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Leaders	make	cameo	appearances	in	political	ethics.	They	face	dilemmas	and,	if	all	goes	well,	
resolve	them,	sparing	us	the	decisional	burden.	We	pass	the	buck	to	them.	On	the	classic	depiction	
of	dirty	hands,	the	leader	“hustles,	lies	and	intrigues	for	us,”	insulated	from	our	say	or	will.1	Or	
leaders	buck	our	strongly-held	opinions,	knowing	the	political	consequences	full	well.	When	they	
lose	their	next	election,	they	become	“profiles	in	courage.”2	Either	way,	leadership	in	electoral	
politics	and	democratic	governance	comes	to	look	like	an	activity	that	is,	at	its	core,	counter-
representational.	There’s	no	clear	sense	in	which	democratic	citizens	are	involved	in	exercise	of	
leadership.	Indeed,	the	independence	of	the	leader	is	taken	to	be	constitutive	of	leadership.	
	
This	chapter	examines	the	complex	relationship	between	representation	and	leadership.	No	
plausible	theory	of	democracy	can	do	without	a	concept	of	representation.	The	thought	that	elected	
officials	stand	for	us	—	in	some	meaningful	way	—	is	too	central	to	democratic	politics	practiced	on	
a	mass	scale.	This	tempts	us	to	construe	leadership	as	a	contrastive	term,	so	that	it	becomes	a	
counter-representational	force.	We	should	push	back	against	this	view.	Leaders	and	followers	act	
together	in	a	way	that	forces	us	to	reconsider	the	usual	accounts	of	co-agency.	If	we	come	to	see	
leadership	as	making	possible	a	distinctive	form	of	joint	activity,	our	conceptions	of	representation	
and	leadership	needn’t	vie	for	our	democratic	loyalties.	Instances	of	leadership	can	be	paradigmatic	
moments	of	representation.	
	
We	precede	in	five	steps.	Section	One	offers	two	explanations	for	the	low	profile	that	political	ethics	
assigns	to	leaders.	The	story	isn’t	a	failure	of	oversight,	but	a	philosophical	consequence	of	reducing	
the	phenomenon	to	counter-representation.	Second	Two	considers	two	models	for	identifying	the	
exercise	of	leadership.	On	the	one	hand,	the	agent-centered	model	begins	with	a	unifying	set	of	
characteristic	traits	and	actions	of	leaders.	On	the	other,	the	follower-centered	model	inverts	the	
relational	structure.	It	asks	what	happens	to	followers	when	leadership	is	successful:	successful	
leaders	do	not	merely	take	their	followers’	goals	and	preferences	as	given	but	rather	change	them	
substantially,	often	permanently.	Section	Three	presents	a	third	model	of	leadership	that	attempts	
to	unify	the	agent-	and	follower-oriented	models.	If	we	construe	leadership	as	a	unique	species	of	
joint	activity,	we	can	constructively	draw	upon	material	from	both	approaches.	The	final	section	
consider	ways	that	leadership	can	sustain	and	upend	relationships	of	political	equality.	Some	
threats	that	leadership	poses	to	democracy,	while	incurable,	can	be	managed.	Others	pose	a	more	
terminal	threat.	The	chapter	closes	by	imagining	how	leadership,	despite	its	inherent	threat,	is	an	
indispensable	feature	of	representative	democracy.	
	
	

1. 	An	Underrepresented	Concept	
	
Leadership	has	an	ambient	presence	in	social	life.	Leaders	manage	to	get	people	to	do,	or	think,	
things.	They	show	the	way,	setting	patterns	of	action	or	thought	among	their	followers.	They	do	this	
not	by	issuing	coercive	threats,	but	through	speech-acts	alone.	The	phenomenon	ranges	across	
associative,	political,	or	academic	domains.	Put	in	its	most	general	form,	leadership	is	ever-present.	
In	democratic	politics,	things	look	different.	It	is	ritual	to	decry	the	lack	of	the	phenomenon.	There	
is	an	expressed	hunger	for	more	instances	of	authentic	leadership.	In	the	musical	Hamilton,	

 
1	Michael	Walzer,	“Political	Action:	The	Problem	of	Dirty	Hands,”		
2	John	F.	Kennedy,	Profiles	in	Courage	(New	York:	Harper,	1955).	
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Washington	reports	that	the	people	are	“asking	me	to	lead.”3	What,	exactly,	are	they	asking?	
Philosophical	work	in	political	ethics	and	democratic	theory	around	the	concept	is	underpopulated.	
When	invoked,	the	concept	has	received	a	reductive	treatment.	Leadership	becomes	a	service	
performed	for	us,	but	not	with	us.	Let’s	rehearse	two	views	of	this	kind.	
	

Dirty	Hands	
	
Leaders	tend	to	get	typecast	as	the	solution	to	a	problem.	Adapting	the	term	from	Jean	Paul	Sarte’s	
eponymous	play,	Michael	Walzer	frames	the	problem	as	one	that	arises	when	we	ask	“what	political	
leaders	are	for.”4	His	answer	is	that	leaders	occupy	a	role	that	insulates	them	from	the	usual	ethical	
constraints	on	action	that	you	and	I	face.	They	perform	the	dirty	work	of	politics.	Think	of	Lyndon	
Johnson	threating	to	blackmail	a	segregationist	opponent,	shouting	on	the	phone,	“I’m	going	to	run	
over	you	if	you	challenge	m	on	this	civil	rights	bill.”5	If	leaders	cannot	avoid	dirtying	their	hands,	
they	find	themselves	in	a	kind	of	blind	alley.	As	Walzer	sees	it,	“leaders	may	sometimes	find	
themselves	in	situations	where	they	cannot	avoid	acting	immorally.”6	An	air	of	inevitability	marks	
this	discussion.	Part	of	the	job	of	leadership	is	to	make	decisions	that	are,	to	use	Bernard	Williams’s	
polite	phrase,	“morally	disagreeable	or	distasteful.”7		
	
Political	ethicists	have	assumed	that	dirty	hands	is	the	answer	to	the	question:	“what	are	leaders	
for?”	I	propose	that	this	conclusion	constitutes	a	case	of	mistaken	identity.	Leadership’s	
relationship	to	power	is	not	mono-causal.	It	can	serve	as	an	all-purpose	means	to	attain	power,	to	
keep	it,	or	to	deploy	it.	Now	we	can	see	how	the	problem	of	dirty	hands	has	been	a	source	of	
misdirection.	Leaders	when	successful,	come	to	hold	and	deploy	power.	And	it	may	well	be	that	
individuals	in	power	face	dilemmas	that	raise	the	philosophical	difficulties	of	dirty	hands.	So	it’s	
tempting	to	infer	that	political	leadership,	at	its	core,	is	the	business	of	dirtying	of	one’s	hands.	But	
this	conclusion	fails	to	distinguish	the	characteristic	position	of	a	leader	—	power-bearing	—	from	
the	conditions	that	mark	out	an	activity:	the	exercise	of	leadership.		
	
Dwelling	on	the	dilemmas	of	dirty	hands	delivers	a	highly-constricted	view	of	leadership:	one	that	
is	confined	to	an	agent	acting	in	a	profoundly	individualistic	way.	It	leaves	us	with	a	misleading	
model,	where	leaders	are	portrayed	as	solitary,	brooding—not	to	mention	that	their	roel	las	leaders	
is	short-lived.	
	
	 Sacrificial	Roles	
	
A	second	explanation	for	the	underrepresentation	of	leadership	involves	representation	itself.	If	
representatives	stand	in	an	agency	relationship	with	us,	this	can	seem	to	crowd	out	the	
phenomenon	of	leadership	altogether.	In	her	classic	analysis	of	representation,	Hannah	Pitkin	

 
3	Miranda,	Lin-Manuel.	“Hamilton:	An	American	Musical.”	In	Hamilton:	The	Revolution.	

Edited	by	Jeremy	McCarter.	New	York:	Grand	Central	Publishing,	2016.	
• 4	Michael	Walzer,	“Political	Action:	The	Problem	of	Dirty	Hands,”	Philosophy	

and	Public	Affairs,	2	(2):	160–180.	
5	Mark	Updegrove,	Indomitable	Will:	LBJ	in	the	Presidency	(New	York:	Crown,	2012),	p.	55.	
6	That	was	the	classic	version	of	the	problem.	Dennis	Thompson	updates	the	problem	for	a	

distinctively	democratic	setting.	Thompson’s	formulation	of	the	problem	recognizes	this	way	of	
posing	the	dilemma,	at	least	by	Walzer	and	Williams,	and	he	suggests,	Machiavelli:	“the	political	
leader	who	for	the	sake	of	public	purposes	violates	moral	principles.”		

