
Chapter 1

Values-Based Leadership: Enduring Lessons

from the Aeneid

Mark Ahn and Larry Ettner

Abstract This paper explored the Aeneid, Virgil’s foundation epic of the Latin

cannon, from a values-based leadership perspective, which is defined as the moral

foundation underlying stewardship decisions and actions of leaders. Specifically,

we juxtaposed the resonant leadership elements of vision, culture and values – and

their corresponding equivalent Roman themes of fatum, pietas, and virtus. Using a

thematic analysis approach, we coded the following eight values: integrity, good

judgment, leadership by example, decision-making, trust, justice/fairness, humility,

and sense of urgency. We found that while the Aeneid extols prototypical values,

the epic instructs that truly effective leadership is not about being a monochromatic

prototype. Rather, the epic reveals that the essence and privilege of effective

leadership demands reflection on the dynamic relationship between the leader and

the led towards a better, envisioned future.

1.1 Introduction

As societies have evolved from tribal communities to nation-states to modern

global, multinational enterprises and multilateral institutions, the study of leaders

and leadership has been a perennial source of abiding interest and inquiry (Leebaert

2006; MacGregor Burns 1978). The narrative depicting the heroic traits and human

flaws of the “good king” have evinced timeless characters in the Western epic

tradition – from Sumerian Gilgamesh to Achilles of Homeric fame who displayed

immortal heroism and creativity, despite a fatal flaw – and beyond (Bagshaw 1995;

Garaventa 1998; Moss Reimers and Barbuto 2002). In these contexts, literature

serves as a metronome for the values of society (Moerk 1998). These and countless

other narratives fill the pantheon of great literature and biography, and continue to

inspire new generations of audiences and aspiring leaders alike.
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This paper focuses on exploring Virgil’s (70–19 BCE) Latin epic poem the

Aeneid from a values-based leadership perspective in its original context as a

founding myth, as well as its relevance and implications for the demands of modern

leadership.1 It will juxtapose the resonant leadership elements of vision, culture and

values – and their corresponding equivalent Roman themes of fatum, pietas, and
virtus – found in the Aeneid to the demands of modern leadership.

1.2 Literature

Originally written to enhance the political legitimacy of the Augustan regime

(Bell 1999; Cairns 1989; Korfmacher 1956), the Aeneid was also aimed to extol and

glorify values-based leadership captured in traditional Roman virtues (e.g., pietas –
reasoned judgment and performance of one’s duties towards followers and family)

which were deemed critical to the peace, prosperity and effectiveness of the Roman

imperium (Earl 1967; Edwards 1960; Galinsky 1996; Hahn 1931; Hammond 1933;

Holland 2004). PubliusVirgiliusMaro, hereafter Virgil, wrote his epic in thewake of a

century of turmoil. Rome was weary after three generations of civil war and internal

struggle had ravaged Italy and the Mediterranean. A final round of civil wars ended at

the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE and the deaths of Antony and Cleopatra in the

following year. Augustus now dominated affairs and like others before him had set

about reorganization and reconciliation of the war torn world he ruled (Galinsky

1996).

Augustus needed a cohesive Roman world view to remind his countrymen of

their past triumphs and traditions, as well as to fortify their manifest destiny or

fatum, which was ultimately channelled through the vision of Virgil (Galinsky

1996; Hammond 1933). Bloom (2001) noted: “The emperor Augustus needed the

poem because it gave his era an idea of order and greatness, an achieved foundation

of authority; Aeneas always looked towards the future, to the rise of a new Troy in

Rome, which will end exile and inaugurate justice” (p. 76). It was Virgil who would

capture this resonating common worldview in the Aenied and whose “success as a

panegyrist is partly because he did believe in the value of what Augustus was

doing” (West 1994, p. 61).

1 The Aeneid, which chronicles the story of Aeneas and his followers from their exodus after the

fall of Troy in the Iliad to the founding of Rome, is composed of twelve books written in dactylic

hexameter and was first published shortly after Virgil’s death in 19 BCE. The hero Aeneas was

already known to Greco-Roman legend and myth, having been a minor character in the Iliad.
Virgil took the disconnected tales of Aeneas’ wanderings, his vague association with the estab-

lishment of Rome, and shaped a profound national epic which established the founding myth of

Rome and tied it to the legends of Troy and manifest destiny, glorified traditional Roman values

which became the basis of socio-political reforms, and established unassailable legitimacy for the

Julio-Claudian dynasty.
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1.2.1 The Aeneid from a Leadership Lens

