and grasp the hard choices in which intuition and gut feelings play a part, even 

perhaps shape the entire ultimate in outcomes. Deception, foul-play, yes, even down-
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right, nasty evil may be intertwined with successful leadership for achieving ethical 

outcomes. Certainly case studies, novels, biographies, and autobiographies effectively 

explore such com plex, ñhiddenò psychological dim ensions of ethical leadership w ithin  

informal groups.  However, few offer the feel of fever-pitched intensity that one 

experiences by watching well-crafted films. Das Boot and Prime Suspect give an 

unsurpassed ñfeelò for the grim  realities of com m anding a W W II G erm an subm arine or a 

female chief inspector taking charge of an all male police unit during a high-profile 

London serial murder case.  Both demonstrate realistically the internal struggles of 

command: the former, involving nerve-racking actions of a German Submarine Captain 

battling the Allied Navy under the frigid North Atlantic while trying to keep his crew 

alive. The later underscores how  gender m atters for the ñfirst of its kindò appointm ent to 

a senior British law enforcement leadership post while pressed by the public and higher 

ups to solve the case quickly. B oth film s star superb actors w ho m ake the view er ñfeelò 

the personal strain of being in charge. They are shot in black and white to highlight the 

stark hardships of com m and confined w ithin close quarters, w here charactersô in teract 

ñface to faceò, often ñin your faceò, w ith now here to hide from  each other.   

     Even the dark-humorist-style of pictures, such as Catch-22 or One Flew Over the 

C uckooôs N est, offer poignant insights into psychologies and pathologies of group 

behavior relating to positions of authority. Who cannot feel to the personal anguish of 

victim s such as bom bardier Y ossarian in Joseph H ellerôs novel or m ental inm ate 

M cM urphy in K en K eseyôs story?  O r, who haves not found  themselves in no-win, or 

no-way-out, situations, though perhaps not as extreme and sadistic as Yossarian faced 

with Major Major, Colonel Cathcart, and Milo Minderbinder, nor certainly anyone like a 
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Big Nurse Ratchet who in the end lobotomized McMurphy?  Anti-organizational dark 

humor in movies such as these examples can hit the psychic mark just as effectively as 

portrayed by ñseriousò novels since they can readily cause em otional release, m aking us 

laugh, cry, experience pain, anger, or even sheer amazement. Above all, they enable us to 

connect intimately with the characters on the screen. As a consequence, we can 

appreciate perhaps more clearly and cogently the full extent of their actual quandary, 

even learn from  the victim s and tyrants alike invaluable lessons about ñw hat not to doò. 

      Sixth, possibly much more than from social science literature, which seeks often 

empirical certainty within factual absolutes, cinema at its best can help us realize the 

unfathomable or unknowable aspects of ethical leadership, or rather the limits of rational 

understanding about this subject.  Call it luck, chance, destiny, accident, or fate, there is 

plenty of the unexplained about what happens, why and how it happens in such 

endeavors.  Ikiru by the famed Japanese Director Akira Kurosawa or Notorious by the 

equally renowned Alfred Hitchcock certainly are two prominent classics that emphasize 

how  bad luck or sheer accident can profoundly alter m anôs fate, forcing him  to ñm uddle 

thruò or ñdo oneôs bestò under tragic circum stances. In Ikiru a Japanese bureaucrat 

suddenly confronts his own death and realizes his life so far has been meaningless and so, 

with his remaining time, devotes himself to building a neighborhood playground for 

children. Notorious depicts a beautiful playgirl, Ingrid Bergman, reluctantly recruited by 

an American, Cary Grant, to infiltrate a secret ring of postwar Nazi scientists in Brazil. 

She later marries one of their leaders, Claude Raines, suspected of plotting to 

manufacture a dangerous bomb. Her fate as well as the entire outcome of this suspense 

thriller hinge on a few details that Hitchcock dramatizes with intensely riveting affect on 
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viewers. Within the smallest details both pictures reveal some of the odd enigmas about 

ethical leadership:  i.e., why some people, even contrary to their wills, are motivated to 

become leaders and others who may desire to lead do not?  Why some people thrust into 

leadership roles unexpectedly surprisingly turn out more effective then others? Why fate, 

chance, luck or, on the other hand, quite simply their own skill and hard work account as 

the most critical factors for success?  Such issues concern the ineffable unknowns which 

films, when well written, directed and performed, such as Ikiru and Notorious, 

underscore vividly.  Ultimately by realizing our own limits, as well as those of others, 

perhaps ñw isdom ò, or at least a degree of w isdom , m ay be discovered. 

