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CLASSICAL VIRTUES AND
MODERN LEADERSHIP

Mindangas Kubilius

“It is character through which leadership is exercised”
Peter Drucker

INTRODUCTION

The question of effective leadership has never been as challenging as it is roday.
The Western world on both sides of the Atlantic is still struggling to come to terms
with the afrermath of the financial crisis. Main Street folks blame greedy Wall Street
bosses for the mess and their sutfering, while experts crucify the Federal Reserve
for the deregulation of fiscal policies. Both approaches seem reasonable.

Diespite the hvsteria, the “crisis™, not every bank on Wall Street went bankrupt.
In a free country and a free marker economy, one acrts freely according to
one’s reason. Flaws in a system do not oblige the actors on stage to behave
irrationally or commit irreversible mistakes. In the final analysis, responsibility
lies not with the system but with the individuals, the ones in the position to
decide and act. Failure, essentially, can be traced to failure of individuals to
judge and act righrly.

Richard Fuld, the former CEQ of Lefman brothers, in his last memo for
his personnel wrote: “The past several months have been extraordinarily
challenging, culminating in our bankruptcy filing ... This has been very
painful on all of you, both personally and financially. For this, I feel horrible.”
This meant that there was no hope for employees to continue with their jobs
and that a seeminglv confident and, until recently, blind giant has come to a
sorrowtul end.



Sowhy didn’t Richard Fuld convince The Bank of America to buy his bank
rather than Merrill Lynch or the Fed to redeem Fuld’s wrongs? Why did the
splendid career of the unbeatable pilot of the Air Force One of Wall Streer
banking have to end in such a shame? Maybe Fuld became the Fed’s viciously
chosen scapegoar? Or, rather, perhaps he was too arrogant to come begging on
Wall Street? Too arrogant to appear poor? We don’t know and cannot judge
tor sure. But certainly, the judgement and its failure was his. Now Lebman
brothers has passed into history and taken residence beside Enron Corp.,
WorldCom and other similar poor cases of the decade.

What are the reasons behind these failures? I believe that the guality of
leadership here comes into question.

In this article T will try to raise the issue of the quality of leadership from the
perspective of the Western leadership tradirion. I will not provide a comparative
study but will rather attempt to respond to growing exigencies and challenges
for leaders in the changing realities of today‘s business world.

Tue QQuesTiON OF EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIFP

The literarure on leadership has been soaring since the middle of the 20t century.
There are many theoretical approaches to high quality leadership and all sorts
of gurus’ practical recipes. However, reality provides its own answers on the
basis of which theories of leadership are being built, and then often corrected
alongside the logic of change in the realiry itself. In my opinion, the quest for
high quality leadership should begin not so much with a theoretical paradigm
but rather with the search for a practical criterion of effectiveness.

In principle, effectiveness or, rather, aptness of leadership can only be proven
via factual endurance of achieved results. The longer a newly established order
of things persists, the more effective it is and the greater leadership is proven.
It is the sustained welfare of a community that is both the object of leadership
and the proof of its effectiveness.

We are led to conclude thar no diverse positive qualities consrtiture high
quality leadership without it resulting in an enduring order of things willingly
maintained and perpetuated by a communiry of humans.

So, what might be the necessary precondition of etfectiveness in leadership
and its sustainable results in reality? What makes judgement solid and action
vigorous when leading others for the sake of their enduring good?

John Adair, the world’s first Professor of Leadership Studies at the University
of Surrey and the founder of the Action-Centred Leadership Model, encapsulates
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his most valuable insights on leadership in his late book How to grow leaders.
Adair ponders on the state of mind of a strategic leader (Adair, 50):

“As one reaches the top of an organization one has to deal with a greater
level of complexity than at team or operational level. Complexity is both
intellectually demanding and stressful, and it is not uncommon to discover
that some individuals promoted to be chief executives just cannot handle it:
they have risen to the level of their incompetence. In particular, they lack the
kind of mind rhar an effective strategic leader needs™.

The complexity a straregic leader deals with consists of manifold factors
in objective reality. These factors, in turn, affect the decision-making process.
Theretore, the necessary precondition for a decision and its correct implementation
is the correct understanding of these factors.

That is to say, the factors of objective reality have to be reflecred in the
mind of an admittedly subjective perceiver in the most objective, i.e. truthful,
way possible. Inadequare understanding of the reality invites misjudgement
and misguided action.