The focus of leadership studies is to explore: “What is good leadership? The use of

the word good here has two connotations, morally good or technically good or

effective. . .The question of what constitutes a good leader lies at the heart of the

public debate on leadership” (Ciulla 1998, p. 13). From a leadership lens, Virgil

endows Aeneas with human qualities, portraying him as a heroic yet flawed mortal

man who overcomes his doubts and setbacks to ultimately realize his fate. Within

the genre of epic poetry, one of the more unique and innovative conventions

developed by Virgil was to allow Aeneas to transform from an indecisive, self-

doubting victim of circumstance (i.e., literally driven from one thing to another,

well illustrated in his diversion to Carthage and his soul-searching emotional

decisions as to whether or not he should remain with Dido) into a supremely

confident, charismatic leader who selflessly risks single combat with Turnus to

spare others suffering (Fuhrer 1989). As MacKay (1963) posited, the Aeneid
represents:

Virgil’s comment on the human condition: that great leaders are necessary, but that they have
a bit of the scoundrel in them; he can appreciate their admirable qualities without shutting
their eyes to their unlovable qualities, and he is not sentimental enough to make their failings
lovable failings. We are meant to be shocked—shocked into opening our eyes (p. 165).

1.2.2 Values-Based Leadership

While the Aeneid has been explored from many and varied perspectives including

poetry, political propaganda, social control, religious conformity, and the arts (e.g.,

music, opera, theatre) (e.g., Galinsky 1996), this paper explores Virgil’s work from a

values-based leadership perspective. While leadership theories and definitions prolif-

erate, the following definition is adopted: “leadership over human beings is exercised

when persons with certain motives and purposes mobilize, in competition or conflict

with others, institutional, political, psychological, and other resources so as to arouse,

engage, and satisfy the needs of followers” (MacGregor Burns 1978, p. 69). Building

on this construct, values-based leadership is defined as the moral foundation under-

lying stewardship decisions and actions of leaders (O’Toole 1995).

In leadership terms, values provide rationale towards conceptions of desirable

objects and objectives – and influence the degree to which a leader’s actions are

viewed as legitimate, acceptable and effective. As MacGregor Burns (1995) defined

“leadership as leaders inducing followers to act for certain goals that represent the

values and the motivations – the wants and needs, the aspirations and expectations –

of both leaders and followers” (p. 100). This rationale provides a ‘binding effect’ to

draw certain people who have similar aspirations and goals to cooperate together,

and form the basis of an organization (Buchko 2006). Without similar or

corresponding value sets, starting or managing an organization will be difficult as
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transformational leadership is linked to virtue and moral character (Bass and

Steidlmeier 1999). As Gardner (1995) noted, “shared values are the bedrock on

which leaders build the edifice of group achievement. No examination of leadership

would be complete without attention to the decay and possible regeneration of the

value framework” (p. 5).

It is the development of Aeneas’ virtus or values that is a central tension

throughout the narrative that resonates to the challenges of modern leadership.

Despite their widely varied contexts throughout time, common bases on which

leaders are consistently evaluated, embraced or rejected are their values. Notwith-

standing, given the pressure and immediacy of modern demands, there can be a

tendency to believe that the “prevailing” challenge or crisis at hand is fundamen-

tally different than all others in the past. From one perspective, some leadership

experts have asserted that lessons from the past have little to offer contemporary

leaders (Accenture 2001; Khilji et al. 2010; Martin and Ernst 2005) in a modern

world of information overload, high-speed communications, and global capital

markets driving interdependence:

The leadership models of the past provide little guidance for the business context of the
future. . .Many factors are transforming the context of leadership today: globalization and
technological change lead to heightened competition, which in turn leads to new organiza-
tional models (Accenture 2001, p. 1).

A competing perspective, however, is that the perennial leadership challenge for

governing our institutions remains constant from antiquity to today: to build the

good society which balances the necessity of tension between liberty, equality,

community and efficiency (Bagshaw 1995; O’Toole 1995). In this context, the

palette of epic poetry generally, and the Aeneid specifically, provides a useful lens

to imaginatively examine timeless opportunities and tensions as “poetry asks for

accountability to a human community, for rootedness and responsibility even as it

changes” (Whyte 1994, p. 10). In this context, we propose that juxtaposing the

resonant leadership elements of vision, culture and values – and their corresponding

equivalent Roman themes of fatum, pietas, and virtus – found in the Aeneid to the

demands of modern leadership would provide robust insights and support practical

contemporary relevance of the epic (Fig. 1.1).