7	Williams,	Bernard,	1978,	“Politics	and	Moral	Character”,	in	Stuart	Hampshire	
(ed.),	Public	and	Private	Morality,	Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	p.	71.	
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noticed	this	tension.	For	what	Pitkin	calls	descriptive	accounts	of	representation,	there	is	no	
obvious	space	for	instances	of	leadership.	If	representation	is	constituted	by	acting	as	a	“mirror”	of	
a	constituency,	then	exercising	leadership—acting	on	one’s	own	initiative,	independent	of	one’s	
constitutents’	wishes—is	a	distinctively	grave	way	to	fail	at	representing	others.	Seen	as	a	profile	in	
courage,	leaders	stand	in	a	zero-sum	relationship	with	representatives.	On	this	account,	exercises	of	
leadership	are	necessarily	counter-representative.	What	is	less	noticed	is	that	Pitkin	didn’t	limit	
this	incompatibility	to	descriptive	views.		
	
On	any	theory	of	representation	where	you	act	for	or	on	behalf	of	another,	profound	limits	on	your	
discretion	seem	to	kick	in.	You	can	take	risks,	improvise	solutions,	and	“wing	it”	when	you	are	
acting	only	for	yourself	—	as	Hobbes	would	say,	when	you	are	serving	merely	as	your	own	
spokesperson	—	but	not	another’s.	“What	is	courage	or	daring	on	our	own	behalf,”	Pitkin	warns,	
“becomes	irresponsibility	when	committed	on	behalf	of	another.”8	The	intuitive	appeal	here	is	clear.	
If	you	serve	as	a	decision	surrogate	for	another,	the	range	of	options	you	may	permissibly	select	is	
constrained.	This	holds	true	even	if	you	see	yourself	as	a	benefactor,	trying	to	maximize	some	
metric	of	flourishing	in	the	person	you	represent.	Even	Burkeans	don’t	seem	to	have	room	to	lead.	
Rather	than	moving	public	opinion,	they	bracket	it.	Their	solitary	judgment	is	what	they	owe	to	
constituents.		
	
These	two	pictures	of	leaders	have	more	in	common	than	has	been	appreciated.	The	first	had	
leaders	violating	moral	principles	so	that	the	citizens	for	whom	they	act	for	are	insulated;	the	
second	had	leaders	honoring	moral	commitments	despite	their	constituents’	blinkered	wishes.	
What	connects	these	cases	is	that	the	constituencies	for	whom	they	act	are,	in	the	end,	held	
constant.	They	don’t	participate	in	the	activity	of	leadership	in	any	meaningful	way.	Either	way,	we	
are	spared.	We	neither	dirty	our	hands	or	undo	our	own	irrational	views.	We	even	depose	our	
agents	because	they	have	failed	to	follow	our	wishes.	The	thought	that	the	exercise	of	leadership	
changes	followers	is	crucially	missing	from	both	accounts.	
	 	

2. Parsing	leadership	
	
In	everyday	politics,	we	call	occupants	of	certain	official	positions	“leader”	as	a	functional	title.	This	
naming	scheme	is	even	hardwired	in	the	rules	and	procedures	of	legislatures.	Consider	the	Majority	
or	Minority	Leader	of	the	U.S.	Senate.	Let’s	not	read	too	much	into	this	linguistic	practice.	Conflating	
a	functional	position	with	a	normative	exercise	of	leadership	can	be	a	source	of	confusion.	Is	the	
Senate	Majority	Leader	a	leader?	If	we	are	invoking	a	more	thickly	normative	concept,	this	is	a	
perfectly	sensible	question.	Still,	it	doesn’t	follow	that	leadership’s	exercise	need	be	morally	
laudatory.	The	concept,	as	I’m	imagining	it,	is	only	partially	moralized.	It’s	not	conceptually	possible	
for	me	to	lead	you	by	directly	threatening	you	with	violence	to	follow	me.	Let’s	consider	two	
identification	strategies,	which	begin	from	opposite	ends.	
	

a. Agent-Centric	Approaches	
	
The	first	method	fixes	on	properties	of	leaders	themselves.	We	canvass	for	character	traits	that	
leaders	share.	In	“Politics	as	Vocation,”	Max	Weber	presents	leaders	as	possessing	“personal	
charisma,”	which	brings	followers	to	“believe”	in	them.9	Accounts	of	this	kind	treat	character	traits	
as	stable	dispositions	to	act	in	a	certain	way.	This	approach	invites	the	objection	that	it	builds	the	

 
8	Hannah	Pitkin,	The	Concept	of	Representation,	p.	118.	
9	Max	Weber,	“Politics	as	Vocation,”	Keohane	2012;	Galston	2012;	Swaine	2013.	
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fundamental	attribution	error	into	its	methodology.10	It’s	a	standing	temptation	to	assume	that	
individuals’	actions	turn	on	what	kind	of	people	they	are,	neglecting	the	environmental	factors	that	
influence	them.11	Character-theoretic	views	of	leadership	typically	start	with	a	pool	of	leaders,	
which	fit	our	pre-theoretical	intuitions,	and	then	attempt	to	explain	what	is	common	among	this	
group	by	look	for	shared	traits.	This	makes	them	prone	to	neglect	the	characteristic	situations	that	
people	exercising	leadership	find	themselves	in.	If	we	have	inflated	beliefs	about	the	significance	of	
personality	traits,	we	may	fail	to	exercise	caution	in	relying	on	methods	that	treat	such	traits	as	the	
most	essential	elements	of	the	theory.	
	
A	more	targeted	approach	directs	our	attention	from	away	character	traits	in	general.	Virtue-
theoretic	approaches	focus	on	the	virtuous	character	traits	shared	by	leaders.	We	treat	the	relevant	
virtues,	or	“habits	of	governance,”	in	a	functional	way.	We	search	for	the	traits	“conducive	to	acting	
well	in	office.”12	This	method	guards	against	attribution	errors	in	its	sensitivity	to	the	environment	
in	which	leaders	operate.	It	identifies	traits	in	distinctive	political	habitats,	ranging	across	the	
offices	of	the	legislator,	organizer	and	activist.		With	this	approach,	Andrew	Sabl	identifies	“middle	
virtues”	like	sympathy	and	toleration.	If	there	is	a	master	virtue	of	leaders,	it	is	“democratic	
constancy,”	the	effective	pursuit	of	interest,	broadly	construed.	What	emerges	is	a	view	of	leaders	
that	allows	a	permissible	mix	of	moral	and	self-regarding	considerations.13	We	can	usefully	contrast	
this	partially	moralized	approach	with	purely	instrumental	accounts,	popular	in	leadership	studies.	
Leaders	possess	whatever	traits	that	allow	them	to	accomplish	their	pre-set	ends.	Their	skill	lies	in	
handling	power,	however	monstrously	it	is	deployed.14	
	
Faced	with	philosophical	concerns	about	character	traits,	this	approach	may	limit	its	purview	to	the	
characteristic	actions	that	exercises	of	leadership	share.	Leaders	“take	a	stand,”	frequently	
improvise	solutions,	and,	when	they	err,	they	take	responsibility	for	their	actions.15	This	explains	
why	instances	of	leadership	are	more	salient	in	less	than	ideal	background	conditions.	Injustice	
doesn’t	create	leaders,	but	it	may	present	many	more	opportunities	for	would-be	agenda-setters.	
This	includes	ample	opportunities	to	make	mistakes,	however	well-intentioned,	and	to	take	
responsibility	for	them	in	a	public	manner.		
	
Action-centered	views	can	usefully	distinguish	between	leadership	action	types	and	action	tokens.	
We	can	describe	the	action-type	of	sticking	one’s	neck	out,	or	we	can	focus	on	action-tokens,	where	
particular	leaders	bear	risks.	The	former	approach	will	unfold	in	a	deductive	manner,	picking	out	
the	classes	of	actions	that	together	much	up	leadership.	The	latter	will	proceed	inductively,	starting	
with	handpicked	cases.	Its	focus	on	tokens	of	leadership	makes	a	theory	more	flexible	but	less	
determinate.		
	
