Chapter One

FICTIONS

In 2003 an ad agency by the name of McKinney and Silver rolled out a slogan
that caught on fast. Hired to persuade people in the market for premium cars that Audi
cars were better than their competition, the agency created a tag line, “Never Follow.”

The “Never Follow” print ad was striking. One two-page spread had a shot of
most but not all of a sleek, gray Audi A6 Avant on the left hand side; and on the right a
picture of front of the car, the nose, along with the words “Never Follow” etched in fine
white letters. These glossy, minimalist ads were so effective that in short order “Never
Follow” was transformed from a routine promotional campaign into a “multi-tiered
communications program honoring innovators in the fields of music, film, literature and
sports.” Celebrities such as rock legend David Bowie and actor William H. Macy were
held up as exemplars of Audi’s “Never Follow philosophy” — as talented performers who
“embraced a Never Follow approach.”!

Over time the tag line was associated with all Audi automobiles, and as | write it
is still being used. The question is what accounts for its stunning success? Why has this
particular slogan — which admonishes us never to follow — lasted so long when so many
others come and go? Because “Never Follow” taps into a fear rooted deep in the
American psyche. It reflects our aversion to being, or to be seen as being, one among
many in a meek and mindless herd.? The word “never” says it all. It says plainly that

there is no conceivable circumstance under which we should fall so low as to fall into



line. And it says equally plainly that to be a follower rather than a leader is to be second
best.

I should add Americans are not the only ones quick to deny they are followers. On
announcing he was stepping down as Prime Minister, Tony Blair made it a point to
declare that: “Britain is not a follower. It is a leader.”® But Americans have had an anti-
authority, “Never Follow,” mindset from the beginning, going all the way back. In 1683 a
Flemish missionary monk observed of Native Americans: They “think every one ought to
be left to their own opinion, without being thwarted.” Another added there was “nothing
so difficult to control as the tribes of America.” They do not know what is “meant by the
bridle and bit.” In turn, Native Americans were apparently aghast at the European habit

of hierarchies, in which those on the lower rungs of the ladder deferred to those higher
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up.

Until the mid 1700s most European Americans assumed their way of doing things
would never be challenged. They were content with stratified societies, in which some
were rich and some poor, some honored and some obscure, some powerful and some
weak. But the Revolutionary War changed everything. As historian Bernard Bailyn
wrote, it “brought with it arguments and attitudes bred of arguments endlessly repeated,
that undermined [the] premises of the ancient regime.”®> There could be no clinging to a
strictly stratified society during a decade in which defiance of the highest constituted
powers “poured from the colonial presses and was hurled from half the pulpits of the
land. The right, the need, the absolute obligation to disobey legally constituted authority

had become the universal cry.” Rather than obedience it was resistance that became a



“doctrine according to godliness.”® In other words, rather than following, it was refusing
to follow that was considered at the time to be necessary and appropriate. .

Once religious dissent joined political dissent - in New England a scion of the
church went so far as to negate “all human authority in matters of faith and worship” — it
became commonplace, commendable even, to challenge people in high places and to be
in obvious ways defiant.” It was this anti-government, anti-authority attitude that came
over the years to be considered quintessentially American. As political scientist Samuel
Huntington has observed, the ideas that constitute the American Creed - equality, liberty,
individualism, constitutionalism and democracy - clearly demonstrate that “opposition to
power, and suspicion of government as the most dangerous embodiment of power, are the
essential themes of American political thought.”® In other words this was a political
culture in which anything was better than being, merely, a follower.

The culture of capitalism further fed the habit of resistance. In nineteenth century
America, Alexander Hamilton’s grand capitalist dream fused with Thomas Jefferson’s
democratic idealism. “The result was to electrify the democratic individual with a passion
for great achievement and to produce a personality type that was neither Hamiltonian nor

Jeffersonian but a strange mixture of them both: the heroes of Horatio Alger.”®

Alger
wrote hugely popular rags to riches stories, in which young boys, whose only resources
were their own determination and drive, advanced from poverty to wealth and acclaim.
The moral of each story was obvious: The rewards of success go to those who are
individualistic go-getters, not to those who are content to conform. Put another way, it

now seemed America’s economic system went hand in glove with its political system.

Both valued the entrepreneurial individual more than the group as a whole.



Our reluctance to go along complicates the lives of leaders — and that of followers
as well. Moreover it puts on them, on us, an onus. For in a country that since its
revolutionary inception has honored those who resist people in positions of authority,
there is no glory to be had in toeing the line. In fact, the American Revolution or, more
precisely, the ideas that inspired it, created a culture in which even now, at least under
certain circumstances, civil disobedience is more admired than is civil obedience. This is
not to suggest that Americans ordinarily honor those who break the law. As we have just
seen, constitutionalism and the rule of law that it implies are among our core beliefs. But
it is to point out that we do not place an especially high value on convention and
conformity. Recall the American archetype — he is not the common man content with the
commonplace. Rather he is the cowboy, who prefers to be alone, rather comply with the
conventions of others.