     Finally, and related to the previous discussion, ethical leadership includes the use of 

symbols.  If signs show us what is known, such as directions to the center of a city, 

symbols point us to the unknown.  The Christian Cross or the Jewish Star of David are 

symbols that point beyond to the ineffable and incomprehensible mysteries that express 

far more than their concrete representations, a cross or a star, at least to the religious 

faithful.  S om e even suggest that they truly represent ñthe very basicsò of hum anity and 

human existence because symbols are ultimately what move us to act, or fail to act.  

While symbolic forms are evident and explored throughout literature, art, music, and the 

performing arts, cinema provides some of their most graphic representations of their 

immense power over individual and group actions in regard to ethical leadership.  Think 

of the Christmas Classic, Itôs A  W onderful Life, starring Jimmy Stewart, Donna Reed, 

Henry Travers, Lionel Barrymore, and Ward Bond. Clearly small-town ethical leadership 

is its major theme, especially when the considerate angel, played by Travers, saves 

Stewart from suicide when he jumps off a bridge into icy waters. After Travis saves him, 
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the Angel Clarence gives Stewart the unique gift no human can receive by showing him 

what life in his hometown would have been like if he had not lived.   

Symbols abound throughout, thus giving the story meaning, depth, and power 

beyond sim ply ña typical feel-goodò m ovie.  B arrym ore, w ho plays the greedy M r. 

P otter, is the personification of selfish evil and the w orthy foil of S tew artôs E very M an, 

struggling daily to do his best under adversity that continually derails him from pursuing 

his own professional dreams of leaving town for university training in architecture.  

C larence, or T ravers, the kind angel, w ho w ants to ñearn his w ingsò by saving S tew artôs 

life, certainly symbolizes divine intervention in human affairs, which indeed is what the 

Christmas story is all about. He poignantly becomes the one who rescues Stewart from 

death, just as C hristôs birth saves all w ho are believers.  

Numerous other symbols clearly abound throughout this picture as well as in 

other classics. F or exam ple, G ary C ooperôs vividly portrays the w estern sheriff in High 

Noon standing alone against a gang of ruthless outlaws committed to gunning him down 

as a large clock ticks out the remaining minutes until they arrive. Like Cooper, every 

individual, must chose how to reconcile, within his or her limited mortal existence, faces 

conflict, at least to som e degree, betw een w hat oneôs ow n inner conscience dem ands 

against what the common crowd wants. Some filmmakers, such as Ingmar Bergman, 

suffuse their w orks entirely w ith sym bols, turning their productions into ñhigh artò. Y et, 

for our purposes, the exploration of ethical leadership films offer a medium, at least by 

comparison to the social sciences, in which the power and importance of symbolism can 

readily be witnessed, even by the casual viewer.  Therefore motion pictures can be 
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instructive to advancing our understanding of ethical leadership where words alone may 

fail to grasp the essence of meaning.   

       Before going further in this discussion, the reader is invited to scan quickly the 

following table which indicates the key social science discoveries and their significant 

discoveries by decade over the last seventy-five years, from empirically based social 

sciences pertaining to ethical leadership:   

Significant Social Science Discoveries About Ethical Leadership Concerning Informal 

Groups 

 
Decade 

1930s 

 

 

 

l940s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Discoverers 

Mayo/Fritz Roethlisberger 

Kurt Lewin                                    

Chester Barnard                            

 

Abraham Maslow 

Herbert Simon 

 

 Philip Selznick 

Robert Merton 

Ralph Stodgill 

William Whyte 

Lester Couch/John French 

George Homans 

David Truman 

Their Discoveries 

importance of informal group 

field theory/democratic leadership 

economy of incentives communications networks                                                         

competing moral codes in decisions       

hierarchy  of human needs 

proverbs of administration administrative 

decisions as ñsatisficingò 

external interests co-optation 

dysfunctional group behavior 

considerate vs. initiation leadership 

importance of conflict for small group leadership                           

importance of participatory leadership 

ten rules for effective leadership of small groups 

interest group basis for policy-making 
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1950ôs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1960s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1970s 

 

 

 

Peter Drucker 

Edward Deming 

David Truman 

Douglas McGregor 

Chris Argyris 

Victor Thompson 

Anthony Downs 

Robert Blake/Jane Mouton 

Frederick Herzberg 

Bernard Bass 

David McClelland 

 