A	recent	action-theoretic	approach	views	leadership	as	an	essentially	risk-bearing	activity.	Ian	
Shapiro	and	James	Read	conceive	leaders	as	engaging	in	a	distinctively	“risk-embracing”	activity.	

 
10	Ross,	Lee	and	Richard	E.	Nisbett	1991:	The	Person	and	the	Situation:	Perspectives	of	Social	

Psychology.	New	York:	McGraw-Hill.		
11	Doris,	John	1998,	“'Persons,	Situations,	and	Virtue	Ethics.”	Nous,	32,	pp.	504-530		
12	Andrew	Sabl.	Ruling	Passions:	Political	Offices	and	Democratic	Ethics,	p.	7.	
13	Whether	this	virtue-theoretic	approach	remains	vulnerable	to	attribution	errors	is	an	

open	question.	The	approach	does	assume	that	virtues	track	reliable	behavioral	disposition.	It	is	
precisely	the	steadiness	of	democratic	constancy	that	makes	it	appealing	for	leaders	of	all	stripes,	
whether	the	activities	or	the	senator.			

14	Sabl	draws	this	contrast	with	Neustadt’s	means-ends	account.	
15	Harvey	C.	Mansfield,	Taming	the	Prince,	Free	Press	(1989).		
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The	conditions	for	this	activity	are	familiar	to	any	collective	action	theorist.	Leaders	find	
themselves	in	a	strategic	dilemma,	where	they	must	choose	between	cooperating	with	opposing	
parties	or	defecting:		
	

Individual	leaders	can	initiate	new,	tentatively	co-	operative	approaches	more	
readily	than	can	whole	communities,	but	in	the	process	they	accept	a	different	
degree	of	risk	than	the	community	does.	In	addition	to	political	failure	and	
repudiation,	such	leaders	risk	assassination	by	extremists	on	both	sides.16	

	
This	account	brings	to	light	a	distinctive	contribution	of	leaders:	they	are	uniquely	placed	to	launch	
a	new	cooperative	scheme:	they	can	come	to	reimagine	a	zero-sum	conflict	as	a	variable-sum	
opportunity.	Their	actions	are	characterized	by	a	kind	of	“strategic	hope”	—	they	take	calculated	
risks	in	the	service	of	cooperative	outcomes.17		When	cooperation	breaks	down,	a	leader’s	decision	
to	restore	cooperation	—	offering	a	“contrite”	tit-for-tat	—	is	always	a	risky	move.	Leadership	
emerges	as	a	unique	mix	of	actions:	leaders	absorb	risk	in	the	serving	of	overcoming	our	strategic	
dilemmas.	
	
This	argument	for	leadership	turns	on	a	key	assumption.	It	goes	through	in	cases	where	most	
member	of	each	group	will	benefit	more	from	cooperation	than	from	any	outcome	involving	
separate	action.	We	badly	need	assurance	that	others	will	go	along.	If	we	suspect	others	won’t	
cooperate,	we	will	hedge	our	bets	and	opt	out.	Leaders,	in	supplying	this	assurance,	will	antagonize	
members	with	more	radical	beliefs.	These	“extremists”	will	favor	non-cooperation,	precisely	
because	they	don’t	share	the	interests	of	more	moderate	members	of	the	group.	It	follows	that	
leadership	is	a	double-edged	sword:	in	solving	one	assurance	problem,	leaders	bear	the	brunt	of	
risk.		
	
	

b. Follower-Centric	Approaches	
	
The	second	way	of	identifying	leadership	starts	with	its	characteristic	effects	on	followers.	
Follower-centered	views,	as	I’m	calling	them,	assign	conceptual	priority	to	followers.	They	rather	
deliberatively	put	the	cart	before	the	horse,	starting	with	the	post-treatment	effects	of	leadership.	
Something	happens	to	the	followers	of	this	activity.	Once	we	pinpoint	this	cluster	of	symptoms,	we	
will	have	identified	the	phenomenon	of	leadership.	Transformational	theories,	in	this	vein,	are	
organized	around	leadership’s	momentous	effects	on	followers.18		
	
Joseph	Schumpeter	offers	a	paradigm	of	a	follower-centered	approach.	Leadership	makes	a	
productive	contribution	to	followers.	In	this	case,	the	production	is	literal.	Leaders	manufacture	
their	follower’s	will;	there	is	no	pre-fabricated	will	of	the	people.	If	we	look	at	the	pedigree	of	
leaders	—	some	chain	of	authorization	in	their	assent	to	power	—	we	are	looking	in	the	wrong	

 
16	Read,	James	H.	and	Shapiro,	Ian.	"Transforming	Power	Relationships:	Leadership,	Risk,	

and	Hope,"	American	Political	Science	Review,	Vol.	108,	No.	1,	2014,	pp.	40	-	53.		
17	In	game	theoretic	work,	leaders	are	routinely	absent.	Robert	Axelrod’s	indefinitely	

iterated	prisoner’s	dilemma	has	no	place	for	leaders.	See	Axelrod,	Robert.	1997.	The	Complexity	of	
Cooperation:	Agent-Based	Models	of	Competition	and	Collaboration.	Princeton:	Princeton	University	
Press;	Axelrod,	Robert.	1984.	The	Evolution	of	Cooperation.	New	York:	Basic	Books.		

18	Burns:	Burns:	“Leadership	theories	that	feature	profit-maximizing	elites	who	manipulate	
fixed	preferences,	or	conversely	attribute	extraordinary	transformative	powers	to	individual	leaders.”	
P.	52.	
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place.19	We	need	to	look	upstream.	Schumpeter’s	theory	of	leadership	is	powered	by	a	puzzle:	How	
can	a	collective,	without	a	will	of	its	own,	act?	When	we	to	act	in	some	collective	vein,	there	is	
powerful	evidence	that	they	have	received	a	treatment	of	a	leader.	The	theory,	in	effect,	has	us	
derive	the	presence	of	Neptune	from	its	surrounding	moons.	We	notice	a	phenomenon,	collective	
activity,	so	we	infer	the	conditions	that	made	this	possible.		Schumpeter	concludes	that	
“[c]ollectives	act	almost	exclusively	by	accepting	leadership.”20	This	view	has	no	patience	for	
theories	of	representation.	It	just	isn’t	possible	for	officials	to	“carry	out	the	will	of	the	people	
exactly	as	a	doctor	acts	to	carry	out	the	will	of	the	patient	to	get	well.”21	The	political	activity	of	
leadership	altogether	displaces	representation.	
	
The	ensuing	theory	of	democracy	is	reductive.	Accepting	leadership	or	withdrawing	acceptance	are	
the	two	activities	available	to	democratic	citizens.	This	has	led	some	commentators	to	distinguish	
approval	from	mere	acceptance.	“Acceptance	is	an	undemocratic	notion,”	Gerry	Mackie	holds:	
“[T]hose	who	only	accept	leadership,	by	definition,	have	no	further	inclinations	to	approve	or	
disapprove	of	it.”22	But	this	conclusion	comes	too	quickly.	When	we	“go	along”	with	the	proposal	of	
another,	we	are	in	the	role	of	a	follower.	But	why	should	we	assume	that	this	attitude	—	lacking	
full-throated	approval	—	is	less	of	an	action?	Perhaps	the	thought	is	that	acceptance,	as	an	attitude,	
is	generally	less	reflective,	or	more	luke-warm	in	character.23	But	as	a	pro-attitude,	acceptance	
comes	in	grades,	from	wholehearted	to	begrudging.	Nor	does	acceptance	have	to	be	a	passive	
activity.	I	can	see	my	own	agency	perfectly	clearly	when	I	follow	you,	even	if	I	haven’t	initiated	the	
action.	So	we	might	conclude	that	worries	about	the	democratic	credential	of	acceptance	turn	on	
some	underlying	concern.	In	Schumpeter’s	theory,	if	our	acceptance	is	part	of	the	material	
manufactured	by	leaders,	then	we	may	be	suspicious	of	its	normative	force.	
	