An innatelv passionate impetus to create a wonderful and comfortable
world of one’s own might not only distort the objective view of reality but
also tends to result in the destruction of the reality itself.

For instance, greed easily gives rise to false expectation and mistaken
judgement. In one's mind, a greedy premise proceeds like this: T am to get this
thing at all hazards, for this thing must belong to me in order to constitute my
valuable self. The passion of greed, on the one hand, convinces the intellect
of the value of the thing to possess and to become a part of the value of my
self, and, on the other hand, ignites the will to seek a coveted thing, be it a
million dollars or a pretty woman.

The misjudgement occurs not only because a reflected cognition of what
really constitutes the value of my human self has not been performed in
principle. Also, it is wrong on the basis of the factual order of things. There
might be others to whom the coveted thing already belongs or would belong
by virtue of an established fact or powerful supremacy. Logically, the greedy
premise — I am to have this at all costs — is a mistake, because it contradicts the
factual order of things. Despite the order, the passion of greed and subsequent
misjudgement forces the will to act by virtue of the mistaken belief of whart
constitutes the value of my self.

And if the objectively wrong premise triggers the intellect to scheme and the
will to act in order to acquire the coveted object, this action will necessarily
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result in failure because a wished order of things contradicts the existing
tactual one. Consequently, a deficit of objectivity occurring in misjudging
reality results in the deficit of the good of reality itself, both in the life of the
acting individual and, to a larger extent, in the community affected by the
individual’s action. As communitarian value is measured by finances, so the
lack of the good of the reality in the affected community becomes evident in
the deficit of its public budget. This is whart happened in the recent financial
crisis.

John Adair continues pondering on the strategic mind: “From ancient Athens
I have borrowed the Greek word phronesis to describe the mind needed”
(ibid. ). Adair translates the Greek word phronesis as practical wisdom —thus
avoiding the mere moral connotation of the degraded English word ‘prudence’
(prudentia in Lartin).

"So practical wisdom, as opposed to sophia — the wisdom sought by the old
philosophers — is the wisdom of leaders relating to practice: what way to go,
what to do next, when to do it, how to do it and with whom to do it. These
are questions and issues that cannot be solved like mathematical problems or
puzzles: they call for the exercise of judgement. What equips a person with
good judgement?” says John Adair {ibid. ).

According to Adair, phronesis or prudentia, the intellectual virtue known
already by our Greek and Latin spiritual forefathers, is an indispensable
guarantee of sound judgment — it is a must tor a strategic leader who deals
with complex realities.

Adair encourages us to learn from the Ancients the basics of strategic
leadership (Adair, 51): “We are only on the threshold of the study of phromesis,
practical wisdom, in the context of leadership, and so I cannot rell you much
more about it™, In line with this imperative for leadership studies, T will attempt
to explore the classical virtues in the light of the modern need for effective
and high quality strategic leadership.

Tae ConcerT oF VIRTUE

The English word virtue originates from the Latin ¢értus (worth, military
talent, courage, valour !, Etymological association with vir (man) emphasises
the character of manliness and power of virfus. As we can see from English as
well as from other European languages influenced by Latin, the meaning of
wirtus, in the continuance of the history of Western civilization, has endured

1) Latin Dictionary Lexicon. Ed. P.G.W. Glare. Oxjford: Clarendon Press, 1982,
Also other references of Latin wweords are taken from this dictionary.
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substantial enrichment to serve as an indication for perfection of human
narture. The original meaning of ¢irtus comes from the Greek culture with
the beginning of the discovery of the cultural ideal of man.

Amaongst the ancient Greeks the most skilful and victorious warrior in batele
was called aristos (4pwreg, noblest, best, finest). This indicated a possession
of arreté (apemi, excellence, merit, reward, fame) by an individual. For Greeks
arreté was “a description of worth of possessor, of a power peculiar to him,
which makes him a complete man™ (Jaeger, 1945 : 418, note 10). Indeed,
arreté became the foundation of the ideal of man to be formed in the course
of paideia (mabeia, education) (Marrou, 139 — 140).