1.3 Methodology and Values-Based Leadership Themes

Our methodology used the principles of thematic analysis, which is a systematic

process for fracturing, reorganizing and categorizing the content of text and

identifying relationships among data (Berg 1995; Maxwell 1996) that promotes

the collection and use of qualitative information in a manner which facilitates

communication with a broad audience (Auerbach and Silverstein 2000; Boyatzis

1998; Braun and Clarke 2006), and is regularly used by scholars and researchers in

literature, social sciences, and many other fields (Crabtree and Miller 1999; Denzin
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and Lincoln 1994; Marshall and Rossman 1989; Silverman 1993). In other words,

thematic analysis is a process of encoding qualitative data, which involves devel-

oping an explicit code and the identification of patterns within the information

(Boyatzis 1998; Crabtree and Miller 1999).

In this case, the deductive thematic analysis (Crabtree and Miller 1999; Braun

and Clarke 2006) proceeded in four stages. First, the Aeneid was coded to identify

manifest and latent themes that emerged from the Virgil’s primary (Fitzgerald

1981) and critical reviews of the text (for example, see: Bell 1999; Bowra 1933;

Cairns 1989; Hahn 1931; Smiley 1948; Toll 1997; Wilson 1969). Second, insights

were coded at a meta-level to identify over-arching themes. Third, the data were

coded based on the values-based leadership literature (Conchie 2004; Garg and

Krishnan 2003; Majer 2005; O’Toole 1995; Maxwell 1996; Van Lee et al. 2005) to

compare the underlying themes of the Aeneid to modern leadership literature.

Fourth, the identified codes were grouped into the resonant leadership themes of

vision, culture, and values, and analyzed for conclusions and implications relative

to our model (Fig. 1.1). The theme of culture was further subdivided into symbol-

ism and ritual, while values were coded into the following eight themes: integrity,

good judgment, leadership by example, decision-making, trust, justice/fairness,

humility, and sense of urgency.

1.4 Results and Key Values-Based Leadership Themes

1.4.1 Vision

A compelling vision, larger than any individual, is necessary for organizational

success and sustainability. Virgil uses fatum to “justify the ways of God to men”

and establish the divine providence through which the mighty Roman imperium

“was to be established in the world to show [the] great, foreordained mission

of [the] nation” (Miller 1928, p. 29). Aeneas’ steadfast vision to found a new

homeland (the future Rome) and opportunity for peace and prosperity for his

Fig. 1.1 Leadership

elements and Roman Themes
in the Aeneid
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displaced people of Troy, while overcoming a series of obstacles and making great

personal sacrifices, is an arching theme throughout the epic:

A man apart, devoted to his mission/To undergo so many perilous days/And enter so many
trials. . .For years/They wandered as their destiny drove them on/From one sea to the next:
so hard and huge/A task that was to found the Roman people (trans. Fitzgerald 1983: Book
I, 16–18, 46–49)2

Vision requires imagination, courage and resilience precisely because it is an

envisioned future and requires change from the status quo. Aeneas’ “Rome does not

exist, but even so he has to show what it is like to be Roman. He needs to display

dogged selfless endurance. . .Rome is not a real city of bricks and mortar, but a state

of mind” Morwood, J. (1991).

From a modern leadership perspective, establishing a clear and compelling vision is

a distinguishing characteristic of successful organizations throughout history from

proscribed manifest destiny (Quint 1989) to prosaic modern leadership studies (Collins

and Porras 1996; Gouillart and Kelly 1995; Kay 1995). As Senge (1990) noted, “if any

one idea about leadership has inspired organizations for thousands of years, it’s the

capacity to hold a shared picture of the future we seek to create” (p. 9). An

organization’s vision may be characterized as what a firmwill become if it successfully

and repeatedly completes its mission (Thomas 1993). Collins and Porras (1996) have

noted, “to create an effective envisioned future requires a certain level of unreasonable

confidence and commitment” (p. 75). As an example, Cisco Systems became the

global leader in network computing with $36 billion in 2009 revenues principally

through acquisitions and attendant integration risk, despite overwhelming empirical

evidence that 60–80 % of mergers fail (Tetenbaum 1999). Their clear mission has kept

the company focused on building on their core strength: “Cisco hardware, software,

and service offerings are used to create the Internet solutions that make networks

possible – providing easy access to information anywhere, at any time.” Vision

statements also work across sectors. NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Admin-

istration), for example, provides a succinct and compelling vision statement: “To

improve life here, To extend life to there, To find life beyond.” Thus, we posit (P):

1.4.2 Culture

The Aeneid may also be interpreted as a conscious attempt to shape the socio-

political discourse and cultural norms of Rome. Political power and cultural

creativity are not often related, but the age of Augustus was intrinsically different

(Galinsky 1996).