Follower-centered	views	needn’t	result	in	a	democratically	hobbled	view	of	leadership.	Hannah	
Arendt	presents	leaders	as	initiative-takers,	whose	success	hinges	on	the	resulting	actions	of	
followers.	She	rejects	views	of	leadership	that	see	rulers	as	directing	or	managing	our	activity.	Here	
is	her	target:	
	

[E]very	action,	accomplished	by	a	plurality	of	men,	can	be	divided	into	two	stages:	
the	beginning,	which	is	initiated	by	the	“leader,”	and	the	accomplishment,	in	which	
many	join	to	see	through	what	then	becomes	a	common	enterprise.	In	our	context,	
all	that	matters	is	the	insight	that	no	man,	however	strong,	can	accomplish	anything,	
good	or	bad,	without	the	help	of	others.	What	you	have	here	is	the	notion	of	an	
equality	which	account	for	a	“leader”	who	is	never	more	primus	inter	pares,	the	first	
among	his	peers.	24	

 
19	Theorists	who	have	allegiance	to	the	Schumpeterian	program	include	Posner	(2003)	

Shapiro	(2003).	
20	Joseph	Schumpeter,	Capitalism,	Socialism,	and	Democracy,	p.	270	
21	Ibid.	250.	
22	Gerry	Mackie,	“Schumpeter’s	Leadership	Democracy,”	Political	Theory,	37;1,	p.	143.	
23	David	Hume’s	description	of	the	begrudging	individual,	dragged	onto	a	ship,	conjures	the	

idea	of	bare	acceptance:	“We	may	as	well	assert,	that	a	man,	by	remaining	in	a	vessel,	freely	
consents	to	the	dominion	of	the	master;	though	he	was	carried	on	board	while	asleep,	and	must	
leap	into	the	ocean,	and	perish,	the	moment	he	leaves	her,”	“Of	the	Original	Contract,”	in	Hume,	
Essays	Moral,	Political	and	Literary,	rev.	ed.,	ed.	Eugene	F.	Miller	(Indianapolis:	Liberty	Fund,	1987),	
p.	475.	

24	Hannah	Arendt,	Responsibility	and	Judgment,	ed.	Jerome	Kohn	(New	York:	Schocken,	
2003),	46-48.		
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Arendt	refuses	to	see	politics	as	“rulership”	—	as	what	some	do	to	others.	She	uses	scare	quotes	
when	identifying	“leaders”	to	separate	herself	from	a	more	agent-centered	view.	On	her	account,	
initiative-taking	that	marks	out	leadership	is	wholly	underwritten	by	the	support	of	followers.		
	
leadership	as	initiative-taking	that	is	underwritten	by	the	support	of	others.		Leadership,	when	
successful,	is	sustained	by	a	pattern	of	action	taken	by	followers.	Arendt	directs	our	attention	to	the	
essential	role	.	Precisely	how	leaders	get	us	to	do	things	is	left	open.	What	matters	is	how	their	
action	thread	their	followers	actions	together,	producing	“concerted	action.”	An	updated	version,	
offered	by	Mark	Philp,	sees	leadership	as	producing	“patterns	of	action	for	others.”25	The	activity	is	
constituted	not	by	how	it	creates	templates	that	followers	together	act	upon,	but	by	its	effects	on	
followers	interested	in	coordinating	their	actions.	How	do	we	get	past	our	uncertainty	and	
excessive	self-interest?	Leadership	may	be	understood	as	the	solution	to	our	chronic	coordination	
problems.26		
	
Follower-centric	views	can	take	on	an	instrumental	cast.	Economists	describe	leaders	as	offering	a	
distinctive	service	for	would-be	groups.	For	Norman	Frohlich	and	Joe	Oppenheimer,	leaders	and	
followers	stand	in	a	bartering	relationship.	For	the	price	of	solving	coordination	problems,	the	
leader	extracts	a	payment	in	money	or	honor.	After	all,	they	have	provided	a	specialized	service,	
created	by	a	peculiar	kind	of	market	failure.	And	they	deserve	something	for	this	service.	The	
leader,	a	skillful	entrepreneur,	brings	a	very	particular	set	of	skills,	“supply[ing]	a	collective	good	
without	providing	all	of	the	resources	himself.”27		
	
This	concept	of	leadership	isn’t	cashed	out	in	terms	of	the	motives,	aims,	or	character	traits.	Nor	
does	it	specify	the	characteristic	means	by	which	this	service	is	provided.	The	leader	changes	our	
strategic	environment,	not	by	transforming	us,	but	by	channeling	our	actions.	That’s	the	indirect	
treatment	effect	that	allows	us	to	identify	instances	of	leadership.	On	this	view,	it	seems,	the	
motives	and	beliefs	of	followers	are	held	constant.	They	remain	the	underwriting	source	of	power:	
leaders	enable	us	to	act	in	patterns	that	wouldn’t	be	possible	without	their	orchestrating	role.	But,	
in	an	important	sense,	the	collective	aim	is	ours.	“[T]he	leader’s	power,”	on	this	view,	is	“founded	
upon	his	ability	to	solve	derived	coordination	problems.	Here	the	leader	causes	followers	to	act	in	
concert,	whereas	they	would	not	otherwise	have	been	able	to	do	so.”28	What	emerges	is	the	image	
of	the	traffic	guard,	who	makes	it	possible	for	us	to	get	where	we	already	want	to	go.	The	treatment	
on	followers	in	this	case	is	indirect.	Leaders	shape	our	environment,	channeling	our	pre-existing	
ends,	but	we	remain	unchanged.		
	
	

3. A	Shared	Agency	Approach	
	
We	now	have	two	blueprints	for	constructing	a	full-fledged	theory	of	leadership.	Agent-centric	
views	draw	our	attention	the	traits,	habits,	and	action	types	that	we	associate	with	leaders.	If	we	
have	strongly-held	intuitions	about	tokens	of	leadership,	why	not	attempt	to	find	traits,	virtues,	or	
habits	that	they	exhibit?	There	was	also	theoretical	force	in	approaches	that	took	followers	as	

 
25	Mark	Philp,	Political	Conduct,	p.	77.	
26	Randall	L.	Calvert,	“Leadership	and	its	Basis	in	Problems	of	Social	Coordination,”	

International	Political	Science	Review,	1992,	Vol.	13,	No.	1,	7-24.	
27	Norman	Frohlich	&	Joe	A.	Oppenheimer,	Political	Leadership	and	Collective	Goods,	p.	6.	
28	Randall	L.	Calvert,	“Leadership	and	its	Basis	in	Problems	of	Social	Coordination,”	

International	Political	Science	Review,	1992,	Vol.	13,	No.	1,	7-24.	
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primary.	What	is	most	interesting	about	leadership	is	what	it	leaves	in	its	wake.	Followers	are	
effected,	sometimes	profoundly	so,	by	this	distinctive	treatment.	It	follows	that	we	should	look	at	
the	downstream	effects	on	us,	whether	individually	or	collectively,	after	being	led.	It	seems	that	we	
face	a	chicken-egg	problem	with	a	methodological	flavor:	what	is	conceptually	prior,	the	leader	or	
the	follower?	
	
There’s	a	way	out	of	this	deadlock.	Rather	than	starting	with	one	of	these	two	characters,	we	can	
investigate	the	structure	of	the	relationship	itself.	What	is	shared	between	leaders	and	followers	in	
an	authentically	democratic	politics?	In	that	setting,	we	might	suppose,	leadership	isn’t	something	
done	to	us,	but	with	us.	By	posing	the	problem	in	this	way,	we	naturally	invite	our	intuitive	
reactions	to	cases	where	we	have	democratic	unease.	Demagogues	get	us	to	do	something	by	
subverting	our	reasoning.	There’s	no	sense	in	which	their	actions	are	compatible	with	democratic	
values.	By	their	counter-example,	they	sketch	a	way	forward.		
	
We	can	start	with	the	assumption	that	leadership,	at	least	in	its	democratic	form,	must	be	an	
activity	that	followers	partake	in.	If	we	are	looking	for	the	sharing	in	actions,	not	mere	beliefs,	the	
relevant	material	is	intentions.	In	perfectly	ordinary	activities,	like	going	on	a	walk,	our	intentions	
need	to	be	interlocking	in	a	characteristic	way.	Suppose	you	are	a	slower	walker;	my	natural	pace	is	
faster.	Without	a	shared	intention	to	coordinate	our	movements,	we’ll	soon	be	blocks	apart	from	
each	other.	
	