Alexis de Tocqueville observed in his classic, Democracy in America, that
Americans did not “recognize any signs of incontestable greatness or superiority in any
of their fellows.” Rather they relied on “their own judgment as the most apparent and
accessible test of truth.” While the independence to which Tocqueville alludes is
generally considered admirable, it does not make it easy to govern, to lead. In fact in a
national culture in which, again in Tocqueville’s words, there “is a general distaste for
accepting any man’s word as proof of anything,” the exercise of leadership is destined to
be difficult.’® But the implication of the resistance to which Tocqueville alludes is even
more fundamental and far-reaching. For not only are the roles and reputations of leaders
at stake, so are the roles and reputations of followers. To refuse to recognize

“incontestable greatness or superiority” in anyone else is to put a premium on



individuality and independence. Anything less is to be a follower — anything less is to be
a sheep.

<A> Fear of Following

Since the word “follower” is considered something of an insult, certainly in the
United States, it has been shunned by those in the leadership industry. For example
leadership expert John Gardner so disliked the word “follower” that he chose simply not
to use it. “The connotations of the word “‘follower’ suggest too much passivity and
dependence to make it a fit term for those who are at the other end of the dialogue with
leaders,” Gardner wrote. “For this reason | shall make frequent use of the word
‘constituent.””** Other students of leadership have similarly distanced themselves, on the
presumption that to be a follower is to be somehow diminished. So, in addition to
“constituent,” euphemisms such as “associate” or “member” or “subordinate” have been
used.*? The Wharton School’s Michael Useem went even further. Although one of his
books was clearly intended for those in subordinate positions as opposed to those in
superior ones, he titled it Leading Up: How to Lead Your Boss So You Both Win. The
point of Leading Up was to urge people to “come forward [even] when an organization or
superior does not encourage it.”** But since “leading” of any kind is better than
“following” of any kind, Useem made his pitch by embracing the former and rejecting
the latter.*

Even when “follower” has been used, there was a strong sense that somehow it
had to be justified, explained away. In Leadership for the Twenty-First Century, Joseph
Rost insisted that although others might find it condescending, he had “no trouble with

the word followers.”*® But then he went on to disassociate himself from the idea that



followers were “passive.” This, he insisted, was an old-fashioned way of thinking, one
that reflected the dynamics of decades past in which leaders were directive and active and
followers were “submissive and passive.” Now, Rost argued, things were different. Since
leaders are no longer equated with being superior, followers should no longer be equated
with being subordinate.

Rost was typical of leadership experts more generally: Under no circumstance did
they, we, want to be seen as callous calculators of a dynamic in which one party was
destined always to be dominant, and the other always to be dominated. For most of the
last two decades, the period during which leadership education and development became
big business, this was the prevailing sensibility. While on the one hand we were obsessed
with leaders, on the other we did not want to appear to diminish followers.

In the last couple of years our reluctance to use the word follower has receded -
somewhat. We are more willing now than we were before to acknowledge that followers
are integral to the leadership process, and to use the word without worrying that we are
being condescending. As one scholar noted, “An increasing number of writers argue that
‘exemplary,” ‘courageous,’ and ‘star’ followers are a precondition for ‘successful’
organizations.” Rejecting the common stereotype of followers as “timid, docile sheep,”
these experts claim that good followership matters — a great deal. ™

Still, the fear of following has precluded us from exploring followership in full —
and deluded us into thinking that power between leaders and followers is easily shared,
which it is not. In corporate America especially, we are loath to admit the obvious: Those
high on the organizational ladder generally dominate those lower down. To obscure the

unpleasant truth that power relationships persist, we use language that lulls us into



thinking things are different from what they really are.'” Words and terms recently in
fashion, especially in corporate America , including “empowerment,” “participation,”
“teams,” and “distributed leadership,” all suggest rather a level playing field, which by
and large is false. While many if not most organizational hierarchies have been flattened
in recent years, leaders and managers remain firmly in control. Whatever the jargon, the
fact is that most organizations still have systems and structures in which superiors control
their subordinates.

Joanne Ciulla has suggested the word “empowerment” is the most insidious.
Employers who empower their employees “to be leaders in their own way” are presumed
to be those who are the most enlightened, the most willing to blur the distinction between
those at the top and those at the bottom of the organizational hierarchy. The trouble is the
promise of empowerment is often empty, bogus.*® Rather than being indicative of
genuine power-sharing, the very use of the word empowerment is often manipulative,
intended to keep subordinates in line by deluding them into thinking that in some
fundamental way their relationship to their superiors has changed.

Again, this is not to suggest that to speak of empowerment is by definition to be
inauthentic. In their recent book, True North, Bill George and Peter Sims clearly mean it
when they ask, “If mutual respect provides the foundation for bringing out the best from
people, what are the steps needed to empower them?”*® Rather it is to point to the
persisting gap between what is promised and what is delivered. To take perhaps the most
glaring example of how the most fundamental power relationship in corporate America
has not really changed, there is this simple statistic: During the three year period 2003 to

2005, more than four and one quarter million American workers were involuntarily



separated from their jobs. So at a minimum we can say this: In those situations in which
superiors have the right to dismiss their subordinates, words like “empowerment,” and
“distributed leadership,” are more in the realm of fantasy than fact.