The very core of the Greek educational ideal is expressed in the Homeric
imperative: “aitv dpiotebar xul dasdpoyov ppeven o™ (Iliad 6,208 ) - “ever to be
bravest and pre-eminent above all™*, In his pioneering and still fundamental
work on the roots of the European educational ideal, Jaeger remarks: “Ir was
that chivalrous rivalry which struck out the motto of knighthood throughourt
the centuries. (...} Into thar one sentence the poet has condensed the whole
educational outlook of the nobility” (Jaeger, 1945 : 7).

What today we call “leadership™ was for Greeks ‘aiév épioredsn’. The classical
Greek lexicon of Liddell & Scott provides this translation for aristenein
(dproredav): “to be best or bravest, gain the prize for valour, to gain the highest
distinction™. In other words, to excel and gain an everlasting memory and
tame in order to be counted a living being alongside ethereal gods. This is
what the Greek hero strived for.

The sense of being aristos in Greek society is well rendered by Pindar (ca.
522 - 443 BC), the greatest of lvric poets of Ancient Greece. The majority of
his works celebrated victories at the grear Pan-Hellenic festivals ar Olympia,
Delphi, Memea and the Isthmus. In his heroic poems, Pindar praises the
victorious and, at the same time, ethereal ideal of Greek aristocracy (Nemean
Odes, 1,7-9):

“The chariot of Chromius and Nemea urge me to harness a song of praise
tor deeds of victory. The foundations of the song have been laid with the gods,

2) Greek-English Lexicon. Ed. H .G Liddell & R Scott. Oxford: Clarersdorn Press,

1968, Also ather references of Greek words are taken from this dictionary.

3) Translated by the author of the essay. Or: “to be ahvays among the bravest, and hold
mry bead above others™ (The lliad of Homer. Trans. by Richmond Lattimore. Chicago:
The University of Chicago).
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and with this man's god-given excellence (otv dvipic Supoving dpetuic) ™.

In this passage, areté is a god-given excellence, which for the Greeles traditionally
meant to become kalos kai agathos (xahés val dyafs). The ideal of xehorayafia
(kalokagatia) indicated the very essence as well as expression of cultivated
humanity. To be agathos, the noble man had not only to be shaped in beaurtiful
stature, kalos, but he also had to incarnate aréte. Kalokagatia, proven in
victorious achievements, constituted the interior value of a citizen who, as such,
was honoured by the polis community (Jaeger, 1945 : 416, note 4).

Festugiere resumes with his succinct explication of the virtuous foundation
of this Greek ideal (Festugiére, 17-20):

“If one intends to perceive what was the ideal for a native or Hellenized
Greek, i.e. the one who received Greek education, in the first age of our era,
it would be normal to think in depth of the traditional ideas, made popular
since Pindar, which were offered to a young man being well-educated. If he
was of noble origin (sdyevic), of parents rich and influent: since infancy he
was taught of essentially Greek morality coined for a free citizenship and
forbidden to both slave and barbarian. This is the ethics of aréte, of honour
This ethics funds itself on four virtues which, if one possesses them, would lead
him straight to wehoxayaBia, ideal of humanism. The whole lite is penetrated
by reason ($pdvme) [fromésis, or practical wisdom]. The reason, inasmuch it
concerns an individual person, invites to act as man (&vdpeia) [andreia). That
is to master vourself and one's passions (swdpeaiwm ) [sofrosuné], to endure
adversities (iwopow], keprepia] and to become, in general and in right measure,
moderate (pétpieg) [metrios].

Regarding citizenship, i.e. being a member of a social body, reason guides
him to give to his neighbour his due so thar the larter, in its turn, gives back
his own due (Saosdvy) [dikaiosyné]. Thus the right measure governs a city
in the way it governs the individual — everything obeys a single established
order. This harmony makes beauty come to the fore. And this beauty is nothing
else than that what is good for man. Man profits from all this. E0 mpérrer,
to behave well, also means to succeed, to be happy. One word, endaimonia
[sbdapuvia], expresses this state. In this state one possesses perfect health: of
body, of soul, of city. This is moral equilibrium™?.

It is important to stress that virtue ethics is not the invention of Plato or

4) English text by Basil L. Gildersleeve. Persens digital library: Tufts University.