The	shared	material	between	leaders	and	followers	is	analogous	to	our	walkers.	Their	interlocking	
intentions	allow	them	to	pursue	actions	in	concert.	Political	activity	is	notoriously	failure-prone,	so	
it’s	natural	to	search	for	a	hardier	species	of	intention.	We	generally	call	this	form	of	intention	a	
“commitment”	—	whether	in	a	marriage	ceremony	or	in	movement	politics.	On	this	view,	
leadership	involves	proposing	a	commitment	that	the	leader	will	share	with	prospective	followers.	
This	brings	out	the	creative,	even	improvisational,	dimension	of	the	activity.	Leadership	has	a	
discretionary	character;	it	resists	algorithmic	reasoning.	“Leadership	is	not	wholly	rule-	and	norm-
bound,”	Mark	Philp	writes,	“…it	requires	innovation,	the	interpretation	of	norms,	and	an	ordering	of	
values	and	commitments	that	are	not	covered	by	some	further	set	of	norms.”29	Sometimes	this	
ordering	will	be	audacious.	Abraham	Lincoln	attempted	to	reframe	the	Civil	War	as	collective	effort	
for	human	equality.30	It	was	hardly	obvious	that	this	proposal	—	launched	at	Gettysburg	—	would	
receive	widespread	uptake.		
	
On	the	shared	agency	view,	leaders	get	people	to	share	a	commitment	and	mobilize	them	to	honor	
that	commitment.	In	democratic	politics	it	can	take	on	these	forms		
	

Commitment-Setting:	Leaders	propose	that	we	(leaders	and	followers)	bring	about	a	
political	end.		
	
Commitment-Sustaining:	Leaders	mobilize	existing	followers	to	act	together	in	bringing	
about	a	political	end.31	

 
29	Political	Conduct,	p.	83.	This	theme	is	sounded	in	popular	accounts	of	leadership.	Walter	

Isaacson	notes	that	leaders	“know	when	to	be	flexible	and	pragmatic,	on	the	one	hand,	and	when	it	
is,	instead,	a	moment	to	stand	firm	on	principle	and	clarity	of	vision.”	Profiles	in	Leadership:	
Historians	on	the	Elusive	Quality	of	Greatness.	W.	W.	Norton	&	Company.	

30	Gary	Wills,	Lincoln	at	Gettysberg	(New	York:	Simon	&	Schuster,	1992).	
31	Eric	Beerbohm,	“Is	Democratic	Leadership	Possible?”	American	Political	Science	Review,	

2015.	
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Seen	this	way,	leadership	is	a	relational	property	in	two	ways.	The	ensuing	commitment	is	shared	
between	the	leader	and	followers	—	vertically	—	and	it	is	shared	among	followers	horizontally.	The	
proposed	commitment	isn’t	agent-neutral.	It	doesn’t	say	that	someone,	anyone	should	bring	about	
some	political	change.	It	folds	leaders	and	their	followers	into	the	commitment	itself.	That	our	co-
agency	is	recruited	is	central	to	the	activity.	The	leader	doesn’t	get	followers	to	form	a	commitment	
that	someone	else	should	act.	Of	course,	leaders	can	and	do	call	upon	others	agents	to	act.	You	can	
spearhead	a	petition,	directed	to	a	university	governing	body,	that	my	university	divest	from	its	
carbon	investments.	But	your	leadership—as	opposed	to	the	effects	that	it	may	bring	about—
consists	in	you	getting	your	body	of	followers	to	commit	to	this	public	speech	act.	The	commitment	
is	irreducibly	about	what	we	will	do,	not	some	third	party.		
	
It’s	dangerous	to	assume	that	democratic	citizens	are	commitment	types.	After	all,	asking	voters	or	
movement	members	to	share	a	bold	commitment	can	seem	outlandish.	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.	
asked	his	followers	to	commit	to	nonviolent	resistance,	which	served	as	the	“guiding	light	of	our	
movement.”32	He	defended	this	commitment	against	severe	criticism,	insisting	on	its	centrality	to	
the	Civil	Rights	Movement:	“Occasionally	in	life	one	develops	a	conviction	so	precious	and	
meaningful	that	he	will	stand	on	it	till	the	end.	This	is	what	I	have	found	in	nonviolence.”33	King	set	
down	a	commitment	to	a	nonviolent	means	in	service	of	political	equality.	The	shared	ingredient	of	
leadership	can	be	about	means,	ends,	or	some	aim	that	defies	these	political	categories.	For	King,	an	
essential	feature	of	the	commitment	was	that	his	proposed	means	were	constitutive	of	the	end.	His	
refusal	to	cooperate	with	unjust	structures	delivered	the	appropriate	forms	of	protest	as	well	as	the	
end	vision	of	social	and	political	equality.	
	
If	leaders	aim	to	get	followers	to	form	joint	commitment,	we	can	see	why	this	activity	has	been	seen	
as	inherently	risky.	In	small	scale	actions,	this	is	familiar.	We	commit	to	run	a	marathon	together.	
Or	we	commit	to	jump	“on	the	count	of	three”	on	a	base	jump.	Here	our	decision	to	engage	in	these	
activities	together	increases	our	odds	of	success.	Our	shared	vow	functions	as	a	pre-commitment	
device.	Even	if	my	odds	of	success	at	base	jumping	aren’t	affected	—	whether	I	perform	the	action	
alone	or	with	someone	else	—	the	odds	of	my	sticking	to	my	commitment	may	depend	crucially	on	
our	willingness	to	bear	this	risk	together.	This	seems	to	hold	true	for	“moonshot”	proposals	in	
politics.	The	original	proposal	of	this	kind	was	shot	through	with	risk.	On	September	12,	1962,	John	
F.	Kennedy	invited	his	national	audience	to	share	a	decade-long	commitment,	one	that	he	would	
share	with	them	posthumously:	
	

We	choose	to	go	to	the	Moon	in	this	decade…not	because	[acts	like	these]	are	easy,	
but	because	they	are	hard;	because	that	goal	will	serve	to	organize	and	measure	the	
best	of	our	energies	and	skills,	because	that	challenge	is	one	that	we	are	willing	to	
accept,	one	we	are	unwilling	to	postpone,	and	one	we	intend	to	win,	and	the	others,	
too.	

	
The	speech	is	powered	by	a	first-personal	plural	voice.	This	isn’t	presented	as	a	public	service	
announcement:	“I’d	like	you	to	know	what	NASA	is	going	to	do	over	the	next	decade.”	Kennedy	isn’t	
alerting	the	American	people	of	a	policy	undertaking	that	he	is	personally	committed	to.	The	speech	
is	built	around	the	proposal	of	an	intention	—	one	that	must	be	shared	for	the	political	end	to	have	

 
32	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	“"Pilgrimage	to	Nonviolence,”	The	Papers	of	Martin	Luther	King,	

Jr.	Volume	V:	Threshold	of	a	New	Decade,	January	1959-December	1960	Clayborne	Carson,	Tenisha	
Armstrong,	Susan	Carson,	Adrienne	Clay,	and	Kieran	Taylor,	eds.,	5:423.	

33	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	Where	Do	We	Go	From	Here	(New	York:	Beacon	Press,	pp.	63–64).	
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any	chance	of	success.	Precisely	how	much	uptake	the	proposal	received	is	contentious.	In	response	
to	the	speech,	Dwight	Eisenhower	rejected	it	wholeheartedly:	“Anybody	who	would	spend	$40	
billion	in	a	race	to	the	Moon	for	national	prestige	is	nuts.”34		
	
Let’s	assume,	plausibly,	that	Kennedy	knew	that	public	support	for	the	Apollo	program	was	
relatively	low.	Was	his	proposal	counter-representational?	On	a	simple	theory	of	representation,	
which	takes	the	public	opinion	in	a	narrow	time	slice,	then	it	surely	was.	But	if	the	public’s	shared	
commitment	grew	over	time,	so	that	by	Apollo	11	a	commanding	majority	supported	the	program.	
If	Kennedy	had	some	confidence	in	his	power	to	shape	the	opinions	and	commitments	of	the	public	
over	time,	need	his	leadership	be	at	odds	with	his	role	as	a	representative?	Anticipatory	accounts	of	
representation	suggest	that	there	needn’t	be	a	tension.	They	tend	to	focus	on	representatives	who	
anticipate	changes	in	public	opinion	that	are	out	of	their	control.	But	on	another	model,	an	official	
can	anticipate	the	views	of	future	constituents	who	shift	in	response	to	their	own	leadership.	This	
view	has	a	wrinkle.	It’s	plausible	to	think	that	leaders	tend	to	be	overconfident	in	their	ability	to	
persuade	others	to	join	them	on	behalf	of	a	cause.	So	we	need	to	ask	whether	it	is	reasonable	for	
them	to	anticipate	a	recruitable	set	of	followers.	Even	with	this	caveat,	this	view	subjects	leadership	
to	a	kind	of	moral	luck.	If	Kennedy’s	moonshot	proposal	doesn’t	find	early	uptake,	at	some	point	his	
attempts	to	move	the	public	will	reflect	a	disconnect	from	reality,	rather	than	anything	resembling	
leadership.			
	