David Katz/Robert Kahn 

James Thompson 

Warren Bennis 

F.E. Emery/E.L.Trist 

Herbert Kaufman 

Frederick Mosher 

Louis Gawthrop 

Henry Minzberg 

William Lawler 

Irving Janis 

Victor Vroom 

MBO 

TQM 

interest groups as basis for public policy-making 

theory X and theory Y 

job enrichment/participatory leadership skills 

bureaupathology 

economic/political incentives 

managerial grid 

motivators/hygiene factors 

power of group conformity 

human needs for achievement, power, and 

affiliation 

open systems theory 

contingency theory 

OD 

texture of environment 

professional socialization 

the professional state 

anticipatory change   

managerial roles 

extrinsic vs. intrinsic rewards 

group think 

expectancy theory 
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1980s 

 

 

 

 

 

1990s 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Albert Bandera 

James McGregor Burns     

Robert House 

Tom Peters/Alan Waterman       

Lawrence Kohlberg                    

R. Kreitner/F. Luthans                

Stephen Kerr 

Eugene Lewis 

K.  Blanchard/P. Hershey 

David Osborne/Ted Gaebler       

Lois Wise/James Perry 

E.H. Schein 

A. Zander 

 

J.R. Gordon 

Mary Guy 

Hal Rainey/Paula Steinbauer         

 

 

 

 

 

 

conditioning model 

transactional vs. transformational leadership 

path-goal theory 

six traits of organizational excellence 

six stages of moral development      

operant behavioral conditioning 

leadership failure from no rewards 

policy entrepreneurs 

life cycle theory of leadership 

reinventing government 

normative values as motivators 

leadership of organization culture 

respect for individual dignity as critical to small 

group leadership 

small group conflict resolution 

feminist theory applied to groups 

set of hypotheses for effective organizations 
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So What Specifically Can Watching Films Add to Contemporary Social Science 
Learning? 
 
 
     Since much of the discussion so far argues that films on balance can enhance our 

knowledge about ethical leadership, so what in fact can movies specifically add to social 

science research on this topic?  The foregoing table lays out major social science 

developments in this field. Certainly other discovers and their discoveries might join this 

list. W ithin W estern E urope, did not A ristotle first identify ñsm all groupsò as essential to 

governing?  Who can dispute that Machiavelli fathered modern leadership thinking? Or, 

for that matter, St. Paul, St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, Luther, and Calvin 

contributing to ñthe basicsò of contem porary w estern m oral thought? All are strong 

candidates for inclusion.  Nonetheless, the foregoing table is limited to findings derived 

from the last century of empirically-based, contemporary social science.  

     S im ilarly a good case could be m ade for placing w orks like S igm und F reudôs 

P sychology, A rthur B entleyôs The Process of Government, or the various writings of 

M ary P arker F ollett such as ñthe law  of the situationò on the list. Y et, their ideas, w hile 

significant, were derived more from peculiar insights by gifted individuals rather than 

fashioned from what many now would consider to be generalizable findings based upon 

academic social science research. On the other hand, why include MBO, TQM, OD, and 

other motivational techniques since they influence management as well as ethical 

leadership? Y es, they do, but their ñinventionsò are em pirically grounded , focused on 

small group dynamics, stressing the worth of informal group participation and thus are 

listed.  
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      Likewise, another problem with the above table:  pinpointing the social scientist who 

ñinventedò certain key discoveries in any area rem ains open to debate, such as w hich one 

of the H aw thorne E xperim enters actually first had ñthe great illum inationò. W ho can 

really say, beyond listing the two names of the lead team researchers, Elton Mayo and 

F ritz R oethlisberger?  A lso, dating of the ñinventionò continues to be a source for 

argum ent: for exam ple, W illiam  W hyteôs w ork w as based upon his H arvard dissertation 

research begun in l938 in North Boston but was not published until the l940s, hence its 

ñdiscoveryò is listed under that decade. B ut should it be cited under the prior one instead?  

Additions to the table might contain an enormous, ever-growing literature on decision-

making, implementation theory, and general organization analysis, and the like, but here 

some boundaries are necessary in order to make the foregoing list manageable as well as 

directly pertinent to the topic under review, namely ethical leadership.  

