	Leading Beautifully:  A Path towards Inspirational Leadership?
Donna Ladkin of the Centre for Leadership Studies, Universisty of Exeter, investigates beauty as an aspect of leadership.

"Beauty reminds us of our wings, it inspires us, lifting the mind to permanent values and eternal truths."  (Plato, quoted in Hillman 1998)

 The military leader, Alexander the Great, the democratically-elected president of Burma,  Aung San Suu Kyi, and the musician Bobby McFerrin—what do these leaders have in common?  They have each been described—by people who have met them or, in the case of Alexander the Great, by scholars who have written about them, as leading with elegance and grace—in other words they are leaders known for taking up their role ‘beautifully’.

Beauty is not an attribute often associated with leading.  Leadership theories abound about charismatic, visionary, transactional and transformational leaders.  A large part of these accounts focuses on the leader’s behaviour—what leaders DO to be effective.  I’m interested here in inquiring into the less explored area of how leaders do what they do, and the impact of that on followers’ quality of engagement.  This aesthetic dimension of leader-follower interaction attends to the way in which emotions, senses and rationality interweave in response to how leaders embody their role.  Though seldom discussed, I’m arguing that it’s the aesthetic ‘feel’ of how someone leads which often makes the difference between motivated and enthusiastic followers and disinterested ones.  

If this is true, it might be helpful for leaders to consider the aesthetic quality of the way in which they lead.  After all, aesthetic experiences are not always pleasant—an ugly performance repels us just as a beautiful enactment attracts.  What if leaders aspired to enacting their role beautifully?  What are the kinds of things they should pay attention to?  There are two questions I’m concerned with here, firstly:

• What constitutes leading beautifully?  

And, secondly:

• What is the effect of leading beautifully on those that follow them?

The characteristics of leading beautifully which are emerging from initial research cluster around two key areas:  

• Mastery
• Congruence

Each is described in more detail below.

Mastery
Mastery has two aspects:  firstly, mastery of ‘content’ and secondly mastery of the self.  Alexander the Great, for example, demonstrated complete mastery of military strategy as well as tactics. Developed from an early age, he is remembered as a magician of military operations, able, through his total expertise to see and anticipate options his enemies as well as comrades could not imagine.  He demonstrated mastery over his domain (Bosworth 1993).  Likewise, in watching Bobby McFerrin lead the Vienna Philharmonic in a recent Proms concert, I was struck by the total expertise the man exhibited as a musician.  Mastery of his medium seemed to enable him to put all of his attention into other aspects of leading.

This brings me to the second aspect of mastery, mastery over the self.  One of the aspects of Bobby McFerrin’s leading I found ‘beautiful’ was his capacity to be engaged with the present moment.  He demonstrated this in his fluidity as an improvisatory artist.  For example, at one point while singing nonsense syllables as part of a vocal improvisation, a baby started crying in the audience.  Within seconds he was intoning, ‘The Baby’s crying, the baby’s crying,’ working it into his singing as naturally as if he’d practiced it that way.  This somehow perfect response seemed to demonstrate McFerrin’s capacity to be ‘other focused’, rather than concerned with his own status or plans. Throughout the afternoon, by the way he moved imperceptibly to the back of the stage when other musicians were performing, or occupied its edge to interact with the audience, he seemed to demonstrate a capacity to put himself into the service of the present moment and whatever opportunities it offered.  

His actions made me reflect on how so much of the leadership literature is focused on the leader’s ability to describe and bring about a ‘future’ state.  In counterpoint to that Bobby McFerrin’s self mastery of attending to the here and now brought our own attention to the present moment, and the richness of possibilities it held.   

Congruence
A second key aspect of ‘the beautiful’ speaks to ‘congruence’, particularly between ‘form’ and ‘purpose’. The importance of congruence hearkens back to ideas of ‘harmony’ and symmetry.  In fact, Plato makes a key distinction between the beautiful, which conforms to form, and the ugly, which does not.  

In terms of leading beautifully, congruence plays a role in the match between what the leader is trying to achieve and the way they go about achieving it.   The contemporary political leader Aung San Suu Kyi seems to demonstrate this aspect of congruence.  Democratically elected by the population of Burma, she has spent seven of the last ten years under house arrest.  Even through her husband’s illness and death, Aung San Suu Kyi remained in Burma rather than run the risk of not being readmitted to the country if she left it.  

A writer friend of mine had the opportunity to meet and interview this extraordinary woman, and afterwards, spoke fulsomely about Aung San Suu Kyi’s gentle elegance in the face of the military regime which rules Burma.  Vivian wrote:  ‘She exhibits beauty through the coherence between the rightness of her actions, her gentle manner, and her continued kindness to others’.  This seems to speak of coherence between Aung San’s purpose to promote peace and democracy in her country, and her actions.  Despite the continued constraints of her life, she is not degenerating into hatefulness, spitefulness or anger, but maintains a graceful resistance.  This seems to me to be beautiful.

Beauty and its Effects
One of the difficulties with researching ‘beauty’ as an aspect of leadership rests in the phrase, ‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder’.  Aesthetic experiences are essentially co-created; that is, something can only be perceived as having a particular aesthetic quality if the perceiver is open to recognising that quality.   A leader could be enacting his or her role with the utmost grace or harmony but this quality  may completely escape followers if they are too busy attending to day-to-day business or are just not inclined to ‘read’ the aesthetic content of their context.  

This adds an additional challenge to the leader who aspires to leading beautifully —that is, how to wake up followers to their aesthetic sensibility, how to make organizations places which are conducive to the spirit being awakened, rather than an-aesthetised.  In fact, for the aspiring ‘beautiful leader’, this might be the most practical place to start.  

The social commentator and psychotherapist James Hillman suggests such a goal should not be approached in a straightforward manner, however.  Instead, the leader  ‘must move indirectly--The road to beauty means for the ego to enter conditions like those of beauty’ (270).  Hillman offers two key conditions which enable this indirect evocation of beauty.  The first is pleasure:  ‘Beauty is pleasure objectified…We do not see beauty as such, we perceive pleasingness, delight, sensual joy.’ (270)

The second, is stopping.  Beauty arrests motion.  The quick intake of breath upon seeing a flash of vivid red amongst trees—links our physical experience of the aesthetic to the root of the word itself—the Greek Aisthesis, which means ‘I perceive’ as well as ‘I gasp, struggle for breath’.  Hillman poses the question—‘does this not mean, that if beauty is to appear, we must be stopped still; the eye’s roving perceptions, the body’s habitual forward thrust, the mind’s ceaseless associations arrested?’ (271)  A challenge, indeed for many hard-pressed and time-poor leaders.  And yet—is there something too, about the ability of beauty to slow time, to change its very structure?

Perhaps this alludes to a key impetus for leaders to aspire to take up their roles beautifully.  Hillman suggests that one of the reasons beauty is so repressed in contemporary society is due to its sheer power.  The beautiful arrests us, it makes us catch our breath, reconsider what is of importance.  Leading beautifully, I would argue, can inspire followers in ways which effective leadership does not.  Plotinus (1984)  wrote that the soul flutters when in presence of the beautiful, because it recognises something of itself in the beautiful.  Leading beautifully is a worthy aspiration, I would argue, because it embodies something of the best we can be, an ideal of value to communities of practice their leaders and followers in whatever context, during whatever historical times.  
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