	
This	brings	us	to	the	mobilizing	dimension	of	the	activity.	Leaders	doesn’t	just	create	the	
background	conditions	for	shared	agency.	They	also	mobilize	that	constituency	to	enact	shared	
commitment	in	law	and	public	opinion.	And,	indeed,	it	can	take	as	much	effort	to	sustain	a	sturdy	
intention	as	to	bootstrap	it	into	existence.	By	1967,	King	acknowledged	that	significant	numbers	of	
followers	were	flagging	in	their	commitment	to	nonviolent	resistance.	He	diagnosed	the	fragility	of	
the	commitment	in	this	way:	“We	maintained	the	hope	while	transforming	the	hate	of	traditional	
revolutions	into	positive	nonviolent	power.	As	long	as	the	hope	was	fulfilled	there	was	little	
questioning	of	nonviolence.	But	when	the	hopes	were	blasted,	when	people	came	to	see	that	in	spite	
of	progress	their	conditions	were	still	insufferable…despair	began	to	set	in.”35	On	his	view,	the	true	
test	of	this	commitment	came	when	movement	members’	confidence	was	weakening.36	
	
If	we	see	leadership	as	a	distinctive	form	of	joint	activity,	we	can	draw	upon	insights	from	the	two	
approaches	of	the	last	section.	For	a	proposal	to	get	uptake	from	prospective	followers,	we	would	
expect	patterns	of	personality	traits	to	play	a	central	role.	The	bundle	of	traits,	including	charisma,	
rhetorical	savvy,	and	overconfidence	(even	against	all	available	evidence),	will	often	serve	as	
necessary	psychological	ingredients.	So,	too,	virtue-theoretical	traits	of	leaders	have	considerable	
explanatory	power.	Leaders	don’t	frame	a	candidate	commitment	as	wildly	at	odds	with	the	
interests	of	followers.	They	propose	commitments	that	defy	simple	binaries	between	altruistic	and	
self-interested	aims.	They	may	enlarge	appeal	to	interest	to	include	the	moral	interests	of	followers.	
King	insisted	on	the	commitment	to	refuse	cooperating	with	evil,	an	appeal	that	could	be	put	in	
terms	of	his	follower’s	good	or	universal	values	of	justice	and	peace.	Indeed,	he	reframed	the	choice	

 
34	Douglas	Brinkley,	American	Moonshot:	John	F.	Kennedy	and	the	Great	Space	Race	(New	

York:	Harper,	2019),	p.	384.	
35	King,	Where	Do	We	Go	From	Here,	45.		
36	In	his	analysis	of	David	Hume’s	political	morality,	Andrew	Sabl	stresses	the	sense	in	

which	leader’s	attend	to	the	needs	of	followers,	in	particular	their	assistance	in	resolving	social	
dilemma.	Sabl,	Andrew.	Hume's	Politics:	Coordination	and	Crisis	in	the	"History	of	England"	(p.	36).	
Princeton	University	Press.	Kindle	Edition.	
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as	between	nonviolence	or	nonexistence.		
	
Follower-centered	approaches	also	supply	rich	material	for	making	sense	of	leadership	as	a	joint	
activity.	Leaders	do	provide	a	kind	of	coordination	service.	But	to	cash	this	contribution	out	as	a	
kind	of	transactional	“skimming”	is	misleading.	In	small	scale	problems	of	this	kind,	we	tend	to	
imagine	decisions	that	are	morally	underdetermined.	We	must	pick	which	side	of	the	road	to	drive	
on,	and	so	long	as	someone	proposes	a	solution,	we	will	drive	content.	But	in	politics,	our	decision	
don’t	typically	have	this	character.	We	don’t	see	leaders	as	third-party	arbiters	who	broker	
coordination	deals,	and	take	a	cut	of	the	transaction.	Once	we	conceive	leadership	as	an	irreducibly	
shared	activity,	we	can	see	the	mechanisms	by	which	coordination	problems	are	overcome.	In	
Hamilton,	Washington	(and	later	Hamilton)	report	that	people	are	“asking	them	to	lead.”	We	can	
make	sense	of	this	kind	of	request.	Under	certain	conditions,	leadership	is	a	genuine	service	
performed	for	followers.	But	it	is	also	performed	with	followers,	at	least	when	placed	in	the	setting	
of	democratic	politics.	Transactional	accounts	focus	on	the	former,	occluding	the	joint	character	of	
the	activity.		
	
To	see	this,	we	can	turn	to	an	unabashedly	undemocratic	setting.	Jean	Hampton	finds	a	leadership-
selection	problem	at	the	central	of	Hobbes’s	political	theory.	37	In	the	state	of	nature,	we	recognize	
that	we	can’t	spontaneously	realize	an	optimal	outcome.	The	variety	of	coordination	problems	that	
we	face	is	too	great.	We	need	to	empower	a	leader	with	vast	coordinating	power.	They	will	then	
propose	a	shared	framework	and	threaten	punishment	if	we	veer	from	our	commitments	(a	
decidedly	Hobbesian	form	of	mobilization).	The	conditions	of	the	state	of	nature	are	sufficiently	
unpleasant	that	we	are	willing	to	pre-commit	to	honoring	nearly	any	plan	that	the	selected	leader	
proposes,	if	doesn’t	fly	in	the	face	of	our	interest	in	avoiding	recurring	wars.	Leaders,	on	this	view,	
render	a	specialized	coordination	service	for	followers.	But	they	needn’t	bring	any	special	traits,	
whether	charismatic	or	epistemic.	The	Hobbesian	leader,	in	this	sense,	is	unremarkable.	We	won’t	
find	anything	extraordinary	if	we	focus	on	their	distinctive	traits,	even	their	set	of	virtues.	Still,	it	is	
no	understatement	to	say	that	they	transform	us.38	Hobbesian	leadership	promises	to	rescue	us	
from	fear	—	so	long	as	we	sustain	our	shared	commitment	to	invest	exclusive	authority	in	the	
selected	leader.		
	
	

4. Reconciling	Leadership	and	Representation	
	
Views	on	leadership’s	relationship	to	representative	democracy	fit	into	a	binary.	On	one	hand,	we	
may	hold	little	hope	for	compatibility.	Leadership	is	an	invasive	species	in	democracies.	Its	place	in	
democracy	is	incoherent,	even	paradoxical.39	Benjamin	Barber,	for	example,	viewed	the	exercise	of	
leadership	as	probative	evidence	of	a	democratic	failure.	For	him,	the	activity	is	perpetually	
“opposed	to	participatory	self-government.”	Leaders	can’t	help	but	displace	action	by	individual	
citizens;	they	shrink	the	domain	of	collective	choice.	His	conclusion	leaves	little	room	for	
moderation:	“Complete	self-government	by	an	active	citizenry	would	leave	no	room	for	leaders	or	

 
37	Jean	Hampton,	Hobbes	and	the	Social	Contract	Tradition,	pp.	147-188.		
38	Richard	Tuck,	“The	Utopianism	of	Leviathan,”	Leviathan	after	350	Years,	eds.,	Tom	Sorell	

and	Luc	Foisneau	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2004).	
39	Kane,	John.	"The	Ethical	Paradox	of	Democratic	Leadership."	Taiwan	Journal	of	Democracy	

3,	no.	2	(2007):	33-52;	Sartori,	Giovanni.	The	Theory	of	Democracy	Revisited.	Oxford:	Oxford	
University	Press,	1987.	
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followers.”40	As	democracy	flourishes,	we	should	expect	and	hope	for	a	withering	away	of	
leadership.	
	