5) Tramslated by the author of the essay.
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Aristotle as many might suppose. The discovery of virtues had been effectuared
b the polis® citizens in their effort to become efficient warriors, honoured
heroes and political leaders. Already in Homer’s epics we can distinguish
contours of this educational ideal. For example, the wise Fenix exhorts Achilles
(Iliada 9,443 ): “pdforw te pyijp’ fpeven pperfipd T2 épyov” — “to be both a speaker
of words and a doer of deeds™ &,

Greeks themselves believed this verse was the very expression of all the
potentialities of human nature (Jaeger, 1945 : 26). Now these potentialities
had to be developed in order for them to become arretai, i.e. actual powers
of character, and for a man to become truly worthy, i.e. aristos, a nobleman
and, eventually, assume kratos (xpatds, might, authority, lordship) over other
citizens.

Already in the early centuries the four cardinal virtues — courage, temperance,
prudence and justice — expressed the wholeness of the Greek cultural ideal
of humanity. It was a goal of the educational process of the Greeks to model
this virruous ideal of man.

Only those who had enough practical wisdom to decide rightly and act
justlv for the welfare of all citizens by virtue of their prudence, temperance
and courage, could aspire to leadership in batrle and statehood.

PHiLosorHICAL TrRADITION: PLATO AND ARISTOTLE
Ethical doctrines of Greek philosophy are well founded in the ethos of Greek
soCiety.

To be a philosopher meant primarily a life in a secluded community gathered
around a founder, his doctrine and wayv of life in order to practice theorerical
wisdom (Hadort, 118). For example, a member of the Platonic Academia would
practice intellectual intuition of the ideas (¥ Sewpic tav iBeav), i.e. the essences of
things, in order to free his or her soul from the restraints of bodily existence
(Justin, Dialogue 2,6).

Greek philosophers, instead of becoming virtuous heroes to be honoured
and remembered by the polis community, searched for the truth as the arché
(¢, orogin, cause, rule) of cosmos (xéopec, order, universe).

Numerous philosophical schools of Antiquity elaborated their own insights
of foundational principles of cosmos. On these principles they built their
doctrines not enlv to account for the existing reality, but also to provide
humans with rational means in order to achieve the arché as both the goal of

&) Translated by the author of the essay.
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human existence and the state of being, that is happiness. Certainly, this way
of life required virtue. Traditional virtue ethics of paideia was employed by
the communities to serve their higher theoretical purpose. Eventually, virtue
ethics was founded upon theoretical principles, primarily, in the teachings of
Socrates and his great followers, Plato and Aristotle.

In Plato’s dialogues, Socrates appears to be not onlv a virtuous philosopher,
bur also an educaror of virtue. In “Laches”™, two Athenian noblemen, Lysimachus
and Melesias, invited Socrates to teach their sons. The noblemen are anxious
to see their sons’ “souls to become as good as possible (&r1dploras yevéobu i
Yuyidg)"7. In other words, Socrates is asked to help these voung souls excel in
virtue. The noblemen not only had confidence in Socrates as a philosopher, they
also had some understanding of what philosophically taught virtue meant and
in which wav it differed from the virtue taught in an Athenian gyvmnasium.

According to Socrates, virtue is knowledge. The right and logically consistent
knowledge of the good of the reality makes one’s life harmonious with that
good and unified in virtue (Santas, 199-200). Hence, virtue is primarily the
practice of reason, the willing adhesion to the reasonable part of the human
soul. This Socratic pracrice provided his disciples a firm theoretical basis for
turther explorations in virtue ethics.

Plato’s philosophical concept of virtue is built upon three fundamental questions:
Whar is the origin of the human soul? Whar is the goal of each individual?
How can a human being reach the goal? Plaro considers anthropological
concepts in the light of his metaphysics.

Plato’s philosophy is basically soteriological. Its focus is the rational part of
the human soul, akin to the ideas and, thus, immorrtal, which has to be freed
trom imprisonment in the mortal body. Now it is because of this imprisonment,
that the structure of the human soul became tripartite (Robin, 126—140). In
the book IV of the Republic, we find thar this enslaved soul consists of three
parts®: the immorral rational part (v kepnenxdv), the courageous or spirited
part (7o Bupsaidéc), and the appetitive part (té emBupnrucév) (Coplestone, 208).

Consequently, the soteriological goal of Plato’s teaching dictates an ethical
imperarive. In the famous chariot analogy in Phaedrus (246 a ), Plato depicts

7) English text: Plato in Tivelve Voluwmes, Vol. 8 translated by W.R.M. Lamb.
Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann Lid.
1955 Perseus digital library: Tufts University.

8) Also in the late dialogue Timaeus 86 d7-e3.
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