So keen are we to avoid the very idea of followership that sometimes even our
reasoning is tortuous. “Followers do not do followership,” Rost wrote. “They do
leadership. Both leaders and followers form one relationship that is leadership. There is
no such thing as followership in the new school of leadership.”?® Where is the logic in
this? How can there be leadership but no followership? How can followers not “do
followership”? What does it mean to speak of a “new school of leadership” if the
dynamics of power, authority, and influence are endemic to the human condition? It is
telling, is it not, that by his own testimony, each and every one of William Styron’s
novels focused on one recurrent theme: “the catastrophic propensity on the part of human
beings to attempt to dominate one another.”?!

| have colleagues who, when | told them | was writing a book about followers,
insisted there was no such thing. Every leader is a follower, they argued, a point with
which | agree. But then they went on to claim that every follower is also a leader, a point
with which | emphatically disagree. It is true that those at the top of the greasy pole are
vulnerable to being bumped off. Thus they have no choice but to track, to follow if you
will, their followers, if only to ensure they stay in line. The converse, though, is not true.
While in some circumstances it is possible for followers to exercise leadership, to “lead
up,” in other circumstances it is not. Sometimes followers are in every way and at every

moment subordinate to, or even at the mercy of, those who are in positions of power and



authority. We must conclude, then, that however endearing the idea that subordinates can
freely and easily impact on their superiors, it is mostly misguided.

<A> The Importance of Being a Follower

Notwithstanding the obvious — that leaders generally have more power, authority
and influence than do followers - we still overestimate the importance of the former and
underestimate the importance of the latter. Undeterred by the fact that leaders and
followers are inextricably enmeshed, each defined by and dependent on the other, we
continue to dwell on the first and dismiss the second.

This disposition affects not only how we perform in the present but how we
perceive the past. To take one of the most obvious and extreme examples, while there
have been a few excellent books on Germans who fuelled the machine that was Nazi
Germany, the explanatory paradigm that still prevails is Hitler. It is Hitler who is held
responsible for the Second World War, and for the genocide that was a consequence. But
there is no evidence that, although many millions died, including six million Jews alone,
that Hitler personally killed even a single one. Instead Europe’s Jews were massacred by
Hitler’s followers who, in the words of Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, were his “willing
executioners.”%

This all-important truth does not deter those who insist, “No Hitler, No
Holocaust.”* Milton Himmelfarb, for example, argued the genocide had to be viewed
through the lens of a single man. “Hitler willed and ordered the Holocaust, and was
obeyed,” he wrote. “Hitler murdered the Jews because he wanted to murder them.”?

While 1 do not deny the importance of leadership, or suggest that Hitler was anything

other than the driving force behind the war and the Holocaust, there is a big difference



between assuming that one individual explains all and granting that a situation is far more
complex than the “great man” theory of leadership would suggest. In fact, Himmelfarb
used two verbs — “ordered” and “obeyed” - that undermine his own argument. When
leaders give orders they are, by definition, engaging their followers in the task at hand.
Therefore every German who obeyed Hitler and his deputies, as opposed to defying
them, was somehow implicated in the murder and the mayhem. In short, while “No
Hitler, No Holocaust” may be a necessary formulation, it is not a sufficient one.

Our tendency to see great change through the prism of great leaders is not
confined to our reflections on the past. Even now we are told, repeatedly, that we should
aspire to leadership, to becoming a leader. What accounts for the widely held belief that
leaders dictate the course of human history? How has it happened that there is a
“leadership industry” in which followers are in effect invisible? And, if everyone is
educated to lead, who exactly is supposed to follow?

There is more than one reason for this skewed view of human affairs. At this point
I will focus on one in particular, on what has been called the “romance of leadership.”%
We fixate on leaders to the exclusion of nearly everyone else because leaders help us
order a world that otherwise is hopelessly confusing.?® The capacity of the human mind is
finite - coming at us from all sides is more information than we can possibly absorb.
Leaders, then, provide a convenient solution to an obvious problem: how to perceive and
then process what is happening in the world in which we operate. A leader like Bill Gates
helps us to understand the remarkable story of Microsoft, even though the full truth is

much more complicated than the easy attribution to one man would seem to suggest.”’
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Attribution theory explains why we have the mistaken belief that individuals,
leaders in particular, have more power than they really do. We assume the all-importance
of leaders, even when the assumption is demonstrably false, as in blaming Hitler for in
effect single-handedly murdering six million Jews. Of course on some level we know full
well that the story of Hitler cannot be told out of context, separate and distinct from the
story of what was happening more generally in Germany in the 1920s and *30s. Nor can
we leave on the cutting room floor the story of Hitler’s followers, ranging from early and
enduring acolytes such as Joseph Goebbles and Hermann Goering, to ordinary Germans,
most of whom stood by and did nothing while people and places burned. Still, we prefer
to keep it simple. We prefer to look at leaders because they provide an easy explanation.
They provide an observable someone who appears to account for what happened.?
Recall Orwell’s making this point plain: Although “seemingly the leading actor of the
piece,” in reality he was no more than *“an absurd puppet pushed to and fro” by untold
numbers of others.

