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 Academics…
- teach best the things 

they don’t really 
understand
- research best what they 

are unable to do



Questioning leaders and leadership
 What power do you have? 
 Where did you get it?
 In whose interests do you exercise it?
 To whom are you accountable?
 How can we get rid of you?
Ask these questions of someone in your life you think of as powerful. Be 
creative in this – power takes many different forms, and most people 
have or exercise power in some part of life. 
 And one final question – what is my responsibility for the fact that you 

are my leader? 



Understanding leadership: The conventional 
narrative
 Leadership studies is a predictive science similar 

to natural sciences: trait theories, behavioural 
theories, contingency theories, neuro-scientific 
theories

But what if it’s a social science? 
 Then we focus on meaning, understanding, 

power, gender/race/class, cultures, identity, and 
the social construction of the idea of leadership



Leadership, organization structure, 
and organizational culture
 The rise of leadership studies, and the idea of 

leadership, parallels the development of 
modernist industrial organizations

 Leadership, and the need for it, are frequently 
invoked in moments of crisis and uncertainty

 This is especially common when structures and 
cultures are challenged



Leadership is…
 A person – who the leader is makes them 
 Position – where the person is in the organization makes 

them a leader
 Results – what the leader achieves is what makes them a 

leader
 Process – how leaders get things done makes them a 

leader
 Brain patterns or physical characteristics - leadership is 

neurologically and biologically determined



Or: A discursive perspective
The development of leadership is found in our accounts of it. It 
could be a constructed identity rather than who, where, what, 
how
How does this happen? 
 In the possibility that leadership is a socially constructed 

reality that requires our participation to be maintained – in 
other words, we talk and write leadership into being



‘Making up leadership’

1. To compensate 
[someone for treating 
them badly]

2. To constitute [from 
raw ingredients]

3. To apply cosmetics [to 
self or other]

4. To invent [a story]



Why would we do this?

1. Ideology
2. As a social defence
3. As a desire for a 

messiah and rescue











Leadership – as a myth? 
 Leadership studies begins from the assumption that leaders are 

necessary – and then asks how to find them, recognise them, 
develop them

Here’s an alternative assumption: we, as followers, need leaders - so 
we construct them

This leads us to other questions: why do we construct and need 
leaders? What happens to us when we construct them? 

 Perhaps leadership is a myth, something we need to defend 
ourselves against uncomfortable emotions and difficult problems

‘great leaders and magical leadership emerge from the primarily 
unconscious collective feeling that it would take a miracle or messiah 
to alleviate or ameliorate this painful form of existence’ (Gemmill & 
Oakley, 1992: 273)



Where the myth takes us
If leadership is a ‘social myth’, especially common in times of 

despair or pain, it:
 Encourages helplessness
 Discourages action
 Limits thought and imagination
 Supports the existing social order
 Makes followers into ‘cheerful robots’
 Deskills followers and encourages dependency
‘the leadership myth functions as a social defence whose 
central aim is to repress uncomfortable needs, emotions, and 
wishes that emerge when people attempt to work together’ 
(Gemmill & Oakley, 1992: 273)



Why on earth would anyone follow a 
leader then?

1. ‘Fear of freedom’ – initiative, autonomy, risk, 
emotions, are all frightening

2. Convenience – leaders act as a ‘dustbin’ for 
individual fears and group conflicts

3. We like traditional, familiar work settings and 
practices

4. We enjoy the romanticism of leadership and the 
desire it generates



Alternatives? Reflection on identity

 Identity is central to maintaining self, self-esteem, meaning, 
power, and socially constructed realities

So how do we construct and maintain identity? 
 Stories and narratives
 Selection
 Interpretation 
 Contrast to ‘what I am not’



How do we recognise a ‘not-leader’?

When you see the next slide enter 2-5 words 
in your cell phone to answer the question. 



How do we recognice a not-leader?



Is there any other hope?
Alternatives? For example, feminist conceptions of leadership –
against ‘power over’, more co-operative and supportive – or simply 
analysing the norms and resisting through that

‘Responsible leadership requires a deep sense of self and community 
– valuing diversity, ethics, the individual and the collective. It is 
something that involves all of us, as leaders and followers equally, 
binding us in a moral relationship that can be quickly undermined 
through neglect or indifference. Leadership should be aimed at 
helping to free people from oppressive structures, practices and 
habits encountered in societies and institutions, as well as within the 
shady recesses of ourselves. Good leaders liberate. Further, we can 
liberate leadership thinking itself from its narrow instrumental 
confines, so it may reconnect with ideals’ (Sinclair, 2007: xv)



If you like the idea that we ‘make up’ 
leadership…
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