       A nd w hat about the critics such as G ary Y ulkôs penetrating critiques of leadership 

theory or the thoughtful, not to mention ample, detailed arguments against the Hawthorne 

Studies by Mary Gilson, Reinhard Bendix, Lloyd Fisher, Michael Argyle, Henry 

L andsberger, A .J. S ykes and A lex C arey?   D onôt their nam es justly deserve a place of 

honor in honing and refining theoretical advancement related to small groups? Yes, 

certainly, but to add all critics could extend this essay into a very lengthy book, if not 

several.  Thus lines have to be drawn somewhere.  Finally, as one gets closer to the 

present-day, clearly it turns out to be harder and harder to decide on which theories and 

concepts have lasting importance for advancing the knowledge base in this field. Thus 

another limiting caveat: the nearer we come to today, the more tentative we must become 

about ñthe intellectual staying pow erò of those cited as ñdiscoversò and their 
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òdiscoveriesò.  L etôs adm it honestly, a lot of guess-work and hunches put the foregoing 

table together, especially as we enter the 21st century.       

       Though given all the aforementioned qualifiers, how might films enhance an ever-so 

tentative accumulation of social science knowledge?  Or, more specially, enrich our 

present understanding of this topic?  Permit me to offer the following concluding 

suggestions, or at least, some educated guesses deserving further thought: 

1. If many films underscore that ethical leadership within informal organizations 

matters, do they not em phasize also that the ñgreat illum inationò w as hardly ñthe 

big breakthroughò w hich H aw thorne R esearchers claim ed for their discovery?  

As mentioned before, the great silent stars of the l910s and l920s already gave us 

ample visual evidence that informal groups as well as their leadership mattered, 

perhaps mattered most in making organizational life run, poorly, well, or at all.  Think 

of the Keystone Cops comedies. There it is in the funniest, most persuasive spoof that 

John Q. Public easily understood, without the necessity for teams of social scientists 

painstakingly experimenting with wiring groups for a decade or so at the Western 

Electric Plant in Chicago and then quibbling over the fine points about the meaning of 

their findings as well as the general validity of their experiments for many decades 

thereafter.   Not only were the Keystone Cops were around well before the 

Hawthorne Experimenters even envisioned their project, those Cops hardly made the 

sam e fuss about the ñsem inal significanceò o f their w ork.  M ack S ennettôs celebrated 

comedies on the silent screen were certainly a lot more entertaining.  My point:  do 

not cinematic comic capers underline the need for a little more social science 
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humility, if not a keener historical sense about the place and w orth of ñtheir 

discoveriesò?     

2. S ocial scientists tell us that the leader/follow er nexus is central; though donôt 

films tell us that is true--and even more complicated  for life in general? 

After more than seventy years of analysis, social science is no closer than when its 

investigations began in sorting out the complexities between leadership and follower-

ship.  Does the hero move history or does history make the hero?  Much akin to the 

l9th century Carlisle vs. Tolstoy debate? At best we can conclude both leadership and 

follower-ship are critical, one cannot exist without the other in order to make 

organizations run. Though have not films told us that fundamental truth all along? In 

fact movies amplify complexities of leadership/follower-ship interaction so 

graphically in multiple ways and settings that we come away with a far more 

sophisticated, even profound view of this issue.  

      Consider The Caine Mutiny and Lord of the Flies, both based upon famous 

novels, the former by Herman Wouk and the latter, by William Golding. Has there 

ever been a social science tract written which describes more intricately complex 

leader/follower relationships in all their psychological, sociological, political, 

economic, military, and moral dimensions than those two films convey?  And with 

such power and insight, although using very different sorts of sets, plots, and 

characters? In an important way, are not such movies significant additions to our 

understanding of this subject, or at least provide a necessary source of skepticism 

about the absoluteness of social science ñtruthsò?  A nd raise im aginative issues for 

further research? F or exam ple, take H erbert S im onôs idea decision -making as equated 
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to ñsatisficingò, do not T he Caine Mutiny and Lord of the Flies emphasize that human 

choices are grounded m ore so in values and m orals than m erely òsatisfyingò? Or, 

James McGregor Burns assertion that transformational leadership cannot occur within 

bureaucracies, yet did not transformation happen to those lead actors involved in two 

films cited earlier, Apollo 13 and Prime Suspect, who worked within two very 

different public organizations, a NASA bureaucracy and a London police 

bureaucracy? 

3. Numerous films depict how critical values are for fostering ethical leadership 

inside informal groups, but are not such normative emphases rare within social 

science literature and thus in need of emphasizingð or at least re-emphasizing? 

A quick glance at the foregoing table reveals the accent of most social science 

research is on the objective, neutral, factual, instrumental, and yes, scientific 

perspective, hence the vast bulk of findings point out that effective human motivation 

derives from  ñrealò tangible rew ard system s, i.e. T Q M , O D , M B O , and the like. 