The	other	pole	dissolves	the	tension	entirely.	After	worrying	that	descriptive	theories	of	
representation	would	make	leadership	impossible,	Hannah	Pitkin	offers	her	official	line:	that	
political	representation,	properly	understood	as	a	type	of	responsiveness,	is	“perfectly	compatible”	
with	leadership.41	She	argues	through	a	process	of	elimination.	We	first	reflect	on	the	line	between	
leadership	and	manipulation	—	one	that	she	acknowledges	is	difficult	to	draw.	We	then	borrow	
from	Wittgenstein’s	strategy	for	analyzing	action:	“What	is	left	over	if	I	subtract	the	fact	that	my	
arm	goes	up	from	the	fact	that	I	raise	my	arm?”42	What	remains	is	supposed	to	be	my	action.	Pitkin	
performs	a	parallel	move.	Leadership	is	what	remains	when	we	subtract	manipulative	acts	from	
those	actions	that	get	people	to	do	things.	Why	is	this	difference	central	for	her?		
	

Leadership	is,	in	a	sense,	at	the	mercy	of	the	led.	It	succeeds	only	so	long	as	they	are	
willing	to	follow.	Thus	it	is	not	incompatible	with	our	requirement	that	the	
represented	be	able	to	get	their	way	when	they	have	an	explicit	will.	Manipulation	
by	a	ruler,	on	the	other	hand,	is	imposed	on	the	ruled,	and	threatens	their	capacity	
to	reject	a	policy	or	initiate	a	new	one.43	

	
This	argument	recasts	the	leader	as	an	agent,	and	followers	as	principals.	Our	willingness	to	follow	
is	what	preserves	our	agency	in	this	activity.	The	co-agency	that	Pitkin	underscores	is	perfectly	
familiar:	we	go	along	with	your	proposal.	We	may	do	so	begrudgingly,	but	we	won’t	deny	that	this	is	
an	activity	that	we	play	some	meaningful	role	in.	Not	so	when	we	are	victims	of	manipulation.	In	
paradigm	cases,	manipulated	individuals	are	not	even	aware	of	this	treatment.	Our	sub-rational	
faculties	are	targeted,	bypassing	our	reasoning	altogether.	On	Pitkin’s	definition	leadership	can’t	be	
manipulative,	poses	no	threat	to	representative	democracy.	The	tension	is	dissolved	by	conceptual	
fiat.	
	
Neither	view	registers	the	complexity	of	the	relationship	between	representation	and	leadership.	If	
we	see	the	two	concepts	as	standing	in	a	zero-sum	tension,	we	will	overlook	a	class	of	cases	where	
leadership	seems	to	facilitate	representation,	and	vice	versa.	And	if	we	conceive	the	concepts	in	a	
way	that	ushers	away	any	tensions,	we	won’t	be	able	to	appreciate	the	difficulties	chronic	to	this	
relationship.	Even	if	we	aren’t	clear	victims	of	manipulation,	leadership	can	whittle	away	at	our	
ability	to	see	ourselves	as	equals,	to	view	ourselves	as	sharing	in	authority,	and	to	see	ourselves	as	
authors,	not	mere	editors,	of	a	democratic	polity.	To	bring	out	these	three	potential	sites	of	tension,	
we	can	run	three	kinds	of	compatibility	tests	between	these	models	of	leadership	and	
representation:	equal	standing,	authority,	and	authorship.		
	
Equal	Standing.	Representatives,	former	and	informal,	wield	far	more	power	than	any	one	of	their	
constituents.	How	can	we	reconcile	this	inequality	with	the	democratic	value	of	equal	standing?	If	
legislators	are	agents	and	their	constituents	are	collective	principals,	there	is	no	necessary	social	
inferiority	in	this	relationship.	Lawyers	and	accountants	act	on	behalf	of	others.	These	principal-
agent	dyads	seem	consistent	with	relationships	of	equality.		Once	representatives	play	a	more	

 
40	Benjamin	Barber,	Strong	Democracy	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1984),	p.	

237	
41	Hannah	Pitkin,	The	Concept	of	Representation,	p.	233.	
42	Ludwig	Wittgenstein,	Philosophical	Investigations,	trans.	G.E.M.	Anscombe	(Oxford:	

Blackwell,	1953),	621.	
43	Ibid.	
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active	role	in	the	shaping	the	convictions	that	they	claim	to	represent,	the	egalitarian	standing	of	
the	parties	gets	murkier.	Was	JFK	representing	his	future	constituents,	who	he	believed	would	
come	to	support	an	expensive	moonshot?	At	the	time	of	his	speech,	it’s	hard	to	cast	his	language	in	
ways	that	is	responsive	to	a	broad	constituency.	Perhaps	he	saw	himself	as	honoring	more	general	
principle	held	by	his	constituents:	committing	to	America’s	own	leadership	into	new	frontiers.	
	
This	suggests	a	sense	in	which	his	moonshot	proposal	was	simultaneously	an	act	of	representation	
and	leadership.	He	claimed	to	represent	normative	commitments;	his	leadership	consisted	in	
connecting	those	principles	to	a	concrete	policy	goal.	If	he	had	failed	to	connect	principles	to	policy,	
he	could	not	have	sustained	the	funding	for	the	Apollo	mission.	In	this	sense,	he	was	ultimately	
dependent	on	public	opinion.	And	it	is	this	veto	point	that	gives	the	constituency	a	collective	power	
that	no	act	of	leadership	can	surmount.	As	Lincoln	put	it,	“With	public	sentiment,	nothing	can	fail,	
without	it	nothing	can	succeed.”	But	as	he	recognized,	public	opinion	can	be	shaped	in	an	
egalitarian	direction.	44	In	1901,	White	House	released	one	of	the	first	press	releases	of	Theodore	
Roosevelt’s	presidency.	It	read	simply:	“Booker	T.	Washington	of	Tuskegee,	Alabama,	dined	with	
the	President	last	evening.”	Roosevelt	didn’t	explicitly	invite	his	broad	audience	to	join	him	in	
undermining	white	supremacy,	but	his	one-sentence	note	was	a	powerfully	understated	way	of	
proposing	a	commitment	to	racial	equality	as	a	central	part	of	his	presidency.45This	isn’t	an	instance	
of	Roosevelt	deploying	the	“bully	pulpit,”	a	term	that	he	famously	coined.	It’s	an	understated	way	of	
testifying	to	human	equality.	As	an	expressive	act,	it	is	far	upstream	from	the	civil	rights	legislation	
that	enshrines	equality	in	institutional	forms.	
	
Co-Authority.	Leaders	claim	the	authority	to	speak	and	act	in	the	name	of	their	followers.	But	this	
claim	can	seem	unearned.	Claiming	to	speak	for	others	can	be	a	deeply	vain	and	self-serving	act.	
Michael	Walzer	imagines	two	very	different	“would-be	leaders.”	The	first	finds	“warrant	in	his	
ideology	alone”;	the	other	“finds	his	warrant	in	the	fact	that	he	can	give	his	ideology	currency	
among	the	oppressed	themselves.”46	For	Walzer,	only	the	latter	can	be	a	genuine	leader	of	the	
oppressed,	who	can	speak	on	their	behalf.		Even	if	the	former	advances	their	interest,	he	lacks	a	
crucial	element	of	authority:	the	uptake	of	followers,	who	take	the	leader’s	proposal	as	diagnosing	
their	own	subordination.	In	this	kind	of	case,	a	leader’s	legitimate	claim	to	speak	for	followers	can	
empower	them,	enabling	their	voice	and	raising	their	consciousness.	Precisely	how	uptake	by	
followers	occurs	isn’t	obvious.	There	are	clear	cases	where	an	unofficial	representative	seems	to	
earn	this	authority.	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.	describes	the	process	by	which	he	came	to	speak	for	the	
Montgomery	Bus	Boycott	in	a	community	that	he	had	no	roots	in,	and	without	seeking	an	official	
office:		
	

	That	afternoon,	I	returned	to	Atlanta	to	make	at	least	an	appearance	at	the	meeting	
of	Negro	leaders.	There	I	found	an	enthusiastic	group	of	almost	a	hundred	men	from	
all	over	the	South,	committed	to	the	idea	of	a	Southern	movement	to	implement	the	
Supreme	Court’s	decision	against	bus	segregation	through	nonviolent	means.	Before	

 
44	Iris	Young	acknowledges	this	deliberative	transformation,	but	doesn’t	construe	the	

phenomenon	as	leadership:	“Most	proponents	of	deliberative	democracy	emphasize	that	this	model	
conceptualizes	the	process	of	democratic	discussion	as	not	merely	expressing	and	registering,	but	
as	transforming	the	preferences,	interests,	beliefs,	and	judgments	of	participants,”	Young,	Inclusion	
and	Democracy	(deliberative	democracy	emphasize	that	this	model	conceptualizes	the	process	of	
democratic	discussion	as	not	merely	2000,	26).		

