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Plato and Political Leadership

At roughly the same time that Sun Tzu was teaching military leadership in China, Plato 
(427/428 – 347 BC) was warning the Greeks that the rise of  political leadership rooted 

in democracy did not represent the flowering of  Greek culture so much as a direct 
threat to Greek civilization. The electoral system for selecting leaders generated a 

circus rather than a forum for serious consideration, as far as Plato was concerned, for 
it encouraged potential leaders to pander to the basest instincts of  the mob – ‚the large 

and dangerous animal’ – that pervades much of  his writing in this sphere. The mob, 
suggests Plato in his Republic, would be willing to risk their society (represented as a 

ship) by electing whichever person promised them most. Thus, rather than sailing 
under the person who was best qualified to be the ship’s captain (one of  Plato’s 

philosopher kings), democracy ensures that the popular demagogue prevails – and, of  
necessity, leads the ship straight onto the rocks of  catastrophe (Grint, 2010, p. 37).



Today

• Climate Change and Leadership

• What was leadership?

• Are leaders born or bred?

• Who are leaders?

• How do leaders lead?



The Premise

Knowledge-Action Gap in Climate Change Leadership



What kind of  problems are there?
(Rittel and Webber, 1973)

Tame Problems Critical Problems
May be complicated, but have likely occurred 

before ‘Crisis’: self-evident in its nature

Resolvable through unilinear acts Little time for decision-making and action

Limited degree of  uncertainty Virtually no uncertainty

Examples? Examples?

à Management (‘engage processes’) à Command (‘provide the answer’)



Wicked Problems
(Rittel and Webber, 1973)

There is no definitive formulation of  a wicked 
problem.

There is no absolute test to measure the success of  
the solution.

Wicked problems have no end point where the 
problem is considered fixed. Every wicked problem is essentially unique.

It is not possible to identify all the possible
solutions to a wicked problem.

Every wicked problem can be considered to be a 
symptom of  another problem.

Wicked problems have no binary right/wrong 
solution, only better or worse. Wicked problems can be explained in many ways.

Every solution is a one-shot operation that can’t be 
undone or redone.

Due to the consequences of  each attempted 
solution, social planners can’t be wrong.

à Leadership (‘asking questions’)



Super wicked problems
(Levin et al., 2007)

• Time is running out.

• Those seeking to end the problem are also causing it.

• The central authority needed to address the problem is weak or non-existent.

• Irrational discounting occurs that pushes responses into the future.



What is leadership?

• Position-based

• Person-based

• Results-based

• Process-based



And what about power?

• Coercive (physical)

• Calculative (rational)

• Normative (shared-value based)
(Etzioni, A., 1964)







What was leadership?
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CLIMATE CHANGE       
LEADERSHIP ?!



Climate Change Leadership

CCL is a continuous collaborative and transformational process with the purpose of  
overcoming the knowledge-action gap in adaptation and mitigation to the super wicked 

problems of  climate change in order to sustain humanity within the planetary boundaries. 

A climate change leader then is everyone that works towards that goal despite an uncertainty 
in terms of  methods and outcomes on a personal-local to a political-global level by applying 

interdisciplinarity and interpersonal skills in contextual change processes.
(May, 2015)



Patterns of  leadership

Finally, it might well be that there is no pattern at all, just an accumulation of  
historical detritus strewn around by academics and consultants hoping, at most, 

to make sense of  a senseless shape or, at least, to make a living from 
constructing patterns to sell. It may be that the history of  leadership is just one 
damned thing after another, but it could be worse: It could be the same damn 

thing over and over again. (Grint, 2010, p.49)



Are leaders born or bred?

Spartan: 
Regulator

Calchasian: 
Community 
of  Practice

Carlyleans: 
Born 

Leader

Athenian: 
Cultivated 
Amateur

nature nurture

individual

collective
If  we really are ‘victims’ of  our genes, then we 
might also want to question the notion of  free 

choice or agency. Volition is the exercise of  free 
will or conscious choice, as opposed to 
determinism, hence, if  human action is 
determined by biological genes, then the 

intentional element of  leadership is removed and 
we may have a problem in determining individual 

responsibility. In effect, we may have no 
responsibility and therefore no leadership 

(Grint, 2010, p. 56). 



Who are leaders?



Who are the leaders?

What makes a leader a leader?

• Leadership as a position, person, result and process?

• Power: coercive, calculative and normative?

• THW⍺MPs, born or bred, leadership style

• Representation, diversity, equality

• The role of  context



Who are the leaders?



Leadership Lessons from Dancing Guy

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fW8amMCVAJQ
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