P1: A compelling vision, larger than any individual, is necessary for organiza-

tional success and sustainability.

2 All primary quotes of the Aeneid from: Virgil (1983). The Aeneid. (R. Fitzgerald, Trans.). New
York, NY: Random House. (Original work published c. 20 B.C.). Hereafter, only book and lines

numbers will be cited.
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[The] poem not only helped to cast Augustus’ seemingly inevitable power as heroic but also
to make that heroic power comprehensible in the contemporary idioms of communication in
the Res Republica. . .[who] would have had little difficulty in understanding the roles of
Aeneas and Augustus, the two heroic leaders positioned at the opposite poles of the fated
trajectory of the national history (Bell 1999, p. 264).

In other words, from the Fall of Troy to the founding of Rome and the promise of

an empire without end as Jupiter ordained their fatum to: “. . .call by his own name

his people Romans/For these I set no limits, world or time/But make the gift of

empire without end” (Book I, Lines 355–375). As Cicero (54 B.C) presaged “. . .our
own commonwealth was based on the genius, not of one man, but of many; it was

founded, not in one generation, but in a long period of several centuries and many

ages of men” (trans. Keyes 1928, p. 113).
By comparison, Augustus in the Res Gestae emphasized that his political actions

were wholly consistent with traditional Roman values which, if adhered to, would

provide the basis for sustainable imperial growth and prosperity: “By the passage of

new laws I restored many traditions of our ancestors which were then falling into

disuse, and I myself set precedents in many things for posterity to imitate” (trans.

Cooley 2009, p. 66). Indeed, a critical aspect of Augustan policy was shaping

culture and behavioral norms, and avoiding dangerous practices that could under-

mine social stability.

Corporate culture in modern leadership terms refers to norms of behavior and

shared values among a group, anchoring distributed decision-making, and allowing

the firm to direct behaviors towards a common vision. Corporate culture manifests

itself in powerful, shared values that shape group behavior and persists despite

changes in group membership. Kotter (1996) found that corporate culture strongly

influences performance because culture provides selection criteria for hiring and

indoctrination, exerts itself through the actions of nearly all employees continuously,

and influences behavior without conscious intent. Most large companies have

codified their value systems to align corporate culture and provide a benchmark for

behavior. For example, nurturing a values-based corporate culture has been critical to

the success and sustainability of Johnson & Johnson (J&J). General Robert Wood

Johnson, former chairman from 1932 to 1963 and a member of the Company’s

founding family, crafted Our Credo himself in 1943, just before J&J became a

publicly traded company. Long before the term “corporate social responsibility”

was popularized, Our Credo was created as a one-page document to outline the

operating principles that continue to guide the company decades later. Thus, we posit:

1.4.2.1 Symbolism and Ritual

Symbols and rituals, which are important in creating a cohesive organizational

culture, are used extensively throughout the Aeneid to invoke images such as

Augustus as leader, religious piety, symbolic works of art, and the relentless

P2: A founding story is important to communicating and influencing organi-

zational culture.
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march of Roman history (Richmond 1976). An evocative and powerful symbol

found in the Aeneid is the Vulcan shield given to Aeneas by his mother Venus (Gale

1997). Quint (1989) noted that:

. . .the shield of Aeneas is an ideology of empire that informs the Aeneid. . ..and the
advantage of ideology is its capacity to simplify, to make hard and fast distinctions and
draw up sides. . .[and] to project a foreign “otherness” upon the vanquished enemies of
Augustus and of a Rome identified exclusively with her new master (pp. 1–3).

Modeled after the Shield of Achilles in the Iliad and alluding to the Shield of

Heracles by Pseudo-Hesiod (Hardie 1985; Faber 2000), the shield of Aeneas

provides great symbolism and purpose by depicting a lengthy ecphrasis of the

entire history of Rome from its founding by Romulus through to the future Battle

of Actium where Augustus defeated Marc Antony’s “unholy alliance” with

Cleopatra and her Egyptian forces (Book VIII). The battle on the shield symbolizes

the values of Augustan leadership, set against the chaos of Antony and Cleopatra’s

forces, which “successfully vindicates his claim to be a world-ruler” (Hardie 1985,

p. 31). We see the unity of Italians and Romans, households and state all under one

man, a vision of order, of virtue and steady leadership. That is, when “Aeneas lifts

his shield, he takes upon himself the responsibility for the glory and destiny of his

descendants” (Eichholz 1968, p. 105) and evokes: “All these images on Vulcan’s

shield/His mother’s gift, were wonders to Aeneas/Knowing nothing of the events

themselves/He felt joy in their pictures, taking up/Upon his shoulder all the destined

acts/And fame of his descendants” (Book VIII, Lines 987–992).

