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This paper will eventually examine some of the moral assumptions behind 

the concept of collective leadership. However, before I do that, the organizers have 

asked me to explain a bit about philosophic method and how it might inform 

research on collective leadership. After I do this, I will explore why some 

researchers think the shift from individualistic to collectivistic leadership is 

necessary. By the time I have worked my way through the methodological and 

epistemological issues, the moral questions related to doing research on collective 

leadership will become evident. I will then talk about why ethical issues may be 

inherent in any research on collective leadership.  

I was trained as an analytic philosopher with concentrations in ethics and 

philosophy of science. Analytic philosophy is an Anglo-American tradition that 

emerged from philosophy of mathematics in the 20th century. It focuses on language, 

epistemology, and logic. The notion of method in philosophy is different from 

method in the social and natural sciences. Analytic philosophy is in itself a method 

of inquiry that goes by many names, i.e., linguistic analysis, conceptual analysis, 

philosophic analysis, and sometimes simply analysis. When I read an article on 

almost any topic, my first reaction is to ask “What does this mean?” I look at the 

language, and concepts in it and how they relate to other concepts. I examine the 

quality of the implicit and explicit assumptions and argument of the paper and look 

for places where the author has overlooked important conceptual distinctions. 
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(Hence old philosophy quip – ‘when philosophers don’t have anything to say, they 

make a distinction.’) In analytic philosophy the primary goal is conceptual clarity. 

Most analytic philosophers engage in what is called “ordinary language philosophy,” 

which involves using simple language to say things in the clearest way possible.  

Some people may find this surprising since to the layperson, many philosophy texts 

seem obtuse and written in tortured prose. Analytic philosophy tends to be easy to 

read, but a bit tedious because it often consists of fine distinctions and careful 

parsing of language. So, in general, analytic philosophy is about how to break down 

ideas and examine their meaning and logical properties. It can be applied to 

anything, which is why philosophers consider themselves trained in this tradition. 

The counterpart to analytic philosophy is Continental philosophy. Whereas 

analytic philosophy seeks clarity in language, the Continental academic tradition of 

doing philosophy uses specialized language that academics to use to talk to each 

other. Many of the post-modern philosophers come out of this tradition such as 

Jacques Derrida (1978) who challenged the discourse in Western philosophy 

thorough deconstruction. Derrida set the stage for constructionism with his famous 

dictum “there is nothing outside of the text” (1976, p. 158), which was taken to 

mean that there was nothing outside of context. Like analytic philosophy, 

postmodernists also engage in careful analysis of language and discourse. However, 

unlike analytic philosophers, postmodernists view truth as a social constriction, 

whereas analytic philosophers tend to take an empirical approach to truth and see 

language and meaning as a social construction or in Ludwig W ittgenstein’s (1978) 

case, a language game. One strand of analytic philosophy, called logical positivism, 
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focuses in problems that can be solved by logical analysis, which is inevitably about 

language. In leadership studies there is a tension between the critical theorists 

(especially those who do critical management) and the so called “positivist” social 

scientists. Postmodernists such as critical theorists and constructivists, reject logical 

positivism but as Ian Hacking observes, “social constructivism has its roots the very 

logical positivism that so many present-day constructionists profess to detest” 

(1999, p. 43).  

Various branches of philosophy inform all research methods because it treats 

the foundational questions concerning meaning, language, logic, metaphysics and 

epistemology. Within philosophy there are trends and schools of thought but the 

overall value of philosophy does not come from being an adherent to a school of 

thought but rather understanding the discourse in all of these areas. In leadership 

studies, the study of discourse and the constructionist perspective offers a wider 

lens for examining many types of leadership, especially collective leadership. But 

these postmodernist lens can become as restrictive as positivist approaches if they 

veer towards a radical relativist epistemology and get bogged down in emphasis on 

things like power relations where they may not always apply. 