Advancing the productivity for corporations, non-profits, or governm ent is ñthe 

bottom  line.ò  F ew  scholars w ith the notable exceptions of C hester B arnard, Jam es 

McGregor Burns, and Lois Wise address the moral or normative basis of human 

motivations.  Perhaps the corporate sponsorship of so m any of these ñobjective 

researchersò, beginning w ith the H aw thorne E xperim enters, m ay have influenced 

their findings?  Whatever is the cause, films, at least some of the better ones, 

demonstrate repeatedly the moral basis of ethical leadership of informal groups. 

     Watch the Ox Bow Incident or Saving Private Ryan. Moral choices pervade the 

actions of the leaders and small groups in both films to the point that each one in a 
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different way is a moral tale concerning the rights and wrongs of both individual and 

collective behavior.  

      M ost m ovie directors m ake no pretense at being ñobjectiveò. T hey bring to their 

work only what they know is their own perspective.  Or, as the great German Director 

Josef von S ternberg put it, ñA uthenticity has no  m eaning for m e.ò  In other w ords, he 

only shoots according to w hat he know s as truth and there is no ñhigherò judge 

beyond his own perspective whether or not his work may be in fact authentic to 

reality. Social science, on the other hand, often clinging to ñthe objectiveò w ithout 

attending to norms or values, imposes severe limitations on research methodology 

when it tries to convey profound moral insights based upon empirical evidence. 

Indeed such topics are more often than not avoided, precisely because they are too 

messy and do not fit neatly structured categories for academic analysis.  Thus, on the 

whole do not their objective findings seem mechanistic, devoid of realism and limited 

precisely because they still attempt to cling to intellectual roots grounded in 

ñobjectivityò as w ell as ña fact/value dichotom y of yesteryearò? 

4. Films underscore the importance of language, symbols, indeed mysteries of life, 

again those aspects mostly missing from social science research in this field? 

Anyone who has heard King H enry V ôs S t. C rispenôs D ay stirring w ords before the 

Battle of Agincourt, either in the l944 version with Sir Laurence Olivier or the l989 

masterpiece directed by and starring Kenneth Branaugh, will never again lack 

appreciation for how gifted rhetoric influences follow ers. H enryôs speech rem ains a 

classic for reminding us why words can snatch victory from certain defeat. The 

French possessed overwhelming numbers, far better equipped forces, and were 
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certain that they would win. Not only is the power of language readily apparent, but 

Henry V underscores also the importance of symbols for effectively exercising 

leadership. Repeatedly, King Henry had to separate personal friendship from his 

formal office in order to sustain his symbolic role as leader, sometimes with sad 

consequences for his loyal followers. The opening scenes, where he caught and 

executed his three noble friends as traitors, or later when he hung one of his dearest 

boyhood companions for stealing from a French Church, underscore vividly why 

symbols of leadership, namely fairness, equity, strength and decisive action, are the 

invaluable glue for sustaining loyal bonds of follower-ship.  Ethical leadership 

demands that a King keeps his word and remain impartial in order to secure trust and 

loyalty of the rank and file, even if it requires killing his nearest and dearest to 

enforce troop discipline and make this necessary point to subordinates unequivocally. 

Certainly social scientists, such William Whyte and George Homans, place 

significant stress upon conflict as part and parcel to effective small group leadership, 

but neither author gives much emphasis upon symbols or language that film so 

graphically depicts over and over. Nor, do these social science scholars value or 

explore in depth the dark mysteries connected with chance, accident, or fate that play 

significant roles in ethical leadership. How can they if the methodologies they apply 

investigate only rational explanations?   

5. Films portray the sheer physical demands upon performing ethical leadership, 

another subject neglected often throughout social sciences studies? 

The most obvious human element of ethical leadership within small groups, or for 

that matter anywhere, that films highlight is the immense stamina and energy required 
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to succeedð and the toll it takes upon human life when day-to-day job demands 

overwhelm any individual in charge.  Death can come as much from fatigue, nervous 

breakdown, and job stress of command decisions as from actual physical death. That 

is why it often is portrayed as a young m anôs gam e as in the film s just cited, Saving 

Private Ryan or Henry V.  A nd both m ovies underscore the effects of ñburn outò 

dramatically as in the case of the French King in Henry V or the young soldier who is 

paralyzed by inaction at the height of battle in Saving Private Ryan.  Exercising 

choice in the heat of conflict, whether on the battlefield or in the quiet comforts 

behind an office desk, can turn into a killer for physical well being, family life, 

health, happiness, etc. Gregory Peck, portraying the investigative reporter writing 

about anti-Semitism in A  G entlem anôs A greem ent, or Julia Roberts in Erin 

Brockovich, as the grass-roots activist for environmental justice fighting against a big 

California utility PG&E, demonstrate poignantly the physical hardships associated 

with leading. Simply by watching their facial expressions, not to mention the personal 

toll such labor extracts on loved ones around them emphasize the high price paid by 

leaders.  Ethical leadership is not for everyone, and certainly the role demands a 

toughness, staying power, and tenacity--that by contrast social scientists seem often to 

assum e ñitò as m erely ña given ñ. 