In contemporary leadership terms, symbols and rituals can have resonant effects

on organizational and cultural development. Symbolic messages are used by

individuals to understand their environment and create a social reality (Blumer

1962, 1969; Faules and Alexander 1978; Mills 2002). For example, company logos

can communicate across languages and cultures to prospective customers and

employees (Aaker 1994). The Coca-Cola, McDonalds or Fedex brand lettering,

for example, maintains their identical physical appearance worldwide and provides

ubiquitous messaging to customers. Thus, we posit:

1.4.3 Values

1.4.3.1 Integrity

Integrity may be defined as the steadfast adherence to a strict moral or ethical code.

Whether through positive reinforcement or negative punishment, the importance of

integrity in the form of pietas towards the anthropomorphic gods is a central feature

of the Aeneid (Hahn 1931; Coleman 1982). We know that contemporary Romans

valued this kind of integrity. Ovid noted that: “No man can purchase his virtue too

P3: Symbols and/or rituals are important to creating a cohesive organizational

culture.
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dear. . .Our integrity is never worth so much as when we have parted with our all to

keep it” (Ovid 1916, p. 117).

By comparison, Augustus in the Res Gestae prominently emphasized his pietas by
way of adherence to the letter and spirit of collective rule. Of note, he underlines that

those who adhere to these traditional values should be admired and rewarded (Earl

1967). For example, he eschewed the offer of absolute power and instead aligned

himself with the people and traditional republican values and “in listing these honors

he more than once stresses that they were bestowed by the people as well as the senate,

and emphasizes that he was unwilling to accept untraditional, i.e. unrepublican,

honours and powers” (Brunt and Moore 1967, p. 5). As Augustus wrote:

When I had extinguished the flames of civil war, after receiving by universal consent the
absolute control of affairs, I transferred the republic from my own control to the will of the
senate and the Roman people. . .After that time I took precedence of all in rank, but of
power I possessed no more than those who were my colleagues in any magistracy (trans.
Cooley 2009, p. 98).

Integrity is likewise central to modern leadership studies, which is viewed as

“commitment in action to a morally justifiable set of principles” (Becker 1998, pp.

157–158) and is a prerequisite to transformational leadership. Building on the

foundations of transformational leader which takes purposeful action to achieve

desirable end-states beyond personal interests and limitations (MacGregor Burns

1978), Parry and Proctor-Thompson (2002) found a positive correlation between

perceived integrity and leadership behaviors – or the ability to motivate, encourage

and induce people to be aware of how they feel. Similarly, another study of leaders

across 62 countries found that integrity-based leadership – defined as just, honest

and trustworthy – was a superordinate, universal value (House et al. 2004). That is,

beyond a focus on individual behavior and legal compliance, leaders can have a

significant effect on organizational performance. As Paine (1994) posits, “an

integrity-based approach to ethics management combines a concern for the law

with an emphasis on managerial responsibility for ethical behavior. . .and to instill a
sense of shared accountability among employees” (p. 106). Thus, we posit:

1.4.3.2 Good Judgment

Good judgment, tempered by flexibility and situational awareness, may signifi-

cantly influence performance (Bowers and Seashore 1966; Tetlock 1992; Tichy and

Bennis 2007). The development and transformation of Aeneas is a striking example

of a leader being forged by tests of character through a series of judgment calls.

What makes the character of Aeneas so compelling and timeless is his struggle to be

moral despite missteps, challenges and temptations. For example, in Aeneas’

passion for Dido “his sin lies not in his love, but in the abandonment of his god-

given mission” (p. 188).

P41 Integrity, defined as the steadfast adherence to a strict moral or ethical code,

has a significant impact on a leader’s ability to transform an organization.
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By comparison in the political realm of the Res Gestae, Augustus exercises good
judgment not to overreach his power and learns from the enmity that his predeces-

sor Julius Caesar injured after becoming dictator perpetuo (dictator in perpetuity).