Richard Hackman has written about what he calls the “leader attribution error.”
As a student of teams, and as an admirer of teams that energize, orient, and engage the
talents of its members, Hackman is demonstrably put off by our tendency to assume that
team leaders more than team members deserve credit for the group’s accomplishments.
“When we think about a great team,” Hackman writes, “the image we conjure up almost
always includes a great leader.” For example, when the final chords of Mahler’s
Resurrection Symphony reverberate in the concert hall, “the conductor, exhausted but
beaming, turns to accept the applause of the audience.” By the same token, the standard

remedy for an athletic team that is losing rather than winning is to fire the coach, on the
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expedient but often mistaken assumption that replacing the designated leader will solve
the problem.”

Our tendency to make the leader attribution error is especially strong when the
leader is especially strong. For example, the story of the Sunbeam Corporation under the
leadership of Al Dunlap became one and the same as the story of Dunlap himself. So
large and fearsome a figure was “Chainsaw Al” that the fate of the company was thought
to be in the hands of this one man. Dunlap, of course, was notorious for being the world’s
worst boss. Known for being mean and nasty even when he was CEO at Scott Paper, by
the time he got to Sunbeam his reputation was that of a “street fighter with a sharp
blade.” With regard to layoffs in particular, “he always cut big, deep, and a little wild.”*
Moreover Dunlap had a fearsome temper that intimidated even his closest aides.
Sunbeam’s corporate culture was a “culture of misery;” Sunbeam’s work environment
was one in which “the pressure was beyond tough. It was barbarous.”**

One consequence of Dunlap’s tyranny was that he overshadowed everyone else.
None of the other players seemed to us to play any kind of meaningful role. But even in
this case, in which one man so dominated, it is a mistake to attribute to him all the credit
for what went right at Scott Paper (the stock price in particular), and all the blame for
what went wrong at Sunbeam (it finally ran aground). Dunlap got away with
outrageously bad behavior at Sunbeam because those around and beneath him tolerated
it. On the one hand then this is the story of a powerful leader. But on the other hand it is,

equally, the story of submissive followers, who were unwilling or unable to stop him

from leading badly.

1-12



This was not a case in which just a few people did nothing to save the day. Rather
it was one in which large numbers of stakeholders freely followed their leader over a
cliff. For example, until nearly the end of his reign, members of Sunbeam’s board
supported Dunlap. They were not especially interested in what he was doing, nor did they
seek to interfere with how he ran the business, even in those cases in which large layoffs
made the headlines. In fact, no matter how draconian his proposed measures, Sunbeam’s
board unanimously approved Dunlap’s plans for restructuring. Those beneath Dunlap on
Sunbeam’s corporate ladder offered equally little resistance. To be sure, rank and file
employees in particular typically think of themselves as powerless. But this was a case of
downsizing in the extreme, and still there was no screaming and yelling, and no
organizing to protest what turned out to be widespread layoffs. Finally there was
Dunlap’s management team, his closest aides, every one of whom was craven, who did as
he was told, no matter how mean the message or the messenger.

The fact is that no one had the fortitude to call Dunlap privately or publicly to
account, either as chief executive of a company in trouble, or as leader of a business on
which many thousands depended for their livelihoods. Nor did any one who was any one
dare take a stand by resigning in protest.* Clearly this was not for lack of options.
Members of his management team and members of the board especially could have
chosen another course, such as quitting Sunbeam altogether, or trying their utmost to
modify Dunlap’s behavior from within.** The fact that they did nothing to stop or at
least slow Dunlap’s bad leadership, made virtually certain it would continue until both he

and the company tanked.
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The importance of being a follower notwithstanding, the popular leadership
literature still suggests that leaders matter and followers do not. As earlier indicated this
does not mean that followers are in any obvious way put down. In fact, in keeping with
the point I made about words like “empowerment,” leaders are encouraged now to take
their followers into account and to treat them well. They are further encouraged to gain
voluntary, as opposed to forced, compliance. When Daniel Goleman and his colleagues
write that, “Great leaders move us. They ignite our passions and inspire the best in us,”
that’s what they have in mind — followers who follow because following is what they
want to do.>* But let’s be clear: Since the leadership industry sells to those who would be
leaders, not followers, its products are crafted so as to attract this particular customer
base. The title of Goleman’s book is Primal Leadership — not Primal Followership . And,
as the book jacket makes clear, the intended audience is the “leader in any walk of life,”
not the follower.