6. On balance, social science emphasizes environment, systems, and the interplay of 

their elements, yet donôt film s stress the individual w ith all his/her com plexities as 

a central component to what makes ethical leadership occur (or not) and by 

putting the human being at the center, therefore offer us a more balanced 
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understanding of the human contribution involving the essence of ethical 

leadership? 

Scanning social science literature contributions found on the prior table, it is apparent 

that its accent, indeed the vast bulk of such studies, defines the field as macro-systems 

with outcomes, in which environment, inputs, outputs, feedback, and the like are the 

chief systems components defining and determining ethical leadership choices. 

W hether it is K urt L ew inôs field theory, E m ery and T ristôs environm ental context, 

C hester B arnardôs functions of the executive, or K atz and K ahnôs open system s 

theory, social scientists repeatedly underscore the ñbig system sô pictureò yet, 

frequently donôt these studies often miss the key ingredient, namely the human being? 

With rare exceptions few highlight and analyze the ñm icroò individualôs role.  E ven 

when the individual character is examined via such concepts of A braham  M aslow ôs 

hierarchy of hum an needs or D avid M cC lellandôs human need for achievement, their 

theories can convey perspective too deterministic, mechanical, and rigid, at least by 

contrast to films. Many films particularly stress that a more nuanced multi-faceted 

outlook of the peculiarities of the individual leadership and follower-ship nexus. The 

human element as well as its interactions with various personalities and individual 

characters are put front and center in cinematic accounts more fully and more 

rounded than in most social science.  Indeed character itself is portrayed as 

considerably more diverse, complex, in depth, and envisioned on the wide screen, less 

predictable or pat, more liquid, pliable, and plastic. 

      G ranted often the heroôs role is overdone, such as seen in T om  H ankôs portrait of 

Forrest Gump or N icholas C ageôs heroism  throughout Con Air, or for that matter, any 
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action movie starring Arnold Schwarzenegger or Bruce Lee.  Though when 

sensitively and realistically treated, we may find ample insights that are profound and 

reveling. Case in point: the movie White Squall based upon a true story of group of 

high school students in l960 spending their senior year at sea aboard a sailing ship, 

The Albatross. They not only learn about sailing along with regular schoolwork but 

more importantly become tightly knit together as crew members, thus experiencing 

firsthand invaluable leadership/follower-ship lessons.  From social science 

perspectives, White Squall could be a study of ñcontingency theoryò, dealing w ith the 

crew ôs ill-fated response to a sudden terrible squall, or ñtransform ational leadershipò, 

about boys becoming men.  Yet, those are big words and heavy concepts that may or 

m ay not apply to com prehending the w hole story of ñlessonsò learned. T hey can 

obscure the small subtleties and delicate nuances of what the story teaches about 

ethical leadership.   How the Skipper, Jeff Bridges, mentors with each of the boys in 

order to develop their seamanship skills? And helps them to overcome their personal 

problems that they all carry onboard, as unseen baggage inhibiting not only their 

team-building capacities but more importantly the development of their own 

individual leadership capabilities, com plicated each boyôs ñcom ing of ageò issues?  

What fosters the growth of a tightly-knit, unified team? Why are those team-building 

attributes so intim ately connected to each boyôs individual background  and 

behaviors? How misperception and miscommunication effects outcomes, or in this 

case how  failure to respond to the S kipperôs orders by a student w ho thought the 

orders w ere w rong led to the death of three boys and the S kipperôs w ife?   W hy 

discipline is necessary and tragedy may result due to the lack of effective discipline? 
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And why splitïsecond failure in small group ethical leadership is always possible due 

to fate, chance, or simply bad luck, despite the best intentions of those involved?  

Above all, how growth of moral maturity can happen in unpredictable ways and why 

it remains so integral to exercising effective ethical leadership within groups?  

7. Insight about the form al organization m ay w ell be absent in film s, yet donôt 

movies repeatedly point out why it is so necessary? 