For example, Augustus emphasized that while the people and senate bestowed

many accolades and titles upon him, he was always unwilling to accept honors and

powers that were not in the republican tradition:

The dictatorship offered me by the people and the Roman Senate, in my absence and later
when present, in the consulship of Marcus Marcellus and Lucius Arruntius I did not
accept. . .I freed the entire people, at my own expense, from the fear and danger in which
they were. The consulship, either yearly or for life, then offered me I did not accept (trans.
Cooley 2009, p. 62).

In modern leadership, organizational success strongly depends on the quality of

judgments made by key decision makers (Tichy and Bennis 2010). Good judgment

is illustrated through Procter & Gamble CEO A.G. Lafley’s appointment of Deb

Henretta to lead the baby care segment of operations. This particular segment was

struggling, and Lafley made the tough call of bringing in Henretta to turn the

division around. The reaction to Henretta’s appointment was “almost a revolt”

and Lafley had to quickly adjust his approach. He realized that without support from

her new colleagues, Henretta was doomed to fail. Therefore, Lafley met with his

team to listen to their complaints and explain the reasoning behind his action. As a

result, he soothed the opposition and Henretta was able to successfully transform

the baby care division (Tichy and Bennis 2007). Thus, we posit:

1.4.3.3 Leadership by Example

Leadership by example may be defined as the collective actions, decisions and

general deportment of leaders (e.g., personal sacrifice, servant leadership). After

suffering a great loss of men and material in their opening voyage, Aeneas’ first

action after landing in Libya was to climb a peak to assess their strategic situation

and to benefit the welfare of his people, as well as to reassure them of their safety

and secure food:

Aeneas climbed one of the peaks
For a long seaward view. . .
He found no ship in sight, but on the shore
Three wandering stags. Behind them whole gerds followed. . .
Next he routed the whole herd. . .
A number equal to his ships. Then back
To port he went and parceled out the game
To his ships’ companies (Book I, 256–258; 263–264)

From a modern leadership perspective, leadership by example plays a powerful

role in enhancing the motivation and performance of followers (Bass and Avolio

P42 Good judgment, tempered by flexibility and situational awareness, signifi-

cantly influences performance.
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1993; Hesselbein 2010; Kotter 1990). For example, Gerald Grinstein, former CEO

of Delta Airlines, has embodied these principles through selfless dedication to his

company. In 2007, he refused over $10 million in compensation promised to him

after guiding the airline through bankruptcy. Instead, he contributed the money to

Delta scholarships and hardship assistance for employees and their families. This

action “almost singlehandedly defused employee resentment and regained

employee trust and confidence in Delta management” (Citrin 2009). In other

words, leadership by example creates a multiplier effect throughout the organiza-

tion that significantly strengthens culture, cohesion, and enhances efficiency. Thus,

we posit:

1.4.3.4 Decision-Making

Good decision-making involves the steadfast adherence and support of directives

that follow the chain of command, unless requested actions are immoral, illegal or

unethical (Kotter 1990; Messick and Bazerman 2001; Trevino 1986). The exercise

of effective decision-making in uncertainty faces Aeneas throughout his journey.

After great sacrifice and heroism, for example, Aeneas could have dictated peace on

his own terms, which would have been more costly to enforce and potentially

threaten sustainable administration after successful prosecution of military action.

Instead, as Drances recognized “in war there is no salvation” (Book XI, 493); and

finally in Book XII Aeneas declares: “If on the hand the day is ours/Let both

nations, both unconquered, both/Subject to equal laws, commit themselves/To an

eternal union. I shall give/Rituals and gods to both” (Book XII, 252–62).

In modern leadership, the capacity to make and commit to decisions with

imperfect information becomes paramount, particularly when faced with time and

resource constraints. Leaders must not only assess the consequences of their

decisions for all stakeholders involved, but they must also strive to avoid internal

biases that affect rational decision-making (Messick and Bazerman 1996). Ulti-

mately, executives must confront the reality that the decisions they make will leave

some stakeholders unsatisfied. As Larry Bossidy, CEO, of mutlinational Allied

Signal advised: “Decisiveness isn’t useful if it isn’t timely. People should expect

me to make decisions as soon as I have the information I need, and not to be careless

or impetuous but to give clear, unambiguous answers” (2007, p. 64). Thus, we

posit:

P43 Leadership by Example, defined as the collective actions, decisions and

general deportment of leaders (e.g., personal sacrifice), substantially impacts the

motivations of followers.