In fact, the appetite for books on leadership and management is now so great that
many if not most have the sexier of the two words, “leadership,” right in the title. And
many if not most imply, if they do not so say outright, that if you read this book you will
increase the likelihood of your becoming a leader - or you will increase the likelihood of
your becoming a better leader than you are now. While the focus on leadership and
management began during the first half of the twentieth century, with writers and thinkers
like Mary Parker Follett, Chester Barnard, and Peter Drucker paving the way, the
outburst of interest is more recent, beginning only in the 1980s. This was the decade
during which books with the word “leader” or “leadership” right in the title began to

flood the marketplace (my own included), for example, Warren Bennis’s On Becoming a
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Leader and John Kotter’s The Leadership Factor. Both books distinguished between
leaders and managers; and both similarly claimed the first was more important than the
second.® A decade or so later the literature on leadership expanded still further, now
including, among countless others, Ronald Heifetz’s Leadership Without Easy Answers
and James Kouzes’s and Barry Posner’s The Leadership Challenge. Both of these books
dealt of course with leaders, but also with the contextual complexities of exercising
power, authority, and influence.®® More recently, practitioners have climbed on the
bandwagon. To take just one of many examples, Rudolph Giuliani wrote Leadership, in
which he claimed among other things that leadership is a capacity that can be acquired.
“Leadership does not simply happen,” Giuliani wrote. “It can be taught, learned,
developed.”®’

As noted there has been a slight shift: Followers are finally getting more attention.
In particular there is a gradually growing interest in the leader-follower relationship, as
opposed to an interest in leaders only. Still, much more often than not the work in this
general area is leader-centric. The question that still seems most to interest us is how
leaders can impact on their followers, not the other way around. By making followers the
effect, rather than the cause, one could reasonably argue that experts contribute
considerably to the conventional wisdom that leaders are all-important while followers
are unimportant.®

One of the most important scholars of leader-follower relations is social
psychologist, Edwin Hollander. He was among the first to draw our attention to two key
points, both of which remain widely ignored. First, Hollander observed that followers can

make “significant contributions to successful leadership;” and second that “at every level
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in organizations, leaders are called upon to be responsive also as followers.” But even
Hollander fell into the trap of selling us the importance of followers primarily on the
grounds of their importance to leaders. His major book on the subject was titled,
Leadership Dynamics; and as he himself testified it was written primarily “for the leader
or would-be leader who wants to learn more about the leadership process.”*°

Some of the most recent research on the leader-follower relationship further fuels
the idea that the second is merely an appendage of the first. Consider this article titled,
“The Link Between Leadership and Followership: How Affirming Social Identity
Translates Vision Into Action.” The question it poses is how leaders can get followers to
do what they want them to do.*® More specifically, “What makes workers willing to ‘go
the extra mile’ to enact the commands of their bosses?” No doubt the question is an
important one, of genuine consequence to most organizations, which remain hierarchical
in their structure. But the concern it reflects is conventional - the impact of leaders as
opposed to that of followers. Like most of the leadership literature this article, although in
theory about the leader-follower relationship, in fact is about how followers can be
motivated/manipulated by their leaders into doing what they want them to do.

My intention is not to diminish the leadership literature, or the leadership schools,
institutes, centers, courses, seminars, workshops and programs this literature sustains.
Rather it is to point out that the canvas on which we paint is simply too small. It should

hold more than a single looming figure, the leader. It should be enlarged to accommodate

followers as well.
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<A> Focus on Followers

We know that during roughly the first half of the twentieth century the gradually
developing literature on leadership and management presumed that superiors did, and
should, control their subordinates. While the growth of large organizations gave rise to an
increasing interest in how those with power, authority, and influence related to those
without - particularly in the workplace - no one questioned the pecking order. Rather the
ranks and roles associated with organizational hierarchies were seen as the natural order
of things.

To be sure, some early students of leadership and management, Follett and
Barnard, for example, were concerned about the general welfare as opposed to the
welfare of only a few.* Moreover several social science experiments in the late 1930s
and early 1940s explored the different effects of democratic and authoritarian leadership
styles on the behaviors of group members.** So it is not as if followers were excluded
from the discussion altogether. Still, to prompt serious study of followers in their own
right, took another kind of circumstance altogether. It took genocide to get scholars
systematically to consider this question: Why do followers follow their leaders?

Professor Stanley Milgram was once asked why he conducted his famous — or,
maybe more accurately, infamous - experiments on obedience to authority. He said it was
the Holocaust that made him want to understand better how ordinary people could act so
“callously and inhumanely.” As he put it years later, the question that haunted him was,
“Under what conditions could a person obey, when commanded, actions that went against

conscience?”®
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The murder of millions by the Nazis during the Second World War motivated
some of America’s most prominent social scientists, Milgram among them, to study
man’s inhumanity to man. They recognized what | earlier described as the not-so-
obvious — that, our obsession with Hitler notwithstanding, the Holocaust was not his
handiwork alone. Rather it was the consequence of orders obeyed, directly and indirectly,
by millions of apparently ordinary Germans.

Obedience is not by definition something to be abjured. To the contrary: Some
measure of obedience or at least compliance is necessary to the effective performance of
nearly all groups and organizations. Moreover under certain circumstances, in the heat of
battle, for example, near blind obedience is essential. But as the Nazi regime receded into
the past, the question of how it happened that one of the most highly educated and
culturally sophisticated people in the world “supported and even cheered the bestial
schemes of their deranged leaders” became more compelling.** In addition, it had
become glaringly apparent perhaps for the first time that those who obey orders play as
important a role in human affairs as those who issue them.