Hands down, social science is far more skillful, convincing, and thoughtful analyzing 

virtually all aspects of formal organizations. No filmmaker matches Max Weber, 

F rederick T aylor or H enri F ayol, or L uther G ulickôs analyses of formal organizations. 

Even the interplay between the formal and informal organization, social science far 

ahead of films (though several like O ne flew  O ver the C uckooôs N est, C atch 22, or LA 

Confidential provide devastating critiques of formal organizations and the toll they 

take on human life).  As indicated at the outset, it is hard to conceive of any film that 

devotes sustained, in-depth attention to the formal intricacies of organizations as 

related to ethical leadership. Yet, does any social scientist make the case more 

powerfully for the need of formal organizations with the rule of law, democratic 

oversight, fair procedures, disciplined command structures, neutral expertise, 

established ethical norms, and so forth, than some filmmakers?  Again, several have 

been cited which do in fact make that case convincingly: Lord of the Flies, The Ox 

Bow Incident, and White Squall.  

      Perhaps one of the strongest statements in this regard can be found in The Caine 

Mutiny. Here we witness a US Navy Commander, Captain Queeg, relieved of 

command by this crew because he froze psychologically and was incapable of making 
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decisions during a severe storm, nearly causing the Caine to sink. The film leads the 

audience to believe, almost until the end, that the crew, led by Maryk who was second 

in command, had done the right thing by mutinying. But the twist comes at the very 

last m om ent during a party celebrating the M arykôs court m artial acquittal. A s 

M arykôs defense attorney G reenw ald blurts out in a drunken stupor, w hatever 

Q ueegôs faults, the navy regulars are ña superior breedò. ñY ou canôt be good in the 

A rm y or N avy unless you are dam n good!ò he tells the stunned celebrants.  M aryk 

w as w rong and Q ueeg w as right.  T he real hero w as none of the C aineôs crew  but 

rather the US Navy.  As part of that system, the crew should have served in silence 

under Queeg.  Disruption of the formal organization did more potential harm to the 

greater good, in this case protecting national security, than from the possible suffering 

inflic ted upon anyone onboard may have unjustly endured.  This story succeeds, as no 

social science textbook can, by making a compelling, cogent argument for the 

necessity of adhering to the formal chain of command structure, even when a 

leadership is completely incapacitated at the top. 

8. If social science analysis offers mainly reductionism thinking, do not many films 

provide much needed synthesis underscoring why both visionary inspiration and 

sustained, gritty perspiration make ethical leadership possible?  

With rare exceptions social science examines the quantifiable tangible elements of ethical 

leadership within informal groups, which includes communications, delegation of 

authority, executive functions, m otivational skills, etc.  B y necessity ñgoodò scientific 

procedures require breaking down the whole systematically into manageable units for 

objective analysis. Y et, the art and practice of ñgoodò ethical leadership dem ands in 



138 

 

reality the reverse process, namely sensing the whole and integrating by putting the parts 

together in order to make something happen. In the words of Paul Appleby, the essence 

of an effective adm inistrator is ñto m ake a m esh of thingsò or as H arlan C leveland argued 

in The Future Executive,  by referring to its essentials as ò the get it all together 

professionò. 

Synthesis not reductionism is the essence in this line of workð something  

 requiring more than simply intellectual functions. Creativity, imagination, intuition, 

courage are all the stuff of synthesisð and much moreð which are rarely the focus of 

ñseriousò social science investigation.  Y et, m ovies abundantly em phasize such traits, 

either in the negative or positive.  Think of Roger and Me and Tucker: The Man and His 

Dream. Both depict auto industry leaders.  The former is a docu-drama filled with dark 

hum or about M ichael M ooreôs unsuccessful efforts to interview  R oger S m ith, C E O  of  

G eneral M otors in the 1980ôs. M oore highlights the resulting crim e, hom elessness and 

econom ic despair in F lint, M ichigan caused by G M ôs plant closing and  move of its 

manufacturing plant facilities abroad. Here is a scathing, yet comic, sketch of CEO 

Smith, a cost-accountant by training , a man of cramped vision, only worried about the 

corporate bottom line, seen avoiding Moore repeatedly, and too shamed to face M ooreôs 

camera.  On the other hand, Tucker portrays ñthe get it all togetherò type of executive, a 

legendary leader of the auto industry, whose inventive genius proved far ahead of his 

times. His capacity to motivate and spur on his employees remains a model of private 

enterprise ethical leadership.  Even though the Tucker car company ultimately failed 

w hen the ñbig threeò ruthlessly forced it out of business, this story exem plifies the 

im portance of ñseeing the big pictureò com bined w ith an inspired creativity at putting 
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parts together in order to make a revolutionary, innovative product. Tucker stands in 

contrast to R oger S m ith w ho only could understand ña partò, perhaps not even that. 