Research in Leadership Studies 

Today, one concern in leadership studies is that the field is dominated by 

positivist research. Research in leadership studies tends to conform to the latest 

fashion. If you look at the literature over the past 30 years or so, you will see that it 

has been dominated by studies of charismatic, transformational, authentic, and 

ethical leadership.  All of these theories have become popular, in part, because they 
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have a questionnaire, which allows researchers to collect data that some 

researchers believe gives their findings more certainty than other forms of 

qualitative research. While data is about the subjects studied, it may or may not 

actually tell us anything beyond that.  

When I started working in leadership studies in 1991, I read through the 

literature and, rather than taking in certain findings from various studies, my first 

instinct was to try and figure out what was going on with the research. In one of my 

early papers on leadership studies, “Leadership Ethics: Mapping the Territory” 

(1995), I was struck by the fact that researchers frequently confused prescriptive 

and descriptive statements about leadership. They would describe what leaders are 

when what they meant is what leaders ought to be. The ought/is distinction plays a 

fundamental role in meta-ethics, which is the study of the logical, metaphysical, 

epistemological and linguistic presuppositions of moral language and practice. The 

most famous discussion of this stems from David Hume (1888/1968) who said that 

you cannot logically derive an ought from an is. In other words, just because 

something is a certain way does not mean that it logically follows that it ought or 

should be that way. In the 20th century, G.E. Moore (1993) called this distinction the 

“naturalistic fallacy.” Philosophers have debated this idea over the years but the 

distinction is a useful one for leadership researchers, who are aware of the adage 

“the is no such thing as a value free social science,” but nonetheless fall into talking 

about what leaders “are” when they are really describing an ideal type. For example, 

does the description of authentic leadership come from how leaders really are (a set 

of empirical statements) or is the description a set of ideas about how they should 
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be and then researchers set out to find people who are this way?  I think it is usually 

the later. 

The unacknowledged underlying normative assumptions behind research in 

leadership studies are striking but not surprising. There are many discussions in the 

literature about finding the definition of leadership, which on closer examination, 

are really about what constitutes a good leader. I remember a very spirited debate 

between Joe Rost, Bernard Bass, and Ronald Heifetz over whose definition of 

leadership should be used in leadership studies research. It took place during 

session at the Kellogg Leadership Studies Project in 1996. The idea of that agreeing 

on a definition of leadership would somehow propel the field forward seemed as 

far-fetched then as it is now. As I argued back then, the meaning of the word 

leadership is a social and historical construction (Ciulla, 1995). I concluded that the 

definition debates were not about what leadership is, but what it should be. In other 

words people weren’t debating about the meaning of leadership, they were de bating 

about the meaning of good leadership, which meant leadership that was both 

effective and ethical (Ciulla, 2011).  

It was also clear that the ideas about leadership were constrained by the fact 

that most of the research was on business and some of it was almost 

indistinguishable from management literature. Hence, there was a tension between 

ideas of leadership in business, which is more like a dictatorship or oligarchy, and 

more democratic leadership in government, social movements, or communities. 

Moreover, the literature was not only distorted by the dominant context of the 

research, it was limited because it lacked meaningful contributions from the 
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humanities, which are about human beings – what they are like, what they feel, and 

how they see the world and their relationships to each other.  

One reason why James MacGregor Burns’ book Leadership and his theory of 

transforming leadership was so influential is because he derived his theory from 

real leaders in history and used some of the research in social psychology to 

understand them. Burns’ book inspired Bernard Bass (1985) to develop his theory 

of transformational leadership. Early on Bass stripped the normative and relational 

elements from Burns’ theory in favor of the individual charismatic model of 

leadership that was popular in leadership studies in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

Leadership scholars sometimes lump Burns and Bass together and view them as 

having a leader centric or heroic leader focus. On the surface it looks like this is what 

Burns is doing because his book only discusses influential political leaders. 