Milgram’s experiments on obedience, conducted mainly in the early 1960s, are
the most important ever conducted on followership. But the interest in the Holocaust —
and in Germans more particularly — began years earlier. In America during the 1940s
probably the best known book on the subject was Erich Fromm’s Escape from
Freedom.” Fromm, himself an émigré from Nazi Germany, developed a theory of the
“sado-masochistic character” as it related to totalitarian leadership. His basic notion was
that since the demise of the medieval church-state, which dominated the social order in

the Middle Ages, Europeans especially were searching for a new source of authority. In
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other words, the rhetoric of the enlightenment notwithstanding, Fromm argued that
people did not necessarily want to be free. Above all, and particularly during hard times,
they wanted to be taken care of, to be protected. This, he maintained, is why Germans in
the early 1930s, beset first by their defeat in World War | and then by the depression,
followed Hitler, no matter where he led.“°

Another important book on this general subject was, The Authoritarian
Personality. *’ Published in 1950, it made an argument similar to Fromm’s. Using social
scientific tools such as interviews and attitude scales, the authors developed a measure
that tested people for potential fascism, and found there was an authoritarian “pattern,”
not very different from Fromm’s sado-masochistic character. In other words, both of the
above-mentioned books described followers who achieved their “social adjustment by
taking pleasure in obedience and subordination.”*®

Years later the two books came under attack for various reasons, above all for
what came to be seen as the simplistic and even dangerous suggestion that there were
personality types such as “sado-masochistic” and “authoritarian,” and that these could be
broadly associated with a particular people, for example, the Germans.*® But their
intellectual impact was considerable - and they certainly set the stage for Milgram’s study
of obedience.

There were other reasons Milgram conducted his experiments in the early 1960s.
They coincided roughly with the trial in Israel of Nazi war criminal Adolph Eichmann;
and with the publication of Hannah Arendt’s controversial but important book on the
subject, Eichmann in Jerusalem.>® Arendt insisted that Eichmann and his ilk were not

monsters or aberrations of any kind. Rather, she claimed, they were more or less ordinary
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bureaucrats who murdered Jews not because they were virulently anti-Semitic, but
because they were doing what they were told to do — they were following orders. Hence
Arendt’s famous phrase, “the banality of evil.”

Milgram’s experiments have been widely described in the social scientific
literature; and there is a film that shows the experiments as they were actually being
conducted. Here then | will describe his work — undertaken initially at Yale University
but eventually repeated in different places and involving more than a thousand
participants — only briefly.>?

The set up was simple. Two people came to a lab to take part in what they were
told was a study of memory and learning. One was designated the “teacher” and the other
the “learner.” The experimenter, properly dressed for the occasion in a white lab coat,
proceeded to describe the study, which ostensibly was about the effect of punishment on
learning. Then the learner was then led into a room and seated in a chair. His arms were
strapped to prevent excessive movement, and an electrode was attached to his wrist. He
was told that he was to memorize a list of word pairs — but that whenever he made an
error, he would receive electric shocks of increasing intensity.

However the real focus of the experiment was the teacher. After watching the
learner being strapped into place, the teacher was led from the room and seated before a
large shock generator. He was told that the thirty switches in front of him, over which he
would have complete control, could inflict on the learner shocks of increasing intensity,
all the way up to 450 volts. What the teacher did not know was that the learner was really
an actor, who in fact would be receiving no shocks at all. As Milgram put it, the purpose

of the experiment was “to see how far a person will proceed in a concrete and measurable
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situation in which he is ordered to inflict increasing pain on a protesting victim.”** In
other words, at what point, if any, would people follow the dictates of their own
conscience and defy the man in the position of authority, the so-called teacher?

The results of Milgram’s experiments were appalling. Not one of the subjects
refused to administer a shock. And a substantial proportion were willing to administer the
last shock on the generator, even though what they were hearing from the other room,
from the presumed learners, were escalating cries of pain and discomfort, that ended
finally either in agonizing screams or in a deadly silence. To be sure, the shocks were not
lightly inflicted. Many of the subjects experienced intense conflict between wanting to
quit and wanting to continue, if only because the experimenter was enjoining them to do
so. Nevertheless what became terribly clear is that under the “right” circumstances only a
few of us have what it takes defy authority. What this meant to Milgram was that,
“ordinary people, simply doing their jobs, and without any particular hostility on their
part, can become agents in a terrible destructive process.”**

We now know that under ordinary circumstances followers tend strongly to obey
their leaders. What we know as a result of Milgram’s experiments is that under
extraordinary circumstances followers tend strongly to obey the orders of their leaders —
even when they consider such orders to be badly misguided or morally wrong. As a result
of other studies along similar lines, such as the similarly well known Stanford Prison
Experiment, conducted in 1971 by Philip Zimbardo, in which within days some college-
students were turned into brutal guards while others became weak and despondent
prisoners, we know that perfectly natural patterns of dominance and deference can be

downright disheartening. In short what we have learned is that certain social settings -
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from Auschwitz to Abu Ghraib - contaminate both superiors and their subordinates.

<A> Times Change

Both before and after the Second World War the most important question in the
field of leadership and management was: How can superiors get their subordinates to do
what they want them to do? While the leadership industry has now distanced itself from
hierarchical models that assume command and control, it still remains leader-centric.