9. So ironically does the graphic emphasis of films allows us to better comprehend, 

at least compared to social science literature, what remains hidden by the written 

word about so many aspects of effective ethical leadership? 

As mentioned before, social sciences stress the factual, observable and measurable 

ñtruthò.   H ow ever, films at their best allow us to glimpse beyond the conscious reality of 

life. They help us to grasp better those intangibles that some argue are indeed the most 

important, profound aspects of humanity and certainly what can make or break successful 

ethical leadership.   Both The Dead Poets Society as well as Stand and Deliver 

demonstrate how two teachers successfully inspire students within very different worlds, 

an l950s elite New England Prep School and a modern public high school in the midst of 

a crime- infested LA barrio. In the former, Robin Williams portrays a teacher who leads 

his privileged, all-male classes on to dream bigger dreams beyond their stifling traditional 

family and academic confines. In the latter Edward James Olmos stars as Jamie Escalante 

who gives up a lucrative industrial job in order to prepare poor Mexican- American 

students for passing the SAT Advanced Placement Exam in calculus, a feat everyone, 

even the students themselves deemed impossible at first. Both films vividly underscore 

how inspiration can and does change lives, but it is not something necessarily factual, 

observable, or measurable in social sciences. Such ñstuffò is missed entirely, of little 

interest, or irrelevant for research purposes since ñitò cannot be formally proven to exist 

according to ñan objectiveò analysis. Yet, films graphically emphasize how such unseen 

intangibles, feelings, intuition, sensations, and so on, are critical for exercising effective 
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ethical leadership. Ironically do films, precisely because of their stunning visuals, explore 

w hat is m ost ñrealò and ñtrueò yet so often rem ains unseen or w ritten about this 

perpetually fascinating topic?  

10.  Finally, and perhaps most importantly, unlike much social science literature, do 

not films underscore why all of us can become ethical leaders in our everyday 

lives, not just ñthe chosen few ò? 

While the use of films for instructional purposes possess many intellectual 

limitations, as already underscored, the democratic emphasis of modern-day 

leadership is vividly depicted throughout movies, namely we all may turn into ethical 

leaders. It is possible from  those w ho donôt w ant to exercise leadership, nor even 

want to recognize such traits within themselves. While tinged with romanticism, Mr. 

Smith goes to Washington, Forrest Gump, Gandhi, Erin Brockovich, and many others 

demonstrate the human potential for leading within us all. Sometimes it is due to 

accident, or simply being in the right place at the right time. Sometimes it is spurred 

on by deeply-ingrained, convictions. A t other tim es, w e lead and donôt know  w hy, or 

how, or that we even exercised such roles, large or small. Films unlike other venues 

of learning illustrate what is possible in every man, and woman, i.e. we can achieve 

so much more than we can plan for, conceive of, or hope to become. 
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Notes on Selecting Films About Ethical Leadership 

 What follows are notes and comments on over two hundred films I have watched 

over the last three or more decades. These entries are by no means meant to be systematic 

nor comprehensive movie reviews in any formal sense, but rather contain general 

observations, informal reactions, and personal commentary about what each movie 

suggests to me concerning ethics and leadership. Why is it critical to watch this particular 

movie and where can its key ethical leadership problems be discovered? Which major 

characters are important in the story and how do their actions, thoughts, feelings, and 

interactions relate to our improving understanding of ethical leadership dilemmas? Can 

helpful lessons be drawn from its plot for honing our own ethical leadership skills? What 

important intellectual questions does each film raise regarding that subject? What 

particular themes, such as the leadership/follower-ship issues or the moral basis of 

leadership, especially stand out and can be reflected upon when watching this motion 

picture? Do its ideas convey seminal points which advance our understanding about 

ethical leadership, and, if so, how do they compare and contrast with other films from the 

same or a different genre? Or, perhaps in reverse, can we learn by negative examples 

about what not to do regarding ethical leadership and thus gain insights from carefully 

observing the mistakes of others? 

 Again, it is worth remembering that none of the following movies are produced 

for formal ethical leadership instruction or as didactic ñlesson draw ingò exercises. M ost, 

if not all, simply aim at creating audience enjoyment as well as insuring box office 

success. Thus if the commercial, not educational, enterprise is upper-most valued by 