45	Dewey	W.	Grantham,	Jr.,	“Dinner	at	the	White	House:	Theodore	Roosevelt,	Booker	T.	
Washington,	and	the	South,”	Tennessee	Historical	Quarterly.	Vol.	17,	No.	2	(June,	1958),	pp.	112-130	

46	Michael	Walzer,	Obligations:	Essays	on	Disobedience,	War,	and	Citizenship,	p.	55.	
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adjourning	they	voted	to	form	a	permanent	organization,	the	Southern	Christian	
Leadership	Conference,	and	elected	me	president,	a	position	I	still	hold.47	

	
When	a	constituency	provides	evidence	of	uptake,	the	relationship	between	representation	and	
leadership	can	be	mutually	supportive.	King	describes	a	pre-existing	commitment	among	
movement	leaders:	the	use	of	nonviolent	means	to	end	segregation	in	public	transportation.	Of	
course,	King’s	own	prior	leadership	on	nonviolent	resistance	played	a	significant	role	in	this	
commitment.	Leadership,	in	this	case,	helped	pave	the	way	for	King’s	representative	role.	He	didn’t	
get	out	ahead	of	the	boycott	leaders,	claiming	to	act	and	bargain	on	their	behalf,	until	he	was	
officially	recognized	by	a	newly	founded	South	Christian	Leadership	Conference.48		
	
Co-Authorship.	If	leaders	typically	generate	commitments	that	followers	come	to	share,	how	can	
ordinary	citizens	view	themselves	as	co-authors,	rather	than	co-editors,	of	political	institutions	and	
policies?	Even	if	agency	is	shared	among	these	actors,	the	form	of	agency	that	followers	contribute	
may	appear	less	significant.	Nelson	Mandela	worried	about	this	problem	in	his	autobiography,	Long	
Walk	to	Freedom.	He	imagined	the	leader	who	“stays	behind	the	flock,	letting	the	most	nimble	go	
out	ahead,	whereupon	the	others	follow,	not	realizing	that	all	along	they	are	being	directed	from	
behind.”49	The	means	by	which	leaders	can	channel	convictions	into	an	achievable	route	isn’t	best	
modeled	by	audacious	proposals.	There	are	subtler,	non-manipulative	ways	that	leaders	can	set	a	
pattern	of	action	for	followers.	Leaders	can	draw	upon	innovations	from	their	broad	base.	Even	if	
they	serve	as	principal	“initiative-takers,”	it	doesn’t	follow	that	their	source	material	must	be	drawn	
from	elites.		
	
Political	morality	underdetermines	our	collective	choices.	How	we	choose	to	respond	to	an	
appalling	injustice	won’t	be	settled	alone	by	a	set	of	political	principles.	This	opens	up	considerable	
authorial	space	for	leaders.	They	can	channel	general	obligations	held	by	followers	—	say	to	
seriously	respond	to	inequality	—	into	specific	obligations	to	participate	in	redistributive	policies.	A	
constituency	may	feel	strongly	about	a	precise	political	end,	but	have	wide	discretion	in	the	means	
by	which	to	pursue	that	end.	Consider	the	commitment	to	bring	about	a	living	wage.	The	“Fight	for	
$15”	movement	set	an	unambiguous	end.	But	it	left	open-ended	the	means	by	which	union	
organizers	pursued	that	end,	state-by-state.50	When	movement	members	and	elected	officials	
settled	on	a	means,	they	engaged	in	a	coordinating	act	of	leadership.	They	formed	concrete	
intentions	about	how	to	pursue	a	pre-set	policy	commitment.	On	a	popular	view	of	representation,	
elected	officials	have	discretion	to	determine	the	means	to	achieve	ends	that	are	set	by	their	
constituency.51	When	legislators	enacted	a	$15	minimum	wage	in	several	states,	we	may	
characterize	their	actions	as	a	hybrid:	they	represented	constituents’	policy	ends	and	they	
exercised	leadership	in	selecting	the	political	strategy	that	was	most	effective	in	achieving	those	
ends.	Here,	again,	a	binary	view	of	these	two	activities	lacks	explanatory	power.		
	

 
47	King,	Stride	Toward	Freedom:	The	Montgomery	Story,	chap.	IX,	locs.	2360-2364	of	3125.	
48	W.	E.	B.	Du	Bois	welcomed	this	selection	problem:	“The	way	in	which	groups	of	human	

beings	are	led	to	choose	certain	of	their	number	as	their	spokesmen	and	leaders	is	at	once	the	most	
elementary	and	the	nicest	problem	of	social	growth.”	W.	E.	B.	Du	Bois,	“The	Evolution	of	Negro	
Leadership”	in	The	Souls	of	Black	Folk	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2007).	

49	Nelson	Mandela,	Long	Walk	to	Freedom	(New	York:	Macdonald	Purnell,	1994),	Chapter	3,	p.	
57.	

50	'This	is	an	ongoing	battle.'	Workers	at	the	forefront	of	the	Fight	for	$15	relish	minimum	
wage	victory,	press	on	for	union	rights,	Chicago	Tribune,	Feb.	20,	2019.		

51	Thomas	Christiano,	The	Rule	of	the	Many	(Westview,	1996).	
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The	authorial	character	of	leadership	can	derive	from	the	public.	Think	of	a	mass	initiative	with	a	
genuinely	democratic	pedigree.	It’s	no	stretch	to	say	that	the	people	are	leading,	and	elected	
representatives,	perhaps	fearing	a	defeat	in	the	next	election,	are	following.	This	kind	of	populism	is	
compatible	with,	and	even	supportive	of,	democratic	ideals.	But	we	are	familiar	with	leadership	
from	the	bottom	that	is	menacing	to	our	equal	standing.	A	riotous	crowd	can	get	reluctant	elites	to	
go	alone	with	unjust	ends.	If	leadership	is,	at	its	core,	about	the	sharing	of	commitments,	there’s	no	
guarantee	that	its	ends	will	be	morally	welcome.	Even	if	representation	and	leadership	can	be	
mutually	supportive	activities,	this	shouldn’t	dampen	the	threat	of	anti-democratic	leadership.	
Demagogues	bring	followers	to	commit	to	policies	and	institutions	that	disempower	them.	In	
Plato’s	phrase,	demagogues	“lead	people	into	fear.”52	Leadership	can	get	followers	to	act	on	what	
political	scientists	have	called	unenlightened	self-interest,	coming	to	share	a	commitment	to	
policies	that	make	them	materially	worse-off.53		
	
	

Conclusion	
	
In	democratic	politics,	leadership	is	perpetually	perceived	as	an	endangered	species	of	collective	
action.	We	hear	despair	over	its	alarming	infrequency,	and	references	back	to	a	time	when	it	was	
deployed	in	service	of	momentous	causes	of	justice	and	peace.54	The	literature	in	political	ethics	is	
also	marked	by	its	underrepresentation	of	this	core	political	concept.	I	have	offered	two	
explanations	for	this	neglect,	and	canvassed	ways	we	can	get	a	greater	philosophical	grip	on	the	
concept.	In	democratic	politics,	leadership	can	be	a	counterforce	to	representation,	but	it	can	also	
enable	unexpected	forms	of	representation	that	enlarge	the	possibilities	of	collective	action.	We	
might	take	a	leaf	from	Judith	Shklar’s	view	that	democracy	and	liberalism	stand	in	a	marriage	of	
convenience.55	Leadership’s	relationship	to	representative	democracy	is	similarly	fraught.	
Democratic	politics	needs	forms	of	leadership	for	it	to	respond	to	its	deepest	failures,	yet	leadership	
will	always	contain	the	potential	to	undermine	our	democratic	norms.		
	
	 	

 
52	Plato,	The	Laws;	I	think	Jacob	Abolafia	for	this	translation.		
53	Larry	Bartels,	“Homer	Gets	a	Tax	Cut,”	Larry	M.	Bartels,	Perspectives	on	Politics,	Vol.	3,	No.	

1	(Mar.,	2005),	pp.	15-31.	
54	See,	for	instance,	Doris	Kearns	Goodwin’s	Leadership:	In	Turbulent	Times.		
55	Judith	Shklar,	“The	Liberalism	of	Fear,”	in	Liberalism	and	the	Moral	Life	ed.	By	Nancy	

Rosenblum	(Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	University	Press),	p.	37	
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