P44 Decision-Making involving the steadfast adherence and support of directives

that follow the chain of command, unless requested actions are immoral, illegal or

unethical, enables leaders to take action effectively despite time and resource

constraints.
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1.4.3.5 Trust

Trust is defined as a relationship of reliance between leaders and followers. The

presence of trust allows for the full commitment of followers, enables organiza-

tional cohesion, and enhances performance. In this case, Aeneas builds trust by

showing mercy to those conquered (Book XII, 252–261), as well as his alliance

with the Arcadians: “Trust us as we trust you. We have the stamina/For warfare, and

have the spirit for it/In difficulties our men have proved themselves” (Book VIII,

Lines 201–203). As Cicero (54 BCE) noted:

. . .citizens must necessarily enjoy the greatest happiness, being freed from all cares and
worries, when once they have entrusted the preservation of their tranquility to others,
whose duty it is to guard it vigilantly and never to allow the people to think that their
interests are being neglected by their rulers (Cicero 1928, p. 204).

In modern leadership, trust is crucial in organizations. Mayer et al. (1995)

attributed this trend to the emergence of a largely diversified workforce that

prevents workers from relying on interpersonal similarities to form working

relationships; and the implementation of self-directed work teams which leads to

an increase in worker interaction, and a decrease in control and monitoring

mechanisms. According to Dirks and Ferrin (2002), elevated levels of trust in an

organization’s leadership enhances (in order of magnitude) work attitudes, citizen-

ship behaviors, and job performance, which is ultimately linked to worker effec-

tiveness and productivity. Thus, we posit:

1.4.3.6 Justice/Fairness

Justice and fairness defined as the perceived level of impartiality and equal treat-

ment is a prerequisite for ensuring maximum effort and sacrifice from followers.

The Aenied illustrates that committing a nation’s treasure and blood takes much

more than issuing orders, as King Evander hailed the justification of fighting to

restore peace:

Saturn came here in flight from Jove in arms
An exile from a kingdom lost; he brought
These unschooled men together from the hills
Where they were scattered, gave them laws
In his reign were the golden centuries
Men tell of still, so peacefully he ruled (Book VIII, Lines 424–428; 430–433)

Similarly, Augustus in the Res Gestae underscores the primary focus of imperial

war is peace and security; and that magnanimity and mercy should be extended to

conquered peoples whenever possible:

P45 Trust is defined as a relationship of reliance between leaders and followers,

and enhances workers attitudes and increases overall organizational productivity.
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Wars, both civil and foreign, I undertook throughout the world, on sea and land, and when
victorious I spared all citizens who sued for pardon. The foreign nations which could with
safety be pardoned I preferred to save rather than to destroy (trans. Cooley 2009, p. 60).

From a modern leadership perspective, justice has been linked to work commit-

ment, job satisfaction, and organizational citizenship behaviors (Moorman et al. 1993).

An organization that benefits from elevated employee perceptions of fairness is

Costco. With an average wage of $19 per hour, zero layoffs during the recession,

and 86 % of employees receiving healthcare and benefits (though half of the

workforce is part-time), there is a strong incentive for employees to reciprocate

by remaining productive and loyal to the company. CEO Jim Sinegal explains,

“When you hire good people, and you provide good jobs and good wages and a

career, good things are going to happen”. These good things have translated into a

$1.3 billion profit for Costco in fiscal 2008 (Ruggeri 2009).

Thus, we posit:

1.4.3.7 Humility

Humility is a lack of arrogance, capacity to listen carefully, and without ego –

which strengthens leadership competence and performance (Collins 2001; Tichy

and Ulrich 1984). As a leader, Aeneas was “always thoughtful of his men,

comforting them when they were downcast, though he is himself steeped in sorrow,

or is grieving because of the burning of his boats and the prospective separation of

many of his comrades” (Hahn 1931, p. 665). Another illustrative example occurs

when Aeneas was sailing from Carthage to Italy to fulfill his destiny. When severe

weather threatened their progress, he was warned by Palinurus, a lowly helmsman

who called from the high deck that they were in grave danger and needed to change

course for Sicily. Instead of fighting the helmsmen’s logic and loyal advice, Aeneas

reassures: “Change course/Haul yards and sails around. Could any soil/Be more

agreeable to me, or any/Where I would moor these tired ships/Than Sicily, home of

my Darden friend/Acestes, and the ashes of my father?” (Book V, Lines 35–42).

In modern leadership, the presence of humility is a key factor in transforming a

company from good to great. Jeffrey Immelt, CEO, General Electric exemplified

this trait in their stumbles during the recession in 2008. Instead of blaming eco-

nomic conditions for their poor performance, Immelt reflected that the crisis made

the multinational giant:

Humbler and hungrier. . .I needed to be a better listener coming out of the crisis. I should
have done more to anticipate the radical changes that occurred. [I] did things I never
thought I would have to do. I’m sure that my board and investors frequently wondered what
in the heck I was doing (Glader 2009).