However, Burns’ theory rests on the values of democracy  and the dialogue that 

leaders and followers have with each other about values. The influence in his theory 

is reciprocal. The theory itself is very much about the relationship between leaders 

and followers and how they influence each other in very fundamental ways.  

When I look at the literature on relational, collective, and post heroic 

leadership I ask: Why are researchers writing about this?  I see new language, but I 

do not really find anything that cannot be found in literature from the humanities. 

Literature across cultures and time tells us quite a bit about how people see and 

understand leaders, group actions, and the relationship between leaders and 

followers. Books ranging from the Bible, Greek comedies and tragedies, Shakespeare 

plays, fairy tales, and novels from Don Quixote to Moby Dick do this. Yes, there are 
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heroes in literature but there is also quite a bit of shared, collective, and post-heroic 

leadership going on too. As many authors note, literature on relational and 

collective leadership serves as a kind of corrective to a literature that has become 

dominated by the heroic or individualistic approach to leadership. Articles and 

research on post-heroic leadership are not about leaders changing, they are partly a 

reaction to the way that leadership research has regarded leaders because of 

disciplinary restrictions and the dominant context in which researchers study it.  

Yet, perhaps the fact that so many researchers focus on individual leaders 

instead of relational and collective leaders tells us something important about 

leadership itself. Meindl, et al (1995) suggest that researchers, like other people, fall 

prey to the “Romance of Leadership.” I suspect that the tendency in the literature to 

focus on the individual leader may go to a deeper set of beliefs that most people 

hold about psychology, agency, and responsibility. We believe in personality, we 

believe in free will and autonomy but we also tend to believe that most forms of 

group action can be traced through a causal chain to one person who is the prime 

mover or, in a complex system, “the butterfly”. In one of the last conversations that I 

had with Burns about leadership, he told me that he thought that leaders were really 

just initiators who set things in motion. Moreover, agency is fundamental to how we 

think of responsibility and questions of agency become more complicated once you 

move from studying individual to collective leadership. So, rather than writing off 

the leader-centric bias as researchers “Romance of Leadership,” I think that the 

individual notion of a leader is still important in regard to questions o f moral 

accountability, even in the case of groups. 
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The Moral Assumptions  

The most ethically distinctive aspect of being a leader is that leaders receive 

praise or blame for the good and bad things that happen under their watch – even 

when they know nothing about them or have nothing to do with them. In these 

cases, normal notions of agency that include the intent, capacity, and causal 

connection to an action do not always apply. We basically think of leaders as people 

whose role involves taking responsibility. To take responsibility means to accept the 

role of someone who gets praised, blamed, and has a duty to clean up problems. 

Taking responsibility is different from being responsible in the sense that a leader 

may not be personally responsible for doing something or even ordering that 

something be done. This does not mean that leaders always take responsibility, but 

this expectation is clear to anyone who has noticed how bad leaders look when they 

fail to do so. 

Of course we may attribute responsibility to a group; however, collective 

responsibility is more complicated and controversial than individual responsibility. 

First, is a collective the same as or something different from its parts? If it is the 

same as it parts and the parts have different intentions or do dif ferent things, then 

can the individuals be held equally accountable because they are part of group 

(Weber,1978, Narveson, 2002, Downie, 2002). Even in the case of collectives, one 

may want to make distinctions between who in the collective is more or less 

responsible for something. Furthermore, collective leadership raises the question of 

whether it is fair to make a group responsible for the behavior of one or a few 

members. This becomes especially important when a group does something 
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harmful. Should we consider members who agree to something on par with those 

who came up with the idea and/or convinced the group to do it? Are group 

members like individual leaders who because of their membership, are held 

responsible for things that they do individually and collectively? 

In business ethics, corporate responsibility also raises problems with 

collective responsibility. Blaming and punishing a corporation for doing wrong is 

not enough for most stakeholders. Both the legal system and the public want to see 

the causal chain unraveled.  Some have argued that corporations are not persons. 