But in the real world, the world outside the academy and outside the leadership
field, there are signs of change. These signs of change — Zbigniew Brzezinski refers to a
“global political awakening” — are so significant that those of us with any interest at all
have no choice but to pay attention.>® The fact is that followers are gaining power and
influence while leaders are losing power and influence. Which brings us to why - what is
it about this moment in time that favors those of lower rank over those of higher? Before
I turn to this question, which I do in the next chapter, here are just a few examples of
what | have in mind.

The first is from Israel. The Second Intifada - yet another wave in the cycle of
violence between the Israelis and Palestinians - began in September 2000. One of its
characteristics was the use of suicide bombers by the Palestinians against the Israelis; to
which the Israelis responded by engaging in “targeted killings,” to eliminate the most
militant leaders in the West Bank and Gaza strip. While the Israeli military usually
carried out such attacks without any repercussions, in 2002 there was an incident that
aroused public ire. An Israeli Air Force plane dropped a one-ton bomb on the house of a
particular target, killing him, his family, and some neighbors as well. In all, fourteen

Palestinians died in the attack, eight of whom were children.
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In the wake of the civilian casualties, and in response to the public
condemnations, the chief of the Israeli Air Force, General Dan Halutz, publicly defended
his pilots. In an interview he said to his men, “Your execution was perfect. Superb....You
did exactly what you were instructed to do.”*’ But, however well-intended, Halutz’s
comments were judged a callous and even arrogant response to what the Americans call
“collateral damage.” So after another similar incident, in which more innocent civilians
died, twenty-seven Israeli Air Force pilots had enough. They came to the conclusion that
since targeted Kkillings were imprecise, such attacks should be considered “immoral and
illegal.”

Israeli pilots are typical in that they are part of a strict military hierarchy: They are
expected to obey the orders of their superiors, especially in times of crisis. But in
response to the collateral killings the twenty-seven pilots drafted a “moral statement.” It
was directed at Halutz, and was intended to bring to an end “the turning of pilots into
controlled machines and into criminals.” Moreover they used the media to make their
case to the people, affirming their deep loyalty to the state of Israel, while at the same
time declaring they would neither “harm innocent civilians,” nor carry out orders that
were “blatantly illegal.”

The response was predictable. The military angrily defended its position. Left-
wing activists supported the pilots. And politicians on the right condemned them. To this
response from the right, however, there was a striking exception - Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon.

Sharon did not by any means bestow on the pilots his blessing. In fact, he called

their resistance a “very grave matter.” Moreover in the short term, several pilots paid a
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heavy price for breaking the rules, including expulsion from the military for refusing to
obey orders to engage in more of the targeted killings. However over the long term the
twenty-seven pilots had an impact far greater than they could have expected. While it is
impossible to say exactly what determined Sharon’s stunning decision several months
later to disengage from Gaza by the summer of 2005, there seems to be a connection. In
explaining Sharon’s outright reversal of a policy he had long championed, one of his
closest advisers, Dov Weisglass, said that by the fall of 2003 Sharon had come to see
Israel as “stuck.” The economy was stagnating and relations with Palestinians were
continuing to deteriorate. Then, Weisglass continued, “We were hit with letters of
officers and letters of pilots and letters of commandos.” These men were not “wierd kids
with green ponytails and a ring in their noses who give off a strong odor of grass.” Rather
they were Israel’s “finest young people,” young people who had reached a breaking
point.®® In other words, by refusing to go along, and by using clever tactics such as
standing together, going public, and making their case on moral grounds, these
subordinates affected their superiors.

Of course followers who break rank are hardly typical - most go along with what
their leaders want and intend. But this single story is emblematic. And it substantiates one
of the claims | make in this book: Those who lack obvious sources of power, authority,
and influence are not usually helpless. Many can and do find ways of being heard.

Here are some other examples, indicators of how times are changing in the United
States. The first is the story of what happened in 2007 to talk-show host or, if you prefer,
shock jock, Don Imus. He had long been outrageous, but on this one occasion he was

more outrageous than usual. By referring to the Rutger’s women’s basketball team as
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“nappy-headed ho’s,” he offended nearly everyone, and women and African Americans
in particular. Still, for a couple of days nothing much happened. It seemed as if his
remark would go largely unnoticed and certainly unpunished. But then the tide turned.
Within a few more days, after the video and transcript were posted on the web and played
over and over and over again, and after an e mail blast was sent to several hundred
reporters, and after bloggers started to weigh in, the “digital brush fire” could no longer
be contained.*® In spite of his apologies, Imus was under relentless attack - by swarms of
people with far less power and influence than he. Staffers at NBC, who were
unexpectedly angry and outspoken, led the charge to, “dump Don.” As one NBC News
executive put it: “We went out and created diversity in our newsrooms and we
empowered employees to say what they think. And they’re telling us.”®

Don Imus was not, of course, a leader in the conventional sense of this word. But
he was an opinion leader or, as Newsweek put it, “one of the media powerhouses of the
age.” Nevertheless those who wanted him down and out came together in various ways -
literally, virtually - so as to give Imus’s employers nearly no choice but unceremoniously
to get rid of him. Lesson learned? “In earlier eras he would almost certainly have
withstood the storm, but 2007 is a different time.”®

At the 2006 graduation ceremonies of New School students, a vocal minority
protested in anger that Senator John McCain was keynote speaker, particularly because of
his support for the war in Iragq. Who really upset them though was not McCain, but New
School President Bob Kerrey, who had the temerity to choose McCain without consulting
them. As one of the students put it: “This invitation was a top-down decision that did not

take into account the desires and interests of the student body on an occasion that is
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supposed to honor us all.”®® This student protest paled in comparison with those taking
place at about the same time, at Gallaudet University. Many months of campus unrest,
started by students but not confined to them, finally obliged members of the University’s
board to withdraw their choice of a new president. While there had been some students
and faculty on the search committee, they claimed they were ignored. And so they vowed
to fight to the finish, until the board’s decision was reversed. They did - and it was.
Then there was the time the “grass roots roared, and an immigration plan fell.”®
Monique Thibodeaux was an example of an ordinary citizen who joined with countless
other ordinary citizens to defeat, if only temporarily, an immigration bill that was so
contentious it motivated legions of angry voters in some way to act. An office manager at
a towing company in suburban Detroit, Mrs. Thibodeaux and many thousands like her
made calls and sent e-mail messages to senators around the country — and urged their
friends to do the same. The idea that some 12 million illegal immigrants would be
granted a path to citizenship was enough to spark what the New York Times called “a
furious rebellion among many Republican and even some Democratic voters, who were
linked by the Internet and encouraged by radio talk show hosts.” Advocacy groups played
their part as well. Groups such as NumbersUSA, whipped up and organized their
constituencies and managed to sign up 7,000 new members in a single week. For its part,
Grassfire.org,, a conservative Inernet group called for volunteers for a petition drive and
instructed any one with any interest on how to barrage lawmakers with telephone calls

and e-mails The result of this relentless offensive was to derail a bill that had been

cobbled together only with great difficulty.
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The fact that some of these same individuals and groups later reversed
themselves, thereby managing to resurrect a measure already declared dead, only
underscores the point: People power has the potential to be greater now than ever before.
Within days it can, near single-handedly, turn things around. There is in any case a
growing sense of entitlement, a growing sense that leadership should in fact be
“distributed.” In turn there is the inevitable counterpart — leaders who are more
vulnerable now to being pushed and pulled in every direction.

No where is this as much in evidence as in America’s corporate sector. In 2005
BusinessWeek ran a cover story that made the point. Titled, “The Boss on the Sidelines:
How Auditors, Directors, and Lawyers are Asserting their Power,” the piece was about
how players other than the CEO “are more powerful than ever.” Whereas in the past
members of boards, for example, usually exercised their power as watchdogs only in
moments of crisis, now times are different. Now the “chumminess and banter” of the past
have given way to a “more adversarial attitude” which, in turn, has led to the toppling of
top corporate leaders such as Fannie Mae CEO Franklin Raines, Boeing CEO Harry
Stonecipher, Pfizer’s CEO Hank McKinnell, and the legendary titan of AIG, Maurice
(Hank) Greenberg. Of course professionals including auditors, directors, and lawyers are
not the only ones now intruding on chief executive officers. Shareholders have also
become more restive, thereby threatening corporate leaders who in the past could afford
to be nearly impervious to their preferences. The bottom line is that while CEOs remain
in charge, their power is diminished. As BusinessWeek put it, the age of the corporate
monarch is over.®* No wonder chief executives are leaving the corner office. No wonder

that, for reasons both voluntary and not, CEO turnover is at an all time record.® In fact
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one 2007 estimate is that nearly half of American firms will have a new CEO in the next
four years.®

Moreover the impression that executives are increasingly beleaguered transcends
the top office. Leaders and mangers at every level are being targeted by those around
them, those above and those below. “Tough global competition, more diligent regulators,
increasingly engaged boards of directors, and demanding investors have combined to
create an environment in which new hires have to show results almost from Day One.”
In fact leaders and managers are vulnerable even when the sin they commit would in
years past be considered no more than a misstep. The chief executive of Home Box
Office, Chris Albrecht, was forced to resign three days after he was accused of assaulting
his girlfriend in a Las Vegas parking lot. Todd S. Thomson, the head of Citigroup’s
global wealth management group, was obliged to depart over questions about his
relationship with CNBC anchor, Maria Bartiromo. And Wal-Mart fired Julie Roehm, its
high-powered marketing executive, over allegations that she had accepted gifts from
agencies and had an affair with a coworker.®® This then is the bottom line: That position
no longer affords protection, or at least not as much as much now as it did in the past.

The leader attribution error explains why we believe that leaders matter and
followers do not. But explanations can be plausible without being accurate. As we have
already started to see, in the real world followers have an impact. They have an impact if
the role they play is a supporting one, or if they break rank, or even if they do nothing.
For this good and simple reason, thinking leadership without thinking followership is not

merely misleading, it is mistaken.
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