P46 Justice/Fairness, defined as the perceived level of fairness in the organization,

increases employee job satisfaction and commitment to the organization.
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Thus, we posit:

1.4.3.8 Sense of Urgency

A sense of urgency is the capacity to instill an immediacy or action-orientation to

achieve results (Kotter 1990, 1996; Thomas et al. 2004). As Cicero bluntly observed:

“Advice is judged by results, not by intentions” (Cicero 1928, p. 213). A critical

theme in the Aeneid is that “true courage, not the honors of politics, courage takes by
storm that immortality which is denied to me” (McGushin 1964, p. 246): “. . .But by
their deeds to make/Their fame last: that is the labor for the brave” (Book X,

653–654).

From a modern leadership lens, establishing a sense of urgency has become an

essential component of enacting organizational change in an ever-changing envi-

ronment. In order for change to occur, employees must be convinced that immedi-

ate action is necessary for the benefit of the organization. An example of urgent

leadership is shown through the government appointed chief executive of General

Motors, Edward Whitacre. Whitacre was charged with the monumental task of

returning the company to profitability and repaying billions of dollars in federal

bailout money. Zealously, he began cutting and shortening meetings, casting aside

stacks of Powerpoint slides, and decentralizing decision-making. He proclaimed,

“We need to hurry every chance we get. This is about a turnaround, this is not

business as usual. This is about a new GM, a new way of doing business” (Green

2009, p. 1). Thus, we posit:

1.5 Conclusion

In juxtaposition to the assertion by some modern leadership experts that contempo-

rary demands, wrought by forces such as globalization and telecommunication,

reduces the value of studying the past, this paper examined and presented the

relevance of the Aeneid to the demands of modern leadership. This study reviewed

the Aeneid, the foundation work of the Latin cannon, in its historical context, coded
the themes of its key leadership lessons, juxtaposed the leadership lessons identified

to the demands of modern leadership, and provided implications for practitioners

and researchers. Using a social systems approach within the context of values-based

leadership, the Aeneid was analyzed to juxtapose the resonant leadership elements

of vision, culture and values – and their corresponding equivalent Roman themes of

fatum, pietas, and virtus – relative to the demands of modern leadership.

P47 Humility, defined as the lack of arrogance, capacity to listen carefully, and

egolessness, strengthens leadership competence and performance.

P48 Sense of urgency, defined as the capacity to instill a sense of urgency or

action-orientation to achieve results, enables a leader to efficiently enact organi-

zational change.
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First, a compelling vision, larger than any individual, was found to be necessary

for organizational success and sustainability in the Aeneid, contemporary first

century BCE Rome, and modern organizations. Second, nurturing the culture or

the prevailing attitudes, beliefs and preferences through multiple approaches,

including symbols and rituals, was affirmed to be a critical aspect of organizational

leadership that is likewise shared by ancient and modern leaders. Third, the Aeneid
was coded into the following eight values (seen in relation to the Roman ideal of

virtus) in order of importance: integrity, good judgment, leadership by example,

decision-making, trust, justice/fairness, humility, and sense of urgency. Of note,

integrity appears to be the most important, essential and resonant value by far and

superordinate – without which the other values are severely lessened in worth. In

practical terms, each of these leadership elements and Roman themes can be

reduced to three essential management questions: (1) Are we doing the right things

(i.e., Do we have the right strategic vision?), (2) How do we do things (i.e., Are we

nurturing a cohesive culture?), and (3) Are we doing things right (i.e., Are we

abiding to a steadfast set of values which informs decision-making and actions?)

A summary of the leadership themes and Roman elements, leadership frameworks

and practical management implications from the Aeneid are summarized in Fig. 1.2.

In sum, while the Aeneid extols prototypical values, the epic also instructs that

truly effective leadership is not about being a monochromatic prototype. Rather, the

epic reveals that the essence and privilege of effective leadership demands reflec-

tion on the dynamic relationship between the leader and the led towards a better,

Fig. 1.2 Leadership themes and Roman elements, leadership frameworks and practical manage-

ment implications from the Aeneid
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envisioned future. After two millennia, the Aenied continues to hold an abiding

interest whether viewed through the lens of a classicist seeking the nature of things,

the romanticist drawn to the unknown where the truth is to be found, or the

determined leader seeking timeless insight into the human condition amidst the

relentless storms of turbulent change.
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