They do not have moral agency or intentions. When a corporation does wrong, it is 

not because it does not have a conscience, it is because the people in it don’t 

(Goodpaster, 1982). When we say that an individual leader is responsible for 

something, we mean that she was free to do something and that she intended to do 

it. Understanding what free will and intention mean in the context of groups is more 

difficult to sort out, especially in regard to intent. If an intention is a mental state, 

then can we attribute a mental state to a group? 

Some philosophers believe that collective responsibility and the collective 

intentions needed for it are possible. For example, Peter French (1984) says that 

corporations and other collectives can be responsible if they have a structure that 

allows people to rationally chose a concerted action, enforces group standards that 

allow the group to talk about their conduct and group discipline. They also have to 

have defined individual roles that allow individuals in the group to exercise certain 

powers. On this account it is the member’s consent to the structure, norms, and of 

roles of the group members that makes it responsible for its actions. This approach 
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to collective responsibility works better in explaining the moral agency of 

corporations or formal organizations than it does for social movements. Larry May, 

offers a somewhat metaphysical account of intention. He believes that groups have 

what he calls a “pre-reflective intention” (1987, p. 64), which is an intention that 

group members have not yet had.  This sort of intention stems from the structure of 

a group and the relationships between people in it. The intention is neither a 

collective nor an individual intention. It stands above individuals in a group as if it 

were a collective intention. Other philosophers attempt to derive something 

analogous to group intentions from their shared “interest in each other’s interests” 

(Feinberg, 1968) and group solidarity (McGary, 1986).  

I have been arguing that agency, responsibility and intentionality, are 

fundamental aspects of any kind of leadership. They are especially important in 

understanding collective leadership because they not only relate to ethics, they are 

fundamental to how one identifies a group as having collective leadership. In other 

words, one cannot identify if collective leadership is taking place without implicitly 

or explicitly giving an account of a collective’s agency, intention, and how 

individuals in the group and the group itself are accountable for what it does. In 

short, I would argue that accountability is part of what identifies something as 

collective leadership. Responsibility is built in to the very concept of leadership 

whether it is collective or individual. Also, if leadership is indeed a social 

construction, it inevitably concerns values. Thus, collective leadership is also a 

normative concept.  
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While on the one hand, collective leadership offers a more comprehensive 

and realistic way to think about leadership in social movements and other contexts. 

On the other hand, there appears to be an underlying assumption – as is the case 

with other leadership theories such as transformational and authentic leadership 

theories – that there is something good about collective leadership or that it is better 

than individual leadership. As Fairhurst (2007) notes, some researchers and strict 

constructionists even think that individual leadership itself is bad. As I have argued 

(1995), this is because the very ideas of “leader” and “leadership” include moral 

suppositions about responsibility, accountability, care, etc. All forms of leadership 

face potential ethical problems that stem from power, ego, self-interest, etc. 

Groupthink and other aspects of group dynamics may limit a collective’s ability to 

behave ethically and rationally. One might argue that collective leadership is 

superior because there are more checks against unethical behavior in a group than 

there may be with individual leaders. Another argument for the superiority of 

collective leadership is might be based on the dangers of giving any individual too 

much power or superiority over others. This kind of individuality is not only bad for 

other people but becomes institutionalized power.  As Michael Foucault argues, “we 

have to promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of 

individuality that has been imposed on us for several centuries” (Foucault, 1994 , p. 

336).  These are clearly visible in individual leaders, but why wouldn’t the same 

problems apply to collectives?  

So as I see it, one key question in research on collective leadership is: What 

moral pitfalls does collective leadership avoid and what moral pitfalls does it face? 
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Are there cases where collective leadership is better (more effective and ethical) 

than individual leadership and vice versa? Because leadership occurs in a variety of 

contexts and ways, leadership scholars need to study them all from collective to 

individual. One goal of our research should be to understand which kinds of 

leadership work best in particular contexts and which kinds of leadership are 

morally best in terms of respect for persons and their